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About the Book
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Logan Walsh doesn’t do relationships.


Clare Thompson doesn’t do casual.


What could possibly bring them together?


Finance bro Logan and tabletop game designer Clare couldn’t be more different. They know this because their apartments face each other, and they’ve noticed. But not, you know, in a creepy way.


Still, when they get stuck in the elevator together, sparks fly and they each see an opportunity: Clare needs her co-workers to believe that she is capable of a one-night stand to get them to buy into her new role-play character, and Logan needs a steady girlfriend to prove his maturity to his boss.


After one night together, they’re keen to get on with their respective plans. Except Clare can’t understand why her hook-up seems to want to date her, and Logan is confused that Clare isn’t responding to his flirting.


A kiss in the rain might clear up any confusion over their chemistry, but this whole ‘relationship’ thing is a two-player game, and both want to win. With their hearts and their pride on the line, could the prize be love?









Lindsey, this one’s for you









Chapter One
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The lives of millions of people hung in the balance. They were moments away from complete destruction, and the fate of the entire continent of Sulzuris depended entirely on what Clare did next.


But first, she needed Kiki to pee, and she needed her to pee now. “Come on, just get on with it,” Clare said and tapped her foot, impatient with the little fuzzball’s pickiness. “Everyone is going to kill me if I’m late.” Normally she left herself plenty of time for Kiki’s walk before a Quest—especially when they were about to pick back up on a cliff-hanger like Devi left them on last week—but she lived on the fifth floor and the elevator was out. Again.


Kiki sniffed the tree and circled it for the third time. Clare sighed. “It’s the exact same spot you always pee in, you don’t need to make this a whole production.”


“Does that work?”


Clare spun on her heel and found herself face to face with none other than Mr. 6B himself, he of the unfairly handsome face and habit of eating out his lady friends on his living room couch. (Okay, it was just the one lady friend, and it was one time. It wasn’t like she was a perv. It was just that his living room was straight out her kitchen window, and she just happened to see it. It wasn’t like she watched. Much.) “Does what work?” she asked and tugged at her sweatshirt, wishing she was wearing something—anything—a little more flattering than a hoodie with Zutara Forever written across the front.


Not that she was ashamed of her hoodie—Zuko and Katara should have ended up together, as anyone who had seen Avatar: The Last Airbender would agree—but when faced with a man who looked like he stepped out of a cologne ad, she wished she was wearing just about anything more sophisticated.


“Berating your dog into peeing.”


Kiki finally got down to business. It was the exact same spot as when Clare brought her down earlier, the bark on the base of the tree still damp, and Clare had to stifle her sigh. “She’s not my dog,” Clare said stupidly, because, well, why was he talking to her? And how did people talk to him when looking at the handsomeness full-on was like staring directly into the sun?


He shifted his Smorgasbord tote into the other hand. She had heard a woman in the elevator call him Logan once, which fit. Logans were insouciant, laid-back, and cocky, and 6B fit the bill all too well. His eyes were icy blue, a fact that was utterly irrelevant to literally everything, and wow, she needed to stop gawking at him. “You just go around, stealing other people’s dogs, and then badger them into peeing faster?” he asked.


“I was not badgering,” she protested, reminding herself at the last second not to use his name. She had no reason to know it and appearing to know it would make her seem like a stalker. Oblivious to her mental panic, Logan grinned. Clare had never actually been in the direct path of one of his smiles before and she really hoped he had a permit or something because that shit was deadly. “I was just getting her to hurry up, because Kiki is fussy.”


“Still wondering how a dog that isn’t yours ended up being your responsibility.” He rested his shoulder against the young birch tree planted in the boulevard.


“Oh well, it’s simple. I steal dogs, and take them on walks, and then ransom them back to their owners.”


“Wouldn’t opening a dog-walking business be easier? And less illegal?”


“But then where’s the rush? No high to be had in following the law.”


“Oh, I get it, you’re an adrenaline junkie,” he said with a soft laugh.


Part of Clare felt like she was floating above herself, and another part wondered if she was hallucinating. Was she really flirting with him? He was so far out of her league it wasn’t even funny, but maybe that was it. He was so hot he barely counted as a person to her brain, more like a very sexy mirage who could talk. “That’s definitely me. I’m an adrenaline junkie and criminal, definitely not a dork who lives for Quest for Sulzuris and dog-sits for her aunt.”


“Okay, intrigued about whatever that quest thing is, but I see we’re finally solving the mystery of the dog’s ownership.”


