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  Chapter One

Noah


Whoever said it's lonely at the top never met Sage Montgomery, never experienced her dedication to camping out at the peak of success. 
It had been five years, seven months, and twenty days since I started publishing my mermaid webcomic on Inkmic, and during every single second, she defended her multiple positions on the site’s leaderboard. Hell or high water, the woman didn’t miss a chapter. Her fans didn’t, either. They flocked to every new release, drowning her with sugary praises, lengthy comments, and unfortunately, well-earned votes.
Sage's domination couldn't be rivaled. Many have tried and all failed.
Until last month.
I'd posted a plot twist chapter, killed off a character no one had expected to die, which opened the floodgates. The feedback made my phone stall from all the notifications. My comic jumped over a hundred spots on the chart, skyrocketing me into the top five. For a split second, I nearly broke Sage's eight-month streak of being number one.
No one had ever gotten that close, not that quickly. As icing on the cake, my chapter had garnered the attention of the one artist everyone on the website wanted to come back from hiatus, the one artist who could give Sage a real run for her money.
kraken: this is a nice change from what's usually in the top five.
I know she'd seen it. Everyone saw kraken's comments. He got enough likes to be at the top of anything he commented on, and this week, he was on top of my work. I was a nice change.
The external validation from a fellow artist fueled my weekend of moving. Despite Florida's sickening humidity, I sang as I moved up and down the rickety staircase that led to my new apartment. I'd been working on not needing pats on the back since starting therapy in college, but every exercise I'd practiced melted away. Being patted on the back by fifty thousand people was enough to make anyone forget they're not supposed to be worried about others' opinions.
"Wait, if you're so great, why are you working for her? And moving into an apartment that smells like a college student's first attempt at smoking weed?" Liana's questions were a record scratch. My sister stood in the doorway of the stuffy living room I'd share with my best friend from university, Amaya.
Liana's gray pinstripe skirt and white blouse were the excuse she'd used to not unpack my kitchen supplies. She didn't even take off her black heels, shifting her weight from one side to the next every other second.
Liana was too uptight to relax on the sofa, not since Amaya told her it was thrifted. Thrift store finds were always infested with bed bugs or lice, according to my sister. Bonus points for both.
Amaya and I spent the afternoon carting my boxes of art supplies and hand-me-down clothes into my room, while Liana spent it complaining about my decision to move out of Mom's place in exchange for the smallest room in a two-bedroom apartment on the not-so-impressive side of town.
Sure, there wasn't a fancy gate at the front of the apartment complex, or a beautifully tiled pool to host parties around, but there was charm in the three, centered arches and the hole in the hallway wall from a drunken game of shot put. I was sure the mysteriously stained carpets would give me more inspiration than Mom's sparkling hardwood floors ever could.
"I'm not working for her." I grabbed a box cutter and sliced open my living room decorations. "I'm working with her. We're both… head artists."
The title felt like shaved ice on my tongue, melting as soon as it established contact. I kept thinking this was a dream, kept wondering how my comic helped me get an interview at Harpy Comics. I'd signed a contract to be a head artist at the comic company I used to spend all my allowance reading. My angsty, lesbian mermaids helped me afford to move out on my own for the first time since graduating.
"I'll have you know that no college student's smoking what I got." Amaya lowered one of my boxes onto the kitchen table. She was a short girl with a curly pixie cut that framed her round face. The fading honey blonde in her hair making her brown skin appear warmer. Like in university, Amaya dressed as if she existed in a cyberpunk fantasy. Today, she wore a neon yellow, asymmetrical top and slouchy black cargos. The apartment was full of science fiction costumes she'd designed over the years. Amaya's uncle ran a practical effects and costuming company, and she worked for him whenever he had the budget for an extra hand. Any extra supplies post project, she got to keep and mold into a killer wardrobe.
"I only buy the best." Amaya smiled sweetly. "Are you interested in a sample?"
Liana scoffed, unimpressed. "No, thanks. I have a job."
Amaya shrugged. "So do I."
"Really?" 
I turned away to hide my laugh with a dry cough.
My sister was never convinced anyone who didn't have an advanced degree and position in some sort of STEM field had a "real" job. Like our parents, she worked in the science field—Liana's specialty was bacteriology. I didn't understand much more than she'd probably be one of the first to know if there was a bacteria-caused zombie apocalypse on the horizon. When I joked about it, she called me predictable and boring, and that was as far as we'd gotten in the conversation. That was why she was as clueless about art as I was about bacteria.
