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The rhythmic pounding of sneakers against pavement echoed through the streets of Toronto as thousands of runners surged forward beneath the pale morning sun. Their faces glistened with sweat, breaths visible in the cool morning air. Crowds packed the barricades, waving homemade signs, blowing horns, and cheering with enough enthusiasm to make the city feel alive.

The Toronto Marathon was in full swing.

Volunteers lined hydration stations with outstretched arms, offering water and sports drinks to runners who snatched cups without breaking stride. Paper cups littered the asphalt behind them, crushed beneath thousands of pounding feet. Music blasted from loudspeakers, children pounded drums near intersections, and a teenager rang a cowbell with relentless determination.

The race stretched forward like a river of motion.

And somewhere in the middle of it was Alex Kane.

Her ponytail swung behind her like a metronome as she moved through gaps in the pack with practiced precision. Long strides. Controlled breathing. Minimal wasted movement.

Every step had purpose.

The early kilometers disappeared beneath her feet.

10KM.

15KM.

The pack slowly thinned as fatigue began separating serious runners from everyone else. Elbows brushed. Shoes clipped pavement. Competitive instincts sharpened.

One runner attempted to force his way into a narrowing gap.

Alex surged past him immediately.

Her calves burned.

Her thighs ached.

She ignored both.

Pain was temporary.

Position wasn't.

A glance at her watch confirmed what she already knew.

Fast.

Not fast enough.

Her jaw tightened.

She pushed harder.

The cheering crowds faded into the background until all she heard was the rhythm of her own breathing and the steady slap of shoes against pavement. This was her battlefield. Her world.

Nothing mattered except the next kilometer.

The next runner.

The next step.

Around the 18-kilometer marker, a familiar voice somehow cut through the noise.

"GO, ALEX!"

She flinched.

Her gaze snapped left.

A tall man stood behind the barricades waving both arms like an overexcited lunatic.

Reed Marshall.

Even from a distance, his enthusiasm was unmistakable.

Alex blinked.

What is he doing here?

The thought lingered only a moment before the race reclaimed her attention. She turned forward and accelerated, irritation simmering beneath her focus.

Eyes ahead, Alex.

The kilometers continued disappearing.

20KM.

25KM.

The field had narrowed to hardened competitors now. Faces flushed. Breathing heavier. Every runner still standing had reached the point where determination mattered more than comfort.

Alex checked her splits again.

Still good.

Still not good enough.

At the next hydration station she snatched a cup without breaking stride, splashing half of it down her chin. She barely noticed.

Ahead, runners were beginning to crack.

Some slowed.

Some walked.

Others drifted backward as exhaustion finally caught them.

Alex kept moving.

Thirty kilometers arrived like a punch to the ribs.

Her lungs burned.

Her legs felt heavier.

Every stride demanded more effort than the last.

But she refused to give ground.

Then she heard him again.

"YOU'VE GOT THIS, ALEX!"

Her eyes widened.

Somehow Reed had found another location.

Closer this time.

Waving.

Grinning.

Embarrassingly visible.

For a split second she stumbled.

Not enough to fall.

Just enough to annoy her.

What is wrong with him?

The thought followed her all the way into the final stretch.

The finish banners appeared ahead.

The crowd thickened.

The noise became deafening.

Cowbells.

Vuvuzelas.

Thunder sticks.

Thousands of voices merging into one overwhelming roar.

Alex locked onto the giant digital clock hanging above the finish line.

3:10.

3:11.

Time was slipping away.

A runner to her left attempted a final sprint.

Alex matched him instantly.

Then passed him.

Her vision narrowed until nothing remained except the clock and the line beneath it.

Pain vanished.

Fatigue vanished.

Everything vanished.

There was only the finish.

One final push.

One final burst.

One final fight.

The clock continued climbing.

3:11:15.

3:11:30.

The crowd erupted around her as runners launched themselves toward the end.

Alex dug deeper.

Her lungs felt like fire.

Her legs screamed.

But she refused to yield.

The runner beside her faltered.

Alex surged ahead.

The finish line rushed toward her.

3:12:02.
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She crossed the line, her foot striking the timing mat with an audible slap.

For a moment there was nothing.

No crowd.

No noise.

No finish line.

Just a strange emptiness as her body stumbled forward on trembling legs.

A volunteer stepped toward her, concern written across their face, but Alex waved them away with a weak hand.