“It wasn’t really a mystery, you just never asked who she belonged to,” Clare volleyed back. This was almost as much fun as fighting off a pack of orcs, a reference Sir Hotness obviously wouldn’t get, because guys with faces like that unfortunately did not play fantasy tabletop role-playing games. And Clare would know, because she didn’t just play Quest for Sulzuris, she worked for it, too. An awful lot of the players, not to mention her coworkers, were the exact stereotype people first thought of when you said “fantasy tabletop role-playing game.” She mostly worked with white dudes who had poorly maintained facial hair and assumed everyone in the world had an encyclopedic knowledge of Lord of the Rings and Game of Thrones, and yes, they could be exactly as annoying as it sounded. Quest Gaming was working on broadening their demographic—that was the reason she had wanted to work there in the first place—and there were a lot more people who played these sorts of games than most people assumed, but some stereotypes are hard to shake. Particularly when there’s just enough truth to them to make them plausible.


“And is this dog-sitting business of yours free? Or do you charge your elderly aunt an arm and a leg for it?”


“I’m pretty sure she’d protest that elderly descriptor, but yes, it’s free. It’s a tale as old as time: girl loves dogs, girl doesn’t have time for a dog of her own, girl agrees to dog-sit for beloved aunt and pretty much anyone else who asks.”


“So if I got a dog, you’d walk him for free too? In the service of being a good neighbor?”


A flush started creeping up her neck, because it hadn’t really occurred to her that he knew they were neighbors. It was obvious why she’d notice him, of course, but it never once crossed her mind that he might have noticed her too.


Clare made herself shrug lazily. “I’d probably charge you. No reason; I just want your money.”


“You’re a shark, aren’t you?” he laughed and honestly, she’d pay him money to smile at her like that all the time. He straightened up off the tree and tipped his chin at Kiki, who was now straining at her leash toward the lobby. “Looks like your friend wants to go back inside. See you around, neighbor,” he said, striding away like this was a totally normal interaction and not incredibly surreal.


“Come on, Kiki,” Clare muttered to the dog, and watched Logan walk into the building out of the corner of her eye. “Let’s get you home so I can get back to saving Sulzuris.”









Chapter Two
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Logan ran his hand down Amber’s back, fingers gliding through the light sheen of sweat.


“Mmmm,” she sighed happily as she rolled over. She swung her long legs off the edge of his bed.


“Where are you going?” he asked. Amber never spent the night, but usually she waited a little longer before leaving.


She grabbed her panties from where he’d tossed them earlier. “Early meeting,” she said, and Logan didn’t know her that well—they didn’t exactly spend a lot of time talking—but he could tell it was a lie. She wasn’t looking at him, and there was an urgency to her movements that was out of place. He stayed where he was, watching her shimmy back into her clothes at nearly record speed. Amber fluffed her nut-brown hair out from where it was caught in her T-shirt and turned to face him, unusually fixated on straightening the hem of her shirt. She took a deep breath. “Okay, there’s no not-awkward way to say this, but tonight was the last time.”


“You moving or something?”


Amber refused to make eye contact. “You know how I was seeing that guy from Tinder, right?”


Logan made a noncommittal noise because he couldn’t say he remembered a specific guy, but he did know she was seeing other people. He was a lot more monogamous than most people thought, but when it came to casual sex partners he had no problem with them having other entanglements. Relationships meant having to care too much, in his opinion. His way meant getting laid regularly, but he never had to drive anyone to the airport.


“Yeah, anyway, I think he and I are going to go exclusive soon, so I probably won’t be seeing you anymore.”


Logan decided if he was going to get dumped, he might as well put his underwear on. “Probably? Or definitely?” he asked, pulling them on and picking up the jeans he’d been wearing when Amber arrived. He didn’t bother with a shirt. He worked hard to look this good, and he believed in showing off the results of that work.


“Depends on how the conversation goes, obviously, but—yeah, this is the end.”


Logan shrugged. He liked Amber well enough, but it wasn’t like either of them were particularly invested in this. He couldn’t even remember what her job was, although he thought it might be something that involved kids. Teacher, maybe? He didn’t think she was a nanny, if only because he probably would have made several borderline dirty jokes about that. Either way, she definitely didn’t have a meeting on a Sunday morning.


He realized belatedly she was waiting for him to have more of a response than just a shrug. “Okay then,” he said. “It’s been fun.”


Her shoulders relaxed. “It has been, hasn’t it?” she said, and he followed her out of the bedroom. “You might not be boyfriend material, but you’re a hell of a fuck.”


“I could be,” he said, more because he felt like he should protest that categorization than anything else. “I could be boyfriend material, I mean. If I wanted to be.”


Amber laughed. “Tell me one thing about myself that doesn’t have to do with sex.”


“You like red wine but not white.”


“Okay, fine—one thing about me that isn’t sex or drinking.”


Logan blinked, thinking hard. Everything that came to mind—her bra size, the fact that she liked to leave her heels on during sex—would make her point for her. “You’re a teacher,” he said finally, hoping he was right.


“What grade?” She lifted her chin, eyebrows raised, waiting.


Logan took a valiant stab in the dark. “Kindergarten.”


“So close,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “High school.”


That rang a bell. “Oh right, you’re an English teacher.”


“French,” she sighed.


