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Chapter 1 – The Pitch Nobody Expected
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Gloria Bennett stood backstage clutching a tablet so tightly her fingers hurt.

The sounds of hundreds of conversations drifted through the curtain separating the waiting area from the main auditorium. Beyond that curtain sat some of the most influential people in the gaming industry—publishers, investors, journalists, and developers who could change the course of a career with a single decision.

Or destroy one.

She inhaled slowly and forced herself to relax.

"You okay?"

Her business partner and lead programmer, Marcus Lee, appeared beside her holding two cups of coffee.

Gloria accepted one gratefully.

"I'll be fine," she said.

Marcus raised an eyebrow.

"You've said that six times in the last hour."

"Because I'm trying to convince myself."

He laughed.

"Well, for what it's worth, your presentation is great."

Gloria managed a small smile.

"I hope the judges think so."

The annual FuturePlay Innovation Summit was one of the most prestigious events in gaming. Hundreds of independent studios applied every year for a chance to present their projects.

Only ten were selected.

Winning didn't guarantee success, but it guaranteed attention.

And attention was exactly what Gloria's struggling studio desperately needed.

Three years earlier she had founded Bright Horizon Games with a simple goal: create games that told meaningful stories.

Not games filled with endless microtransactions.

Not games designed solely to maximize profits.

Stories.

Experiences.

Art.

Unfortunately, investors usually preferred projects that promised larger returns.

That reality had left Bright Horizon operating on a dangerously small budget.

If today's presentation failed, they might not survive another six months.

A voice echoed through the backstage speakers.

"Presenting Studio Number Seven: Bright Horizon Games."

Marcus squeezed her shoulder.

"Go show them why we're here."

Gloria nodded.

Then she stepped onto the stage.

A spotlight immediately found her.

The auditorium stretched before her like an ocean.

Rows upon rows of seats were filled with people watching her expectantly.

For a brief moment, fear threatened to overwhelm her.

Then she looked toward the giant screen behind her.

Images from her game appeared.

And everything else disappeared.

This was her world.

Her passion.

Her dream.

She began speaking.

"My name is Gloria Bennett, and today I'd like to introduce you to Echoes of Tomorrow."

The screen displayed breathtaking artwork.

A city built from memories.

Floating islands connected by bridges of light.

Characters carrying fragments of forgotten lives.

"This isn't a game about defeating enemies," Gloria continued.

"It's about understanding people."

The audience grew quieter.

"Players enter a world where memories have become physical objects. By helping others recover lost pieces of their past, they uncover stories about grief, hope, love, regret, and healing."

More images appeared.

Beautiful environments.

Emotional scenes.

Moments designed to connect with players on a personal level.

Gloria felt confidence replace nervousness.

She knew this project better than anyone.

She had lived and breathed it for two years.

Every mechanic.

Every character.

Every line of dialogue.

"This game asks a simple question," she said.

"What if empathy became the most powerful skill a player could develop?"

The room remained silent.

Not bored silent.

Interested silent.

The kind every presenter hoped for.

For fifteen minutes Gloria guided them through the concept.

The story.

The gameplay.

The artistic vision.

When she finished, applause echoed throughout the auditorium.

Relief flooded through her.

She smiled.

Maybe they understood.

Maybe this would work.

Then came the question-and-answer session.

And reality returned.

One judge adjusted his glasses.

"The concept is beautiful, Miss Bennett. But how do you plan to monetize it long term?"

Gloria had expected the question.

"No microtransactions."

The judge frowned.

"No recurring purchases?"

"No."

Several judges exchanged looks.

Gloria continued.

"We intend to sell a complete experience."

Another judge leaned forward.

"That limits profitability."

"It prioritizes player trust."

More exchanged glances.

Not encouraging ones.

A third judge spoke.

"The market is increasingly competitive. Emotional storytelling alone doesn't guarantee commercial success."

"Neither does copying trends."

The response escaped before Gloria could soften it.

A few audience members chuckled.