"I still don't understand how one becomes a head artist when all you've done since graduating is post doodles online." Liana's eyebrows arched down, disturbing her otherwise flawless face. She twisted her goddess locs into a bun as she watched me unload my stash of blankets.
I tried not to take the doodle comment personally—I'd spent over a decade trying to get my family to take me seriously. They've never discouraged me from pursuing art. Mom and Dad loved the idea of having an artist in the family, but they didn't think it'd breed any tangible success. My parents didn't think my work would make it off my childhood bedroom walls, didn't think I'd ever make more than the few hundred dollars I'd been bringing in from my freelance work post-graduation. Their support was laced with an unspoken agreement that they'd have to financially provide for me.
"I don't post doodles," I said calmly. "At least, not all the time. I post fully colored chapters with an intense amount of depth and detail. That's just the art. I always write my stories–"
"Did you hear that?" Liana interrupted, turning her gaze toward the stairs.
 "That your rideshare?" Amaya crossed her fingers.
"No." Liana frowned. "I have a car."
"Shame," Amaya mumbled. Liana hurried down the stairs that led to the front door.
"How long is she going to "help" us unpack?" Amaya asked in a whisper.
"As long as her conscience will allow."
Amaya scoffed. "You sure she has one of those?"
 "Of course she does…." I paused, reconsidering. "Maybe."
"Jesus." Liana appeared at the top of the staircase, shaking her hands out like she'd seen something unspeakable.
"What is it?" I asked.
"I thought I heard a gunshot." The shiver that ran down her spine was very convincing. If she wasn't a scientist, I'd say she had a decent shot making a living on the stage.
I raised a brow. "I didn't hear anything—"
"I don't get why you can't stay with Mom." Liana sighed and looked annoyed, as if I was the one unable to let her finish a sentence. "It's safer. Nicer. You'd get to save whatever crap paycheck that comic store is giving you."
Quelling screams is an art form, one I've mastered.
"I don't work for a comic store, Liana – though that'd still be fun," I said. "Harpy's a company that produces comics. Plenty of their comics have won critical awards and are popular with mainstream audiences. The pay's good."
"Sure." She whipped out her phone, already tuning out my explanation. Amaya made a face behind her back, and I bit back a smile.
"Should we order dinner? No, let's go out. My treat," Liana decided before I could even think about responding. "A celebration for finally moving out on your own. That's something to celebrate, right?"
I wanted to decline. My night would be much more fun if I spent it unpacking with Amaya, listening to whatever drama podcast we agreed on. I could pull up my favorite comments on my comic and we'd recite them while pretending Sage was in the room sulking. Alas, turning down a free meal after I'd spent the majority of my money on my security deposit was silly. Even Amaya seemed in silent agreement, already licking her lips as Liana listed our options.
"You can come, too," Liana told her, and that seemed to seal the deal.
"Cool," Amaya said. I knew she was doing her best not to kick up her feet. Tonight, we'd planned on eating ramen and half a watermelon. Now, we'd dine on appetizers worth our water bill.
"Alright," I agreed while an already ready Amaya hurried past me to get her big purse, the one she'd use to cart back a box of leftovers.
“Give me a sec?” I asked Liana. “I need to grab a cardigan. Should be in one of these boxes.”
Liana gave our apartment one more look over, disgust making her nose wrinkle. “Alright, see you down there.”
“You sure you don’t want to wait?” I asked. “You know, because of the gunshot?”
“I’ll take my chances,” she said. “I can’t stand the shade of these white walls. They’re giving me a migraine.”
“If that’s the case, definitely hurry. I know how your migraines get.” I gestured toward the door, allowing myself to laugh when I heard it slam behind her. Tonight, not even my uptight sister could damper my wins. I was in the top five on Inkmic, for crying out loud. Next week, I was going to be on staff at the comic company of my dreams. No one could ruin this for me. I wouldn't let them.

      [image: image-placeholder]I used my cardigan as a hand muff to hide my shaking when I walked through Harpy Comic's entrance. Tyson Wicker, my new editor, waited for me at the front door because it was locked, and I didn't have a key card yet. 
"Noah," Tyson greeted in his deep, soothing voice. He was a large Black guy with a round belly, gold septum piercing, and kind, brown eyes. "It's great to see you again."