This was not going well, so Logan did what he always did when things stopped panning out his way: he changed the subject. Or more accurately, he poured on the charm to distract her from the discussion entirely. He grinned, the grin that worked miracles on anyone attracted to men, and cocked his head to the side. “Maybe you have a point,” he said, and she shook her head fondly.


“Take care, Logan,” she said, stepping back into her heels and brushing a kiss to his cheek.


The door clicked softly behind her. He stood there for a moment, chest oddly hollow. Then he shook his head and put Amber out of his mind. Logan never saw the point in dwelling on women. There were plenty of fish in the sea, after all, and he was fairly irresistible bait. There was no reason to feel like this, so he simply wouldn’t.


Logan padded back toward his bedroom and noticed that one of the blinds was still open. He was high enough up that if he craned his neck, he had a view of the Hennepin Avenue Bridge from the windows on the other side of the apartment, but if he looked straight out this window it was into the units on the other side of his complex. Amber had a bit of an exhibitionist streak—and Logan was up for pretty much anything—so he’d gone down on her a handful of times on the couch that faced the window.


As far as he knew, none of his neighbors had ever complained, so either they hadn’t seen, or they enjoyed the show. The unit straight across from his never, ever opened their blinds—he might have thought it was unoccupied if not for the string of Christmas lights that went up on their balcony last November and never came down—but the one just one floor down was occupied by The Nerd.


He sort of liked The Nerd. There was an air of geekiness that seemed to surround her in an unapologetic way that he admired. He saw her often enough around the building, either in the elevator or, if the elevator was on the fritz, in the stairwell. Once he watched her trudge across the lobby with an armful of medieval weapons, loudly explaining to everyone she saw that they were both fake and for work, and please no one call the cops on her.


He saw her sometimes out on the sidewalk too, walking that tiny, fluffy dog that he only occasionally saw in her apartment. To be perfectly honest he was most curious about that part, which was why he had stopped to talk to her earlier that afternoon. He had been delighted to discover she was funny as hell, if still a little puzzling to him. Where did she take her baking every Saturday afternoon? What was with the dog sweaters? And what sort of job required fake medieval weapons?


She couldn’t be less his type, considering how much time he had spent wondering about her. He went for women like Amber—tall, willowy women with cheekbones that could cut glass and attitudes to match. The Nerd was cute, although in an off-beat sort of way. She was shorter than most of the women he dated, and certainly a little mousier, but her chin-length blonde hair always looked soft to the touch. He wouldn’t say no to fucking her, but he probably wouldn’t pursue her, either.


There used to be a guy who hung around The Nerd’s place a lot, some skinny, glasses-wearing dude who had once set up what appeared to be a diorama of a battle in the middle of her kitchen, but Logan hadn’t seen him in probably a year. He wondered about that too—did she dump him? He looked boring, so he hoped she had, for her sake. She’d been really funny about those weapons.


The Nerd was still awake. She baked a lot, sometimes late into the night. Logan liked to watch when she did, although not in a creepy, lurking sort of way. Mostly he’d just glance out his side window and try to guess what she was making, and then an hour or so later he’d see if he was right. But she wasn’t baking tonight. She was watching something on her TV—it featured lots of swords and possibly a trebuchet, so maybe medieval weapons were both a hobby and a job for her. He shook his head and spun the blinds closed. Whatever was wrong with him, spying on his neighbor was not going to fix it.









Chapter Three
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“Yaen, what’s your decision?” Devi prompted.


Clare’s palms were sweaty but she squared her shoulders and kept her voice even. She had been playing as Yaen for years. She knew exactly what Yaen would do. “I kiss him,” she announced.


“You’re sure?”


“Positive.” Clare ignored the sharp intakes of breath from her left and right.


“Roll for success, then,” Devi instructed her, and Clare held her own breath as the dice skittered across Toni’s dining-room table. She’d rolled a twelve and the entire party gasped. “You grab Ildash by the robes, kissing him despite everything he’s done. Your lips meet and for a moment, it seems you’ve failed. He goes still and you wonder if he’ll go through with it anyway, casting the spell that will rip the continent in two. Rain pours down around you, soaking you both—”


“Oh my god, a rain kiss?” Toni interrupted.


“You’re goddamn right it is,” Devi replied without missing a beat. “Slowly, Ildash lowers his hands, cupping your face as he returns the kiss. With tears pouring down your face, you watch as he pulls back and gasps, violet eyes flying open. The rain stops and a ray of sun breaks through the clouds.”


“Wait, he was cursed?” Clare gasped.


“Shut up and let me tell you. The golden light dissipates and Ildash is left standing before you, blinking like he’s never quite seen you before. He looks down at his hands, bewildered, and then back at you. ‘Where am I?’ he asks. ‘And what was I about to do?’ ”


“Oh my god, he was cursed,” Clare said again, a huge smile on her face. “Did my kiss break the curse?”


“Is this just Beauty and the Beast? It feels like Beauty and the Beast,” Annie pointed out.