The judge's expression hardened.

Then another voice entered the conversation.

Calm.

Confident.

Deep.

"Interesting answer."

Gloria looked toward the center seat of the judging panel.

Toward the man who had not spoken once during her presentation.

Vincenzo Moretti.

One of the most successful technology investors in the world.

His reputation was legendary.

He had transformed struggling startups into billion-dollar companies.

Founded major software firms.

Backed revolutionary technologies.

Entire industries paid attention when Vincenzo Moretti expressed an opinion.

At fifty-eight, he carried himself with effortless authority.

Silver touched his dark hair.

His tailored suit probably cost more than Gloria's monthly rent.

Yet there was nothing flashy about him.

The power came from confidence, not display.

His dark eyes remained fixed on her.

"What makes your game different?" he asked.

Gloria straightened.

The question sounded simple.

It wasn't.

She understood immediately.

He wasn't asking about mechanics.

Or graphics.

Or features.

He was asking why anyone should care.

She answered honestly.

"Because people are lonely."

The room became still.

Vincenzo's expression shifted slightly.

Curiosity.

"Explain."

Gloria swallowed.

Then continued.

"We're more connected than ever, but many people feel isolated. Games often focus on competition, conquest, or escape."

She gestured toward the screen.

"This game focuses on understanding."

The audience listened carefully.

"I want players to finish Echoes of Tomorrow feeling like they spent time with real people. Like they learned something about themselves."

For several seconds, Vincenzo said nothing.

Then he nodded slowly.

Not agreement.

Recognition.

As though he understood exactly what she meant.

The moment surprised Gloria.

Every article she'd ever read about him described a ruthless businessman obsessed with results.

Yet his expression suggested genuine interest.

Another judge broke the silence.

"Interesting philosophy. But investors typically seek stronger financial projections."

Gloria sighed internally.

There it was.

The same conversation she'd had dozens of times.

The same dismissal wrapped in polite language.

Before she could respond, Vincenzo spoke again.

"Perhaps that's why most investors keep funding the same ideas."

Several heads turned toward him.

The comment clearly surprised the other judges.

Vincenzo leaned back in his chair.

"Miss Bennett."

"Yes?"

"If someone offered funding but demanded significant creative changes, would you accept?"

The answer came instantly.

"No."

The audience reacted.

Some laughed.

Others looked shocked.

Vincenzo seemed amused.

"You answered that very quickly."

"Because I've spent years building this vision."

"What if the offer guaranteed success?"

Gloria met his gaze.

"No one can guarantee success."

For the first time, Vincenzo smiled.

A small smile.

But a genuine one.

And somehow that felt more significant than applause.

The moderator glanced at the clock.

"We have time for one final question."

Vincenzo folded his hands.

"How much funding are you seeking?"

Gloria gave the figure.

A reasonable amount by industry standards.

Still far more money than she had ever seen.

Several judges looked unimpressed.

One actually winced.

Vincenzo merely nodded.

Then the moderator announced the end of the session.

The audience applauded once more.

Gloria thanked everyone and left the stage.

Only after reaching backstage did she allow herself to exhale.

Marcus rushed toward her.

"You were amazing."

"I survived."

"You did more than survive."

He grinned.

"You actually challenged the judges."

"That wasn't intentional."

"It looked intentional."

Gloria laughed.

Maybe it had.

A little.

They watched the next presentation on a monitor backstage.

Yet Gloria found herself distracted.

Her thoughts kept returning to Vincenzo Moretti.

Not because of his wealth.

Not because of his reputation.

Because he had listened.

Really listened.

Most investors stopped paying attention the moment they realized a project wasn't designed to maximize revenue.

But not him.

His questions had been different.

More thoughtful.

More personal.

Almost as if he cared about the creative process itself.

An hour later the presentations ended.

Attendees began moving toward networking events throughout the convention center.

Gloria gathered her materials.

She was ready to disappear before anyone could tell her why her project wasn't commercially viable.