"You too." I offered my hand for a shake before he had time to let the front door go.
He chuckled, accepting the shake. "Excited?"
I nodded and smiled so wide, my cheeks ached. Tyson was an editor to artists who had gone on to have their work made into blockbuster movies and critically-acclaimed games. According to everyone I'd spoken to before taking Harpy's job offer, he was one-part editor and one-part mentor. Tyson was known for taking lackluster comics to new heights and no-name artists to the top. Guidance like his was exactly what I've needed.
I wanted to forever be done with low-paying freelance gigs. I needed to stop fighting for my art to be seen in a sea of content online. Every cell in my body pushed me to create, but there was little to no fun in creation when I was the only one enjoying it. Plus, not being able to afford healthcare was a mood killer.
"I've barely slept since getting that first email from the recruiter," I confessed with a little laugh.
"I remember that feeling." Tyson nodded and started toward another set of doors that needed to be unlocked. "There was an itching in my hands that wouldn't stop unless I worked on something."
"Exactly," I said. "It's a good thing moving kept me busy."
"Definitely don't envy the unpacking, but it's usually a great distraction." He let me walk through the door first. We entered a long hallway surrounded by glass, water populated with dozens of fish above us. I spun around, trying to process suddenly being in an aquarium.
"Mariana Trench Hall," Tyson explained with an amused look in his eyes. "Harpy's founder, Benny Baker, was into anything and everything to do with the ocean."
I nodded, remembering my research. "The photos online don't hold a candle to this. I didn't realize it'd be at the entrance."
"Baker was a show-off." Tyson started down the hall.
I marveled a little while longer as I tried to keep up with him. I knew humans could get used to almost anything, but I couldn’t imagine being as nonchalant about walking underneath sea life every morning like he was.
“I know you two have interacted on Inkmic, but have you met Sage in real life?" Tyson's question pulled my focus away from a school of jellyfish.
Have I met Sage in real life? We went to the Art Center at the same time—what felt like a million years ago, but it’d only been seven. Since then, she'd gone to every comic convention this side of the country. She always had a booth and spot on a panel. Sage did multiple signings a year at my favorite indie bookstore. Her talks at the community college often overlapped with the workshops I attended.
"We've met. We went to the Art Center at the same time," I said simply. "She was a year ahead of me, but we still had a class or two together."
I smiled, focusing hard on not making a face. I needed to be a professional today. This was my first full-time art gig, and I'd be damned if Sage Montgomery ruined it.
"No way. I didn't realize your time there overlapped." Tyson's eyes brightened. "She never mentioned that."
Our time did more than overlap—it tangled. I held my tongue about the tangling, because it's too weird to explain how we had gotten close enough to draw in each other's sketchbooks but never exchanged phone numbers. It's too weird for even me to fully comprehend.
Tyson opened another door that led to a colorful hall. The walls on each side were covered in murals dedicated to the big characters at Harpy. Captain Silver, of course, took up most real estate. He was Harpy's bread and butter, a retired fighter pilot who was abducted by aliens and turned into a killing machine.
The Sovereign Six was next, a superhero family who'd gotten trapped in their house and poisoned with a gas that made them practically invincible.
"She probably doesn't remember me; that's why she hasn't mentioned it," I said. My rivalry with Sage didn't mean she had a rivalry with me. I'd always been more of a small fish nipping at her larger fins.
I stopped in front of a painting of Queen Leisah, a Black goddess cursed with immortality and the eternal defender of her people. She was the reason I was here—the story I'd been tasked to help flesh out after a lackluster first run.
My skin warmed as I smiled to myself. My excitement was quickly overshadowed by nerves that spread across my chest, making it difficult to breathe.
You're meant to be here.
My throat tightened as I repeated the mantra. It refused to stick, and instead, drowned underneath the inner critic currently suffocating me. Am I really capable of doing this? The word 'no' is a poison that spread quickly. I'd have to pretend like I'm not infected, which isn't something new. I'd been pretending for what felt like forever. 
"Don't you regularly post on Inkmic?" Tyson asked. He's a few feet away, waiting for me to catch up.
I gave him an apologetic smile and hurried to rejoin his side. He opened the last set of doors to Harpy's buzzing lobby.
"Yeah, I have an ongoing comic." I admired the bright walls, faux vines hanging around the plaster, people hurrying back and forth between rows of desks.