“I’m getting there, and no, the Beast was dying so that’s different,” Devi said with a long-suffering air. “Do you guys even want me to keep going, or are you just going to keep interrupting me?”


“Sorry, continue,” Clare said.


Devi cleared her throat. “You explain everything to Ildash—the war he started, the spells he cast, the bargain he made with the Orcling King—and with each new revelation he looks more and more horrified. ‘How can I make things right?’ he asks, and you wonder where to even begin. It seems, however, that for now, Sulzuris is saved.” Devi sat back, apparently finished.


Clare preened in her chair and reached for one of her brownies. She baked for every game day and these were a particular favorite, fudgy and delicious, and she wasn’t about to deny herself some victory chocolate. But then she caught the way Devi was smirking. “Wait, seems? Oh shit, what did we miss?”


Devi leaned forward and so did Clare, Toni, and Annie, breath bated. “With Ildash freed, it seems Sulzuris is saved . . . but over on the eastern shores of Noet, an eerie calm has fallen over the land. The waves seem smaller and softer than usual, as if magic is smoothing the way for something. Even the ravens have gone quiet, their raucous calls silenced. It should feel peaceful, but there’s something sinister about the stillness. Just past a rocky outcropping that surrounds the deep, calm waters of Firesand Bay, the prow of a ship appears. And then another, and then another. The ships crowd the bay until there’s hardly any water left, it seems, just wooden vessels of war, all of them flying the same flag.”


Toni gasped and Devi sent her a stern look, the rest of the table silent as a tomb. Devi returned to her Game Master voice. “The Dragon Army has arrived.”


She may as well have dropped a bomb. “We defeated them months ago!” Annie exploded, while Clare and Toni shrieked in surprise. “They’re back?”


Devi grinned and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “You defeated some of them. But no one ever said they had entirely given up, and Ildash has a lot to answer for still. But that will have to wait until next time.”


“Fuck,” Annie muttered. “I wish you weren’t so good at this.”


Toni frowned. “Degar didn’t even get to do anything. I maintain my potion would have worked.”


“Probably,” Devi conceded, closing up her iPad with her notes. “It would have killed Ildash, but then you would have had to fight the king’s minions, and with all the damage you took storming the castle I’m not sure it would have worked. You’d be betting a lot on the dice, which is risky. Plus, Ildash-on-a-redemption-quest will be a powerful ally if you let him join you.”


“Fair enough,” Toni said. “Chase is going to be pissed he missed this, though. And I can’t believe Yaen is getting the villain romance of Clare’s dreams. How long have you been angling for this?”


“Since forever,” Clare and Devi said in unison. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted,” Clare added.


Clare had been playing Quest for Sulzuris since her freshman year of high school, so that wasn’t much of an exaggeration. Her first group had been a bunch of quiet, nerdy boys, but they had universally looked down on Clare’s love of romantic storylines. It cheapens the game, they always said, and she had given up on making those choices for years, even after she’d left that game in a somewhat explosive fashion. But their mockery and her subsequent humiliation had stuck with her, and it wasn’t until she met Devi her first month of college that she’d found another girl who played, and who similarly thought romance adventures were actually more fun than regular ones. It was hard—okay, nearly impossible—to play Sulzuris with just two people, but they managed, coming up with solo quests for each other and trading off as Game Master until Devi met Annie at a Young Democrats meeting on campus and hit it off. Toni and her twin brother Chase joined them their first year out of undergrad, when they were all still living in shitty student housing in Dinkytown and working terrible jobs that were only tangentially related to their degrees.


Now they were on their fourth campaign together, although Chase traveled a lot for work and thus was more of an auxiliary member now. But love for Quest for Sulzuris had been a defining feature of Clare’s life for a decade now, which was why being hired by Quest Gaming two years ago had been such a momentous occasion for her. There had been some ups and downs working there, but she was creating a world that other people would get to lose themselves in, and that was enough.


“Look on the bright side,” Clare said to Toni, who was a touch bloodthirsty when it came to these decisions. “I’m sure Degar will get to kill a lot of dragons on the next campaign.”


“You will, I promise,” Devi said, and lifted her brownie toward Clare in a silent salute. “What’s new with you?” she asked Clare.


Clare busied herself picking up some minuscule crumbs and shrugged. “Not much,” she admitted. Her life had been quiet lately, and while that wasn’t unpleasant it was also, well, a little boring. She went to work, which she loved but where she still didn’t have many friends, she baked, she walked Kiki occasionally, and she came to game day. They were gearing up for a new edition at work, which would be exciting, but that pitch meeting wasn’t for weeks, and there was no guarantee her idea would be chosen.


Clare’s life was very safe, but it was also monotonous. She didn’t even have a boyfriend or crush to break up the routine, not since Reid left.


She had been with Reid for nine months, just long enough to start making long-term plans. They met at a party at Chase’s boyfriend’s apartment; some guy in the room made a disgusting joke and Reid had rolled his eyes at her, thus signaling he was one of the good ones. She asked him for his number and within a week, they were dating.