A familiar voice interrupted her.

"Miss Bennett?"

She turned.

A man in an expensive suit stood nearby.

He wore an event credential identifying him as part of the summit staff.

"Yes?"

"Mr. Moretti would like to speak with you."

Gloria blinked.

"I'm sorry?"

The man smiled politely.

"Mr. Moretti has requested a private meeting."

For a moment she wondered if she had misheard.

Of all the possible outcomes she had imagined today, this wasn't one of them.

"The investor?" she asked.

The assistant looked confused.

"Mr. Vincenzo Moretti."

As if there could be another one.

Marcus stared.

Gloria stared.

The assistant waited patiently.

"When?" Gloria finally asked.

"Now, if you're available."

Her pulse quickened.

Whatever happened next could change everything.

Or nothing.

She had no way of knowing.

But as she followed the assistant through the crowded convention center, one thing became clear.

The most powerful investor at the summit had noticed her.

And for the first time in a very long while, Gloria felt the future opening before her.
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Chapter 2 – Unwanted Opportunity
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Gloria followed Vincenzo Moretti's assistant through the convention center with growing skepticism.

The excitement she'd felt moments earlier had already begun to fade.

Successful investors rarely requested private meetings for charitable reasons.

There was always an angle.

Always a strategy.

Always a price.

The assistant led her away from the crowded exhibition halls and toward a quieter section of the conference center reserved for speakers and VIP guests.

They stopped outside a private lounge.

The assistant opened the door.

"Mr. Moretti is waiting."

Gloria nodded.

"Thank you."

Then she stepped inside.

The room was elegant without being extravagant.

Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the San Francisco skyline.

A conference table occupied one side of the room.

Comfortable leather chairs surrounded a seating area near the windows.

And standing beside those windows was Vincenzo Moretti.

He turned as she entered.

For a man approaching sixty, he carried himself with remarkable energy.

Not youthful energy.

Focused energy.

The kind that came from confidence and discipline rather than age.

"Miss Bennett."

"Mr. Moretti."

He gestured toward a chair.

"Please sit."

Gloria sat carefully.

Vincenzo remained standing for another moment before taking the chair across from her.

His expression remained unreadable.

The silence stretched briefly.

Then he surprised her.

"You were the most interesting presenter today."

Gloria blinked.

"Interesting?"

A faint smile touched his lips.

"Most people would say thank you."

"I'm trying to determine whether that was a compliment."

The smile widened slightly.

"Fair enough."

For some reason, that small reaction eased her nerves.

A little.

"Then yes," he said. "It was a compliment."

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Another brief silence followed.

Unlike most awkward silences, this one didn't feel uncomfortable.

It felt observational.

As if both were trying to understand the person sitting across from them.

Finally Vincenzo leaned forward.

"Tell me something."

"Okay."

"Why gaming?"

The question caught her off guard.

Most investors asked about market size.

Revenue projections.

Growth opportunities.

Not personal motivation.

"Because stories matter."

He nodded.

"Books tell stories. Films tell stories. Why games?"

Gloria considered the question.

"Because games allow people to participate."

His eyes sharpened with interest.

She continued.

"When you watch a film, you're observing a character's journey. When you play a game, you're living part of it."

Vincenzo remained silent.

Listening.

Actually listening.

"So if a story is emotional enough," Gloria said, "players don't just witness it. They experience it."

Something about that answer seemed to resonate with him.

He leaned back slightly.

"I used to think that way."

The comment surprised her.

"You did?"

"Years ago."

Gloria found herself curious despite her caution.

"What changed?"

A humorless smile appeared.

"Success."

That wasn't the answer she'd expected.

Vincenzo glanced toward the city beyond the windows.

"When I built my first software company, I cared about creating something meaningful."

His voice remained calm.

"Then investors became involved. Growth became important. Expansion became important."

He shrugged slightly.

"Eventually the numbers became more important than the ideas."

For the first time, Gloria saw something she hadn't expected.

Regret.

Not
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