Tyson smiled. "The one about mermaids and demons."
"It's my baby." My stomach dipped when I considered why he'd asked. "I was told continuing it on Inkmic wasn't a problem during the interview process, as long as it doesn't interfere with my work on the clock."
"No, it's not a problem," Tyson quickly assured me. "It's just that Sage posts there, too. From what I remember, you almost beat her ranking last month."
I didn’t even attempt to tame my smile. Was it a little pathetic my only claim to fame was almost knocking Sage out of the top spot on Inkmic? Yes. Still, I reveled in the win.
Instead of confirming Tyson's comment, I asked, "You read Inkmic often?"
"All the time." He chuckled. "Some of the top talent's on there. It's how we found you, of course. Sage, too."
I raised a brow. "Really?"
She had to be scouted somehow, of course, but I’d always assumed Sage to be more of the demanding type. I imagined she’d stormed Harpy's offices, slapped down her portfolio, and didn't give them a chance to say no.
"Fresh out of college," Tyson confirmed.
My smile faded at the reminder of how quickly she'd gotten to where she wanted to be in her career. I'd posted on the same website, and it took years for Harpy to take notice.
“I’m sure she’d never forget an artist who gave her a run for her money,” Tyson said in a whisper, like we were sharing a secret. "Sage wouldn't forget someone with your kind of talent."
“Maybe not, but college was ages ago, so I wouldn’t blame her for not connecting the dots.”
Tyson shrugged. “Well, we’ll make sure she never forgets. She and everyone else here. My plans for Leisah are big. I’m glad I got you on board. By the end of this year, everyone’s going to know your name—along with mine and Sage’s, of course.”
I nodded. “Thanks for your support during the process, by the way. I know you went to bat for me.”
Harpy's interview process lasted a few weeks, and during that time, I'd talked to over fifteen people. I'd given them two different sets of portfolios and drew test comics with their characters. From day one, Tyson was vocal about adding me to his team specifically. He'd been at every interview, smiling whenever I shared my ideas.
"I'm going to do everything I can to make sure Leisah is great this season," I promised. "Everything."
The skin around Tyson’s eyes wrinkled when he smiled. He was in his mid-thirties but seemed older—maybe early success aged you. It looked good on him, made him seem genuine.
“So will I, I promise. We're in this together.” He started towards the rows and rows of desks, and I tried to take in what each artist was doing as we passed. Some sketched on paper, while others colored on tablets. I’ve been on plenty of tours of the building, but this time was different. Now, I was here as a peer. One of them. Finally part of a team. The responsibility was both freeing and suffocating.
“Here’s where our team set up camp,” Tyson said as we slowed.
There were five desks, pairs of two in shared cubicles and one large desk on its own. All the desks sported handmade signs that read Team Leisah 4 Life. The handwriting on the signs was shaky and the use of sparkles excessive.
“Before I forget, I'm supposed to give you one of these." Tyson went over to the large solo desk and retrieved a little pink card with my name on it. "Harry’s little sister, Marissa, made what she calls ‘are you here’ cards for us. We’re supposed to set them out when we’re in the office. She gets sad not knowing if she's missed us."
I smiled, running my hands over the bumpy texture of sparkles. “That’s sweet.”
“She’s our unofficial sixth team member.” Tyson rested his arms on top of the cubicle divider. “Harry is our letterer. We have to share him with a few other lines here, so he’s in and out a lot. You’ll meet him later.”
I nodded, studying Harry’s desk. The surface was spotless, void of any personality, but his cubicle walls were overrun with his little sister's art. The pieces were held up with rainbow-colored push pins, along with a photo of him and Marissa dressed as Elsa and Olaf in the middle of the chaos. The age gap between them had to be well over a decade. Harry was a skinny guy with thick dark curls and black-framed glasses, his skin painted in freckles and his jawline lightly covered in an impressive beard.
“Harry shares his cubicle with Seline.” Tyson nudged his chin to her desk. That one had clear plastic shelves packed to the brim with snacks. There were old oil palettes dried over from being left out, a dozen sets of Copic markers piled on top of each other. She had to have every shade under the sun.
“Seline’s our colorist. Thankfully, we get her all to ourselves,” Tyson said.