Clare had been trying to work up the courage to broach the “should we live together?” discussion when Reid abruptly announced he had taken a job at a company in Phoenix. There was no conversation about her joining him, or them even trying long-distance. Just Sorry, you know how I feel about Minnesota winters and I think I want to make a fresh start, and that was that.


She’d been sad about the breakup, but not particularly devastated. However, lately she’d felt a little bit itchy to change things up, if not quite itchy enough to download a dating app. Clare didn’t have a problem with using dating apps in general, but she found the endless Hey there cutie [image: image] attempts at conversations to be soul-sucking. She wanted a connection with someone, and yeah, sex would be nice—better than nice, actually, she really could use a good lay—but Clare had never been one for casual relationships. She was a girlfriend-girl and always had been. In fact, she’d never even had sex with someone she wasn’t already dating. And that meant she was more or less treading water, hoping for something or someone to come along and liven things up a bit.


Devi frowned at her. “Are you okay?” she asked, and Clare belatedly realized she had been staring blankly at a pile of crumbs for a little too long.


Clare blinked and straightened. “Oh yeah, totally fine.”


“Really?” Annie asked. “Because you sorta zoned out hardcore there.”


“It’s nothing,” Clare shrugged. “Life is just, you know, kind of . . . boring?”


“Good boring, or bad boring?” Toni asked.


“Just boring boring,” Clare replied.


“Well, don’t tell your boss that or he’s going to give you one of his weirdo assignments,” Annie said drily.


“They’re not that weird,” Clare protested.


“They’re a little weird,” said Devi. “Most people aren’t required to go whitewater rafting for their job. But are you sure you’re okay?”


“Positive.” Clare pushed a smile on her face because really, she had nothing to complain about. She helped herself to another brownie. She had just saved the world, after all. She could handle a little ennui.









Chapter Four
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Logan


Things are over with Amber


Sam


Who the fuck is Amber


Logan


Met her at Pour. You were there.


Sam


Why do you think I keep track of the women you fuck? I have much better ways to spend my time


Like letting my mom lecture me about finding a nice boy and settling down


Like going on Tinder and actively soliciting dick picks


Like letting my nieces give me a manicure with permanent marker


Logan snorted at his phone. Sam never bothered to try to spare his feelings, which was the main reason he was friends with her. They had met in college at a frat party, both of them drunk, and proceeded to have what was, to put it mildly, the worst sex of their lives. Sam had rolled over after, looked at him, and burst out laughing.


Logan had joined in, and they’d been friends ever since.


Logan


Yes I get it, I sleep around


Sam


You do, tho


Not like, in a slut shamey way, just like, as a description of your habits in general.


When was the last time you had anything resembling a date that wasn’t just meeting for drinks before you had sex so she was sure you weren’t an axe murderer?


Logan


I resent that


No one has suspected me of being a serial killer in YEARS


Sam


Which means your last date was YEARS AGO bud, keep up


But to be serious: you have never bothered to update me on the end of a fuckbuddyship. Is everything okay?


Logan frowned. Everything was okay, but Sam was right. He rarely bothered to tell her about who he was seeing, since there wasn’t much to tell. But for some reason, he had felt like talking about Amber today.


Logan


[image: image]


I guess I thought you cared about me?


Sam


That was your first mistake.


He snorted again and pocketed his phone. It was time for his meeting with Peggy Roth, which did have him a little on edge. Maybe that was why he’d somewhat idiotically reached out to Sam for reassurance. It wasn’t 4 p.m. on a Friday so he wasn’t getting fired—he didn’t think—but there was no way to fight the drop in his stomach the second he saw a request for a one-on-one with the VP.


Because in addition to being unceremoniously dumped by Amber, Logan had been unceremoniously dumped by several clients in the last month. He had managed to find a few new ones already, but that amount of churn was usually a bad sign for a financial advisor.


Logan was fairly good at the winning clients part of his job as it exploited his two main talents: flirting, and reading the room. A lot of people assumed investment was a math and economics game, and it was, to a certain extent. But a lot more of it was gut feeling; reading the writing on the wall and convincing people he was the right person to trust, and then making the right choices with their money. It wasn’t all that different from picking women up in bars, quite frankly.


But much like his hookups, clients tended to leave him just as easily. It wasn’t that he was making crappy choices with their money, as his metrics were more or less the same as the rest of his colleagues, but rather that there was something about Logan that made people want to move on. He had managed to keep enough clients to stay off Peggy’s radar for a while, but the massive departure in the last month was enough to warrant this meeting.


He should be safe so long as he kept the Schneider account, though. John Schneider had made his money in off-brand cereal, which was boring but highly lucrative, and was one of Loyalty Investment’s oldest clients. Logan had inherited him when a senior advisor retired last year, and it was both a major coup for Logan and an easy way of keeping his metrics solid. He just had to keep things steady and not make any risky moves; Schneider was a very conservative, risk-averse client.