"I'm good."

Mostly.

Reality returned in pieces.

Exhausted runners staggered through the finish area. Volunteers draped medals around sweat-soaked necks. The scent of oranges, bananas, and sports drinks drifted through the air while the crowd beyond the barriers continued roaring with excitement.

Alex sucked in a deep breath.

Then another.

Her watch beeped.

3:12:24.

She glanced down and grimaced.

A great time.

Not great enough.

It never was.

She accepted a bottle of water from a volunteer and dumped half of it over her head. The cool shock sent a shiver through her overheated body as she shuffled toward the exit gate with the rest of the exhausted runners.

The secure finish area was packed with limping competitors, emotional reunions, and spectators searching for familiar faces.

Then she saw him.

Of course she did.

Reed Marshall stood near the barrier, impossible to miss.

Tall.

Grinning.

Hands cupped around his mouth as he shouted something she couldn't hear over the crowd.

Alex closed her eyes briefly.

Her stomach twisted.

Not from exhaustion.

From embarrassment.

She considered turning around.

Briefly.

Then dismissed the idea.

There was no escaping him now.

Taking a steadying breath, Alex pushed through the crowd toward the exit gate, her tired legs protesting every step.

And toward Reed

He stood just beyond the gate, leaHe stood just beyond the gate, leaning casually against the barricade with that same grin plastered on his face. His tall frame and slightly disheveled hair made him stick out like a sore thumb among the polished families and camera-wielding fans.

“You’re amazing, Alex!” he called, his voice cutting through the din as she approached.

She sighed, shaking her head. Why does he have to be so loud? “What are you doing here, Reed?” she asked as she reached him, trying to sound casual but unable to keep the irritation out of her voice.

“What does it look like?” He held up a reusable coffee cup like a trophy. “I’ve been cheering you on since the 5K mark. Thought I’d offer some moral support.”

Alex squinted at him, her brow furrowing. “Since the 5K? Are you serious?”

“Completely. You didn’t notice me until the halfway point, though,” he said, flashing a grin. “That’s fine. I know how focused you get.”

Her lips pressed into a tight line. She felt an unexpected pang of guilt but shoved it aside. “Reed, I didn’t ask you to come.”

“I know,” he replied easily, his grin faltering slightly. “But I figured—”

“Figured what?” she interrupted, her voice sharper than she intended. “That I needed a cheerleader?”

Reed blinked, caught off guard by her tone. He hesitated before replying, his voice softer now. “I just thought you’d like some support. You’ve been talking about this race for weeks. I know it means a lot to you.”

Alex shifted her weight uncomfortably, glancing at the crowd around them. Her exhaustion made her irritable, and her words came out harsher than she meant. “Look, Reed, I appreciate it—really—but I don’t need you following me around like some... marathon groupie. It’s weird.”

His grin disappeared entirely, replaced by a flicker of hurt that he quickly tried to mask. “Got it,” he said, his voice steady but quieter now. “Didn’t mean to embarrass you or anything.”

Alex sighed, running a hand through her damp hair. The pang of guilt hit her again, harder this time. She looked at Reed, his hands shoved into his pockets, his gaze fixed somewhere over her shoulder. “Reed...”

He glanced back at her, his expression unreadable.

“Look, I didn’t mean to snap at you,” she said, softening her tone. “I’m just... tired. And these crowds make me edgy. You’re a big boy—you’ll be fine, right?”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah. I’ll survive.”

“Good.” She gave him a weak smile before taking a step back, eager to escape the conversation and the gnawing feeling that she’d overstepped. “Thanks for coming. Really. I’ll... see you at work.”

“Sure,” Reed said, his voice flat.

She nodded, turning to blend back into the crowd, the guilt gnawing at her despite her attempts to brush it off. Reed Marshall might be a big boy, but Alex knew she’d managed to bruise his feelings.

And somehow, she couldn’t quite decide if that mattered.

The late afternoon sun bathed the streets of Toronto in a golden glow as Alex stepped off the streetcar and onto the sidewalk outside her apartment building. Her medal glinted around her neck, swinging lightly with every step. She was laughing, her voice light as she balanced her phone between her ear and shoulder, a water bottle in one hand and a small bag of post-race snacks in the other.

“...And then he showed up at, like, every single marker, Rachel,” Alex said, still chuckling. “I mean, what was he even thinking?”