“For now, at least,” an out-of-breath voice said. A small, copper skinned woman joined us in the cubicle. Her curly dark hair was pulled back in a bun, shorter strands framing her temples. She wore an oversized top that drowned her, the armpits and collar area soaked. A pair of noise-canceling headphones hung around her neck.
She offered Tyson a teasing smile. “I’m still hopeful about the Six transfer I put in last week.”
“Do you think any other editor will tolerate your mid-day runs?” He raised a brow at her.
Seline shrugged, rocking back and forth like she couldn’t stay still for a second. I noticed then that one of her legs was a prosthetic.
“No,” she said. “But I’ve never needed permission. I finish my work too fast for this place to let me go. I'm indispensable.”
He chuckled. “Fair enough. Seline, this is Noah, our--”
“Saving grace.” Seline offered me her elbow to bump. “Nice to meet you. Excuse my appearance; I usually try to be presentable when newbies show up, but I wasn't given much warning."
Tyson rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “I sent out an email to everyone this morning. No excuses.”
“Your email said Noah was coming next week," Seline said.
"No…" Tyson frowned. "I said this week."
"I read next." She shrugged and took a long drink from her water bottle. "You know who also read next?"
All amusement was wiped from Tyson's face. "You're joking."
Seline pressed her lips together, shaking her head. “That'd be a shitty joke."
“Definitely.” He reached for his phone to confirm his mistake. I was lost as to why it mattered—he knew I was coming and let me into the building. That was the most important thing about today, right? Getting me inside to work.
Seline gave me an apologetic smile. “I think I saw her in the break room. She should be out here any second."
"Wonderful," Tyson muttered, mostly to himself.
"This is going to be entertaining." Seline swayed again, this time more excited. "I'm going to grab a snack. Don't like watching shows on an empty stomach."
I glanced at Tyson for some sort of explanation. “Show?”
“Don't,” Tyson called after her, but Seline was already halfway down the hall, “scare her like that."
“I'm scared?” I asked, trying to smile, but the gesture was harder to pull off now. "Is there something to be scared about?"
“No, no, of course not. Seline likes to be dramatic.” Tyson’s laugh was too shaky to be considered confident. “Everyone was informed of you joining our–oh, morning, Sage.”
I felt a pinch in my spine, making me straighten. Tyson cleaned up his posture, too.
I waited for her to come into view instead of turning to greet her, because I needed a few seconds to fix my expression. Wearing panic was not how I wanted my working relationship to begin with Sage. I couldn’t let her see I was intimidated. I wasn’t intimidated, because there was nothing about her work that was any better than mine. We had gone on separate paths, and we eventually ended up at the same place…
You deserve to be here, I chanted as I listened to what had to be a heavy pair of boots move closer.
“Morning, Ty,” she greeted. Sage wore all-black, just like she used to in college. Her jeans hugged her waist perfectly and flared out at the ankle, making her seem even taller. At six-one, I’d always been the tallest woman in the room at most places, but Sage almost gave me a run for my money, clocking in at only a few inches shorter than me.
Her hair was in thick braids with wooden beads added to the ends. Over a skin-tight turtleneck, she wore some kind of harness that reminded me of a gun holster.
A familiar urge to redo my entire wardrobe emerged. I used to feel like such a dork next to her in my pastel cardigans and floral skirts. I thought I’d outgrown the feeling, but no, it must have just been dormant.
“Giving tours again?” She barely met my gaze. I’d only half-believed she wouldn’t remember me, but now that it was happening, I was a little taken aback. Offended.
“Um, no.” Tyson laughed hesitantly. “This is Noah Blue.”
Sage blinked and looked at me, really looked at me. A beat passed before she offered, "Noah Blue...”
“Yes. Our new artist," Tyson said. "Your new artist.”
Her new artist? My stomach twisted in confusion. Was my sister right? Did I work for Sage?
“My new artist?” She shook her head. "I'm sorry, I'm still waking up. When did this happen?"
Tyson took a deep breath. “Remember, we had a meeting about bringing someone else on to help you with Leisah’s rebrand?”
Her brows knitted. “Yeah, but I didn’t think it’d be in-house. We talked about remote options.”
Tyson rubbed the back of his head. “I could have sworn we discussed the importance of having someone here.”
“Impromptu meeting,” she said in a tone, indicating authority and overuse.
“Sage.” Tyson leaned his head back for a second and groaned. “I don’t have time for this. I have a billion meetings today.”
“I’m back with snacks,