Logan stood, pushing his chair in. The Aidens were both in their cubicles one row over. The Aidens had been college roommates and were basically interchangeable, down to getting the exact same job right out of college. Even they admitted it; they were both tall and blond with light hazel eyes and a sort of Instagram-ready handsomeness that drew women to them without much effort. By virtue of having a slightly longer last name, Aiden Gerrick got to go by his first name while Aiden Brooks was resigned to using his last. They weren’t the worst—Logan had some standards—but they were, in Sam’s eloquent phrasing, “slightly sketch.” Brooks was on the phone with someone, his voice in the rare “I’m doing actual work” register while he threw a baseball up in the air repeatedly, catching it with a loud smack in his palm each time. Logan couldn’t hear Aiden, but he was probably one of the many people clicking away at his keyboard.


Logan made his way through the maze of identical grey cubicles to the hallway that held the actual offices. He knocked and waited for her response before entering. Peggy Roth did not look like one would expect the Vice President of a wealth management firm to look, because she dressed like a wacky English professor, complete with curly salt and pepper hair and turquoise glasses—but she had put in her dues and despite the staid dress code at Loyalty Investments, no one was about to tell Peggy Roth she had to retire the bangles.


But even though her clothes said I’m a quirky aunt, her demeanor when Logan walked through the door reminded him strongly of his middle-school science teacher. He had a bad feeling he was about to be told off for doodling when he should’ve been paying attention in class.


Unfortunately for Logan, he was right. Peggy fixed him with a look and gestured for him to sit down. “Mr. Walsh, thank you for stopping by,” she said sternly. She peered down her nose at her computer, her glasses pushed to the top of her head. Her fingers clicked across the keyboard and she turned to face him. “I’m guessing you know why you’re here today.”


“I know I lost the Miller and Yang accounts, but—”


“And the Chaudhary account,” Peggy interjected.


Okay, maybe this was going worse than he expected. “And the Chaudharys, yes. But I have brought in two new clients in the last three weeks, which brings my metrics back up to where they should be.” He was fudging it a little, since he was technically down about a hundred grand in total client investments, but it was at least close to where he should be.


“It seems you’re close to meeting this month’s metrics, yes, but you aren’t yet. Your client portfolio is about $100,000 short.”


Logan hid his wince. “I’ve got a few leads, and—”


“It’s more than that,” Peggy interrupted. “It’s the Schneider account as well.”


Logan’s stomach plummeted. “Schneider is leaving?”


“Not yet,” she said, voice grim. “But he has complained. And he’s making noises about leaving us for Marc Wimberley.”


This time, there was no hiding his grimace. Wimberley worked at Confidential Wealth, their main rival in the Twin Cities. Logan and the Aidens played basketball against him occasionally and, quite frankly, he hated the smug bastard. “Schneider hasn’t said anything to me,” Logan protested.


“Well, he has doubts about your trustworthiness. His portfolio is performing adequately, but he reached out earlier this week to express some concerns about your . . . personal life.”


Logan immediately ran through his mental rolodex of recent hookups. He wasn’t the best at getting last names, since that was usually beside the point, but he was fairly sure he hadn’t slept with anyone related to Schneider. He hoped. If he had, he was fucked beyond belief.


Wimberley, though. He would know about Logan’s dating habits, thanks to the Aidens and their big dumb mouths bringing it up all the time, and was just shady enough to use it against him. Of course, Wimberley had been married to his high-school sweetheart since they were right out of undergrad, and thus was the exact type of traditional family man Schneider would want.


Yeah, Logan was in serious, serious trouble.


“My personal life?” he asked, waiting for the hammer to drop.


She appeared to choose her words carefully. “Mr. Schneider has said he would be more comfortable with someone a bit more . . . traditional. More settled.”


Fuck. This was bad. “What do I need to do, then?” He tried thinking of leads he had on new clients, wondering if any of them would have a portfolio large enough to replace the Schneider account. He suspected they didn’t, which was also very bad for him.


“Your personal life is your business, but I want to emphasize how important Schneider is to this company,” Peggy said. “I want to see you taking concrete steps to keep him. But there are several problems at play here. Schneider would like to see proof you’re mature and trustworthy, and we would like to see significantly less churn among your other clients. Your problem is not bringing in new clients, since you bring in more clients than most in this firm. But you also lose more clients than almost anyone else. Your churn rate is—well, it’s bad. No point in mincing words here. Clients don’t stick with you, and that’s a problem. And it goes without saying that if we lose Schneider, we will likely be letting you go.”


Logan knew better than to try and charm her, but he had to say something. “But if I’m bringing in new money, isn’t that enough? I could find someone to replace the Schneider money, if I have enough time.”


“To put it bluntly, no. That is largely the reason you’re not being fired today, but the firm cannot tolerate this sort of revolving door of clients. We’re named Loyalty Investments for a reason, Mr. Walsh. We want a client base who trusts us, rather than clients who feel they’ve been neglected after a year and move on.”