Rachel’s voice crackled faintly over the line. “That’s kind of sweet, though. He’s got a thing for you, obviously.”

Alex snorted, unlocking the front door and stepping into the lobby. “A thing for me? Please. More like a thing for making me look like an idiot in front of a thousand people. Did I tell you he yelled my name? Twice.”

“Oh no,” Rachel teased. “Not twice! The horror!”

“Ha ha,” Alex deadpanned, rolling her eyes as she hit the elevator button. “It’s not funny. Everyone was staring.”

The elevator doors slid open, and she stepped inside, leaning against the mirrored wall as she pressed the button for her floor. “I swear, Rachel, I can’t take him seriously sometimes. He’s like... a puppy. All enthusiasm, no subtlety.”

Rachel laughed on the other end. “A tall, nerdy puppy with a crush on you. Admit it, it’s kind of cute.”

Alex smirked despite herself, shaking her head. “Yeah, well, if he’s a puppy, then I’m the grouchy old cat who wants him to stay on his side of the room.”

The elevator dinged, and Alex stepped into the hallway, her footsteps soft against the carpeted floor. “Anyway, enough about Reed. The race was good. Tough, but good. I hit 3:12, which is fine. I just—” She hesitated, turning her key in the lock. “I just wish it felt better, you know?”

“You’re always too hard on yourself,” Rachel said, her tone gentler now. “Celebrate the win, Alex. You killed it.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Alex pushed the door open and stepped into her apartment, dropping her bag and water bottle onto the counter. “Thanks for the pep talk, coach. I’ll catch you later.”

“Anytime. Don’t forget—puppies like belly rubs.”

“Goodbye, Rachel,” Alex said, laughing as she ended the call.

The apartment was quiet, the kind of silence that wrapped around her like a familiar, if slightly suffocating, blanket. She stood in the middle of the room for a moment, her eyes landing on the medal hanging around her neck. Slowly, she unclasped it, holding it in her hand as she walked to the small shelf where her other race medals were displayed.

She stared at the collection, the ribbons draped neatly over hooks, the medals gleaming in the soft light. Her newest addition felt heavier somehow, more significant. Or maybe that was just her exhaustion playing tricks on her. She hung it carefully next to the others, her fingers lingering on the cool metal before she stepped back, exhaling deeply.

Peeling off her shoes and socks, Alex padded toward the bathroom, her muscles protesting with every movement. The mirror over the sink reflected her flushed, damp face as she reached behind her neck to tug her ponytail loose, her hair falling in messy waves over her shoulders. She stripped off her race bib and damp clothes, the fabric clinging stubbornly to her skin.

The sound of the shower turning on filled the small space, steam quickly fogging up the mirror. Alex stepped under the hot spray, closing her eyes as the water cascaded over her. Her shoulders relaxed for the first time all day, the tension melting away with the grime and sweat.

She let her head fall forward, the water hitting the back of her neck. The roar of the shower drowned out everything else—her thoughts, the world outside, even the faint hum of the refrigerator in the other room. It was just her and the water now, the heat wrapping her like a cocoon.

The water cascaded down her back, soaking her hair and easing the dull ache that had settled in her shoulders. Alex leaned her forehead against the cool tile wall, letting the steam envelop her as she stood under the steady stream. For a moment, the marathon, the crowd, and even Reed’s persistent presence faded away, replaced by the soothing rhythm of droplets hitting tile.

She reached blindly for the shampoo bottle on the corner shelf, squirting a generous amount into her palm before working it into her scalp. Her fingers massaged in slow, deliberate circles, the rich lather spreading through her hair. It felt luxurious, almost indulgent, and she closed her eyes as the suds slid down her neck and shoulders.

Tilting her head back, she let the water rinse the suds away, the heat cascading down her face and over her body. Her fingers combed through her hair, smoothing out tangles as the last traces of shampoo swirled down the drain. She reached for the conditioner, working it into her hair with the same meticulous care, the rich floral scent filling the small space.

The repetitive motions were grounding, almost meditative. She stood under the spray, letting the heat penetrate her skin and loosen the tightness in her legs. Every knot, every ache from the day began to melt away. She scrubbed her arms, her shoulders, her torso, moving slowly, methodically, as if washing away more than just sweat and grime.

As the conditioner rinsed clean, Alex turned the water off, her hand hesitating on the dial as the sudden quiet left her standing in the cocoon of steam. She grabbed the towel hanging over the curtain rod, wrapping it loosely around her shoulders, but something stopped her from stepping out.

She turned her head, glancing back at the shower as if pulled by some unspoken thought. Slowly, deliberately, she reached forward and turned the water back on, the spray hitting the empty tub before she stepped back in.

Her movements were deliberate, her expression unreadable. She reached for the shelf to her right, her hand closing around a familiar shape. She held it up, tilting her head as she regarded the sleek device in her hand. Her lips curled into a faint smirk, and she muttered under her breath, her voice tinged with amusement.

“Mr. Reed would clearly love to be you.”

She clicked the device on, the low hum filling the small space. It vibrated steadily in her hand, the sound barely audible over the rush of the water. Her smirk widened as she leaned back against the tile, letting the steam and warmth envelop her once again.

From outside the bathroom, the faint hum mixed with the sound of water splashing and the occasional hitch of her breath. The muffled moans that followed were soft at first, barely perceptible, but they grew louder, echoing faintly through the closed door.

The apartment beyond was still and quiet, the sounds of the city muted by the thick walls. But from within the steamy confines of the bathroom, the world outside ceased to exist, replaced by nothing but sensation and heat.
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The next morning, sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the high-rise conference room, casting a sharp glare across the polished surface of the long mahogany table. The hum of conversation filled the room as executives in tailored suits and tech wizards in casual button-downs and sneakers settled into their seats. Coffee cups steamed beside notepads and sleek tablets, while a faint buzz from a distant espresso machine added to the atmosphere.

At the head of the room, Alex Kane stood poised beside a large digital screen, her hair neatly tied back, and a sleek, fitted blazer over a plain black blouse. Her heels clicked softly against the polished floor as she shifted slightly, one hand clutching the small remote for her presentation. Her face betrayed no nerves—just focus, sharpened by years of working in high-pressure environments.

Behind her, the screen displayed the title slide of her presentation in bold, crisp text: "Next-Generation Artificial Intelligence: Algorithmic Learning in Dynamic Environments." The company’s logo—a stylized, futuristic glyph—hovered in the corner, a subtle reminder of the power in the room.

“Good morning, everyone,” Alex began, her voice clear and firm, cutting through the murmurs like a scalpel. The room quieted almost instantly, all eyes turning to her. She scanned the room briefly, noting the mixture of expectant gazes. Some were curious, others calculating. Executives looking for progress reports. Engineers waiting for details to pick apart.

“This morning, I’ll be walking you through the latest developments in our adaptive AI learning model,” she continued, her tone professional but laced with a touch of confidence. “As you know, we’ve been working on refining the algorithm’s ability to not just respond to, but anticipate, dynamic inputs in real-time environments.”

With a subtle click of the remote, the title slide dissolved into a series of visuals—a sleek, rotating 3D model of a humanoid robot, its skeletal frame illuminated with pulsing lines of light representing its neural network.

“Our focus has been on enabling truly intuitive learning,” Alex said, stepping to the side to gesture at the display. “Not just mimicking human behavior but understanding the intent behind actions. This is the cornerstone of achieving a human-equivalent decision-making process in robotics.”

She paused, letting the weight of her words settle before clicking to the next slide. It displayed a graph with a series of steadily climbing bars, accompanied by a line chart that spiked dramatically in the last quarter.

“In Q2 alone, we’ve achieved a 42% increase in predictive accuracy,” Alex continued. “This means the system can now anticipate user behavior with unprecedented precision—down to milliseconds. This kind of responsiveness opens doors to applications in everything from medical robotics to adaptive security protocols.”

A faint murmur of approval rippled through the room as Alex stepped forward, gesturing toward the graph. “These advancements aren’t theoretical,” she said, her voice steady and measured. “They’re practical, tangible, and scalable. What we’ve built is not just an algorithm—it’s an adaptable intelligence capable of learning at a speed and depth previously thought impossible.”

She clicked the remote again, and the screen transitioned to a demonstration video. The room’s lighting dimmed slightly as the display showed a sleek humanoid robot navigating an industrial workspace. Its movements were smooth and deliberate, each action calculated to adapt to its surroundings.