“I touch base with clients on a—”


“You like the chase,” Peggy said, apparently uninterested in anything he might say in his own defense. “That’s, shall we say, readily apparent. But then you lose interest and are off chasing the next client, rather than taking care of the ones you have. I suspect that is at the root of Schneider’s displeasure as well, but I’ll be frank: he is a man who likes to be wined and dined by his financial advisors. His portfolio might be performing adequately, but if he does not take a shine to you—and soon—you will be in serious trouble.” She looked him straight in the eye, taking her glasses from the top of her head and folding them in her hands. “I need to see more maturity from you. Some sort of proof that you’re someone that Loyalty Investments wants on their team, someone clients can trust.”


“Maturity?” Logan asked.


“Maturity. You’re very charming, of course, and that’s a useful asset in a business like this. But charming only gets you so far. I need to see that you’re dependable, someone people would trust long term. Client–advisor relationships are more like a marriage than a courtship, and I’m going to need you to demonstrate you understand that.”


It was fitting, really. Amber had moved on because he wasn’t boyfriend material, and now he was in trouble at work because he wasn’t husband material.


“And if I can hang on to Schneider?”


“You need to hang on to Schneider and slow the rest of your churn, or else our next conversation will go very differently. Show me you’ve grown up, Mr. Walsh,” Peggy said, and just like that, he was dismissed.









Chapter Five


[image: image]


Clare filed into the conference room after Noah and Derek and took her usual seat, halfway down the table on the left, just under the painting of Golgath the Destroyer. He was one of her favorites in Sulzuris’s bestiary, a squid-like beast large enough to pull entire cities into the sea. She liked to think sitting in front of him gave her a little extra boost of confidence; her own personal tentacle-monster buddy.


And she was going to need it, because it was time to pitch their ideas for the new adventure. Being hired as an Associate Game Designer on the narrative team was literally her dream come true: a chance to worldbuild a sandbox for everyone else to play in. She got to create characters, develop new worlds, and write templates for new adventures. Sulzuris was a collaborative storytelling game, so Clare’s job was less to create a defined narrative than to give players exciting tools to create their own stories. She built guardrails and paths and then stepped back so players could take over. Every game had a Game Master, who was the person who directed the shape of the narrative, while individual players made choices and then rolled dice to see how successful their choices were. That meant if a Game Master wanted to entirely ignore every rule, character statistic, and option Sulzuris put in front of them, they could. Or they could take a world Clare herself had built and turn it into something new and exciting, perfectly tailored for the rest of the players in the group. Sulzuris was a game of endless possibilities.


It was an especially exciting time to work for Quest Gaming, because they were in a “time of transition,” as the CEO had said in a speech shortly after she was hired. Tabletop role-playing games had exploded in popularity in the last decade—“Thanks, Stranger Things,” Clare always said when she brought this factoid up—and Quest was in the process of retooling some of their products to appeal to a wider demographic.


These sorts of changes were always a tricky line to walk. Clare personally still held a grudge against the Third Edition, which had cut her character Yaen’s perception abilities almost in half by requiring her character’s class to use lower-value dice before an attack, so she understood why long-term fans were wary of any sort of revisions. But Clare also knew that there were thousands of people out there who might be interested in playing Quest for Sulzuris if they could just convince them that it wasn’t just tentacle monsters and demons and inscrutable rules written in a confusing shorthand.


One of the easiest ways to get into a game like Quest was a one-off adventure campaign, where the Game Master used prepackaged materials and a self-contained narrative for their group. Once groups got a feel for the world of Sulzuris they could branch out, and these sorts of introductory campaigns were the perfect way to get people hooked.


But tabletop role-playing games also had a certain reputation, one which tended to scare off a lot of women, in particular. There was a strong segment of players who disdained anything that challenged the privileged position of white cis men, and who really felt women playing Sulzuris sullied the game’s purity. It was the “nerdy guys in their basements” stereotype, and while that wasn’t exactly wrong—Clare had played her fair share of campaigns in basements with a bunch of dudes—Quest for Sulzuris could be so much more than that. There were a lot of ways to broaden their appeal and shed that stereotype, and Clare was sure that romance was the perfect angle.


It wasn’t that there weren’t romances in Sulzuris. Game Masters and players had been running romance storylines as long as the game existed, and there weren’t any rules against it. But there was a big difference between something that happened amongst players and something that was encouraged by the game itself, and Clare wanted to bring that element into the sun as a way of catching new gamers.


Clare just had to convince her coworkers of that first. The pitch meeting was their first chance to throw out storylines and characters that could be incorporated into the general “travel” brief leadership had outlined. Each team in narrative and character development had a name that corresponded to a type of character within the game. Leadership felt this added to a sense of camaraderie within the teams, and gave them some friendly rivalries to spur on creativity. Clare was part of the Mages, and while she wished there could be at least one other woman on the team, she also knew she was lucky to be here.