“This,” Alex said, “is Raiden.” She paused, letting the name linger in the air, its weight carefully chosen. “Raiden is our most advanced adaptive AI. Unlike traditional programming models, Raiden doesn’t just follow instructions. It observes, it learns, and most importantly, it understands context.”

The video on the screen showed Raiden picking up a small object—a glass vial—from a crowded workbench. A human hand intentionally knocked another vial onto the floor, scattering its contents. Raiden paused, its sensors scanning the spill before it adjusted its course, picking up the shattered pieces with precision and then completing its original task.

“Raiden’s ability to prioritize and adjust in real time is what sets it apart,” Alex continued. “It doesn’t require micromanagement or manual reprogramming. It evolves with the situation, whether it’s in a controlled environment or a chaotic, unpredictable one.”

A hand shot up at the far end of the table—a tall, sharp-suited executive with slicked-back hair and a faint air of impatience. “Excuse me, Ms. Kane,” he said, his voice clipped. “But adaptability often comes at the cost of control. How do you ensure Raiden remains compliant with its intended parameters? What safeguards are in place?”

Alex expected this question—it was inevitable. She clicked to the next slide, which displayed a flowchart of Raiden’s neural architecture. “That’s a great question,” she replied smoothly. “Raiden’s compliance protocols are built directly into its core decision-making framework. It operates within a sandbox environment, ensuring that all learning happens within pre-defined ethical boundaries. This means no decision, no matter how adaptive, can deviate from the programmed intent.”

The executive leaned back slightly, still skeptical but at least satisfied for now. Alex clicked again, revealing a heat map of Raiden’s cognitive processes during a simulated task. “As you can see, every decision Raiden makes is traceable,” she added. “Every input, every output, is logged and analyzed. This level of transparency is critical not just for accountability but for continual refinement of the system.”

Around the table, engineers nodded in approval, their eyes narrowing as they studied the heat map. Another hand went up, this time from a younger engineer seated closer to the front. “How scalable is Raiden for non-industrial applications?” he asked. “For example, in home automation or personal care robotics?”

Alex’s lips twitched into the faintest hint of a smile. “That’s an excellent question,” she said, turning back to the screen. With another click, a new slide appeared, showing a range of environments—hospital rooms, kitchens, even public spaces. “Raiden’s adaptability isn’t confined to industrial settings. Its modular architecture allows it to scale down for personal use without compromising its learning capabilities. In fact, one of our current test models is being piloted in elder care facilities, where it assists with daily routines and monitors health metrics.”

The engineer leaned back, seemingly impressed, as the room buzzed with renewed interest. Alex allowed herself a small moment of satisfaction before moving on to the next slide.

Alex clicked to the final slide, which displayed a bold, minimalist tagline: “Raiden: Shaping the Future of Intelligent Design.”

“In summary,” she said, letting her gaze sweep the room, “Raiden represents not just a leap forward in robotics but a fundamental shift in how we approach adaptive AI. Its ability to analyze, learn, and respond in real-time makes it a versatile solution for a wide range of applications—industrial, personal, and beyond.”

The room erupted into polite applause, a few of the executives nodding in approval as Alex stepped back, her posture straight, her expression calm but professional. Inside, her muscles were taut, her mind running through every word she had just delivered, every reaction she had observed. Public speaking had never been her favorite task, but she had delivered—and delivered well.

“Thank you, Ms. Kane,” one of the executives said, standing. “This is exactly the kind of progress we’ve been waiting to see. We’ll be looking forward to the next quarterly report.”

Alex gave a polite nod. “Thank you. I’ll ensure Raiden’s advancements remain on schedule.”

As the meeting began to break up, engineers and executives lingered in small groups, murmuring quietly as they discussed what they’d just seen. Alex gathered her materials, slipping her tablet into her bag. She was already thinking about lunch, her stomach reminding her she’d only had coffee and a protein bar that morning.

As she headed toward the door, the familiar voice of Isaac Green called out from across the room. “Kane, you’re gonna want to stick around for this.”

Alex turned, raising an eyebrow as Isaac approached her with his usual casual stride. He was holding a cup of coffee and wearing his trademark laid-back grin.

“What is it this time, Isaac?” she asked, half-expecting him to pitch her another one of his half-baked ideas.

Isaac gestured toward the entrance of the conference room, where Rachel Myers and her team were wheeling in a humanoid robot on a sleek, motorized platform. It was polished to a near-reflective sheen, its design eerily lifelike yet distinctly mechanical.