Because there was a lot more riding on the all-teams pitch meeting than just a chance to help shape the direction of the new edition. Everyone knew that Noah was interviewing for Narrative Lead on the Dragon Army team, and that would leave an open Senior Game Designer on the Mages. Clare knew everyone would be gunning for that spot, but she wanted it more than the rest of them, she was sure of it.


Craig, as Narrative Lead, was in charge of the pitch meeting, and that meant he was her first hurdle. Craig had been the one to hire her at Quest Gaming, and Clare would always appreciate him for being the person to give her a shot at her dream job. The company was dominated by men at most levels, and she was grateful Craig had been willing to push back on that. He had taken her under his wing and pushed her to expand her horizons to strengthen her writing abilities, and while it had been a little embarrassing to carry a crossbow, sword, and mace through her building’s lobby, one weekend of practice on the rooftop lounge had given her a deeper understanding of how to wield those weapons. Devi had pointed out that it wasn’t like Clare didn’t already know everything there was to know about weapons in Quest for Sulzuris, but as Craig had said, there’s a difference between knowing and knowing.


Craig himself had plenty of life experience, having spent two years in the Peace Corps in Namibia right out of college. He spent another year after that backpacking through other African countries, and had worked odd jobs in Eastern Europe for a while before going on what he called a “spiritual quest” in Southeast Asia. He had seemingly endless anecdotes about outrunning a mugging in Romania, losing all his possessions in a flash flood in Thailand, and performing karaoke for money in Kenya. He’d lived a life of endless adventure before returning to the US and taking a job with Quest Gaming, and Clare’s life path to Quest—suburban childhood, followed by state college and a stint as an administrative assistant at the YWCA—was comparatively dull. Craig was larger than life, but Clare was depressingly life-sized, if not smaller.


But he was the first person she had to convince. Craig wasn’t one of the Neanderthals, and he was completely on board with the “time of transition” mode the CEO wanted to follow, but he was a cautious man when it came to demographics. He was careful about not alienating their old die-hards, and Clare understood his position to a certain extent. Those were the people they could count on as customers, and it wasn’t good to drive them away. But Clare was certain there was an audience out there that was different from the lifers, and she could bring them in without driving long-term fans away.


Craig came in and the room instantly quieted. “Right then, let’s get started,” he announced, turning to Noah on his left.


Despite her nerves, Clare loved these sorts of meetings. Everyone fired off ideas, bouncing things back and forth, while Clare kept track of everything suggested on the smart board. The goal was to have a catchy pitch for the team to present at the all-hands meeting next month, when the other narrative teams would present their ideas and leadership would pick the ones they wanted to develop further.


At her turn the room’s attention shifted to her and Clare took a deep breath. “Okay, how about this: a Non-Player Character named Captain Ellis Ravencroft, a half-elf, sometime pirate, sometime merchant—it really depends on her mood and how law-abiding the Game Master wants her to be that day—as a guide. She’d be a Rogue, with high perception and above-average hit points, but—” she took another deep breath “—the real key is that she’s got a man in every port. Anywhere the parties go, she’d have a built-in connection for them. That would serve as a launching pad for the adventures, and we could write some backstories for her love interests or make it possible for players to romance her if they want. This would give Game Masters a nudge toward more romantic—”


“Sorry, just so we’re clear: this is a female character?” Craig interrupted.


“Yes. I’m thinking sort of a lady James Bond type, or maybe Indiana Jones, where she’s deadly and dangerous and hard for anyone to resist. It’d be a lot of fun, and I think newer players, especially ones who are maybe looking for something more romance-oriented—”


“I’d be wary of launching something with explicitly romantic storylines,” Craig said.


Clare had expected some resistance, but not necessarily from Craig. Her money would have been on Derek shooting it down. “Captain Ravencroft wouldn’t necessarily have these encounters while the teams are playing unless that’s what the group wanted,” she said as cheerfully as she could manage. Craig always liked upbeat pitches, after all. “It would just be a background runner, one element of her character. I think Game Masters could have a lot of fun with it, and if someone did want to go the romance route—”


“Would women want to play with that sort of character in the story?” Derek asked, right on cue. “It seems like, if you’re looking to bring romance in, they wouldn’t want competition. Shouldn’t it be a guy?”


“That’s not how female players operate,” Clare replied. “Besides, women who are attracted to women play too. Some players might not be interested in that angle, but I think a lot of others would find it enjoyable, and it would set a tone that they could follow.”


“What kind of tone?” Noah asked. He and Derek were the star writers on the team, and she wasn’t surprised they weren’t on board with a romantic angle, but she had hoped Craig would support her more visibly.


“Something light-hearted, you know? We could have a few stories available that would be more like a rom-com, even. Stumble into a tavern and be offered the chance to fake-date a barmaid who was jilted by her fiancé, that sort of thing.”
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