“This,” Isaac said, taking a sip of his coffee, “is the new model they’ve been working on for personal interaction. A lot of what you’re doing with Raiden’s algorithms has been incorporated into this bad boy. You’re gonna want to see it in action.”

Alex glanced at the robot, her curiosity piqued for a split second before she shook her head. “Looks interesting, but I’ll pass. I’m starving.”

Isaac chuckled, shrugging. “Your loss. I hear Rachel’s got some pretty wild demos lined up.”

Alex smirked faintly, adjusting the strap of her bag. “I’m sure I’ll hear about it in the recap. Right now, lunch is calling my name.”

“Suit yourself,” Isaac said, turning back toward the conference table as Rachel and her team began setting up.
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Alex stepped out into the hallway, the muffled voices and clatter of equipment fading behind her as she made her way toward the elevators. Her mind was already shifting to her next task, but a faint prickle of unease lingered as she thought about the humanoid robot. She shook it off, chalking it up to hunger and fatigue.

The cafeteria hummed with the sounds of clinking plates, murmured conversations, and the faint whir of vending machines. Alex sat at a small table by the window, poking at a grilled chicken salad while scrolling through her phone with her free hand. Her tray had the bare essentials—salad, water, and a small packet of dressing she hadn’t even opened.

The view outside offered a glimpse of the bustling Toronto streets below, but Alex barely noticed. Her thumb flicked over the screen absentmindedly, scrolling past emails, headlines, and social media posts. Nothing held her attention for more than a second or two.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Reed Marshall enter the cafeteria. His tall frame made him easy to spot as he scanned the room. His gaze landed on her briefly, and for a moment, she thought he might walk over.

But he didn’t.

Reed grabbed a sandwich and a bottle of iced tea from the counter and moved toward a table on the far side of the room. He sat down without so much as a nod in her direction, his focus entirely on unwrapping his food.

Alex frowned, her fingers tightening around her fork. She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, watching as he ate in silence, his back to her. No attempt to wave, no casual “mind if I join you?”—just nothing.

She stabbed a piece of chicken with her fork, her irritation bubbling up despite herself. What’s his deal? she thought, her gaze flicking back to her phone. Fine. Be that way.

The irritation didn’t last long. She shook her head, forcing a faint smirk as she took a bite of her salad. Big boy’ll be fine, she thought, echoing her words from the day before. Her thumb resumed its rapid scrolling, dismissing Reed entirely from her thoughts.

The scene snapped to darkness, broken only by the faint hum of the bathroom light as Alex stepped into the steamy shower once again. The water pounded against her skin, its heat seeping into her muscles as she leaned her forehead against the cool tile. The sound of the city beyond her apartment was muffled, distant, as though the world had shrunk to just this space, just this moment.

Her hand reached for the shelf, fingers curling around the familiar device. She lifted it, her gaze lingering on it for a moment longer than necessary.

“No Reed tonight,” she murmured, her lips curling into a faint smirk. “Just us.”

She clicked it on, the low hum filling the steamy air. Leaning back against the tile, she closed her eyes, letting the sound and sensation envelop her. The tension of the day melted away, replaced by something deeper, something entirely her own.

The faint sounds of pleasure echoed softly through the apartment, a private symphony that drowned out everything else.

Alex shuffled into her living room, dressed in loose pajamas and fluffy socks, the scent of freshly microwaved popcorn wafting through the air. The bag crinkled in her hand as she carefully peeled it open, the steam rising like a puff of victory. She grabbed a large bowl from the counter and dumped the contents in, a few kernels bouncing out and rolling across the countertop.

Her TV flickered on with the push of a button, casting a soft glow across the dim room. She plopped onto the couch, pulling her legs up underneath her as the bowl of popcorn settled into her lap. The opening notes of some mindless reality show filled the space, and for the first time all day, she exhaled deeply, letting her body sink into the cushions.

Just as she was about to take a handful of popcorn, her phone buzzed against the coffee table. She groaned, leaning forward to check the screen. Rachel Myers.

Alex swiped to answer and pressed the phone to her ear. “Hey, Rachel,” she said, her voice heavy with exhaustion.

“Hey yourself!” Rachel’s voice was bright, almost bubbly, and Alex could hear the unmistakable excitement on the other end. “Guess who just nailed the biggest contract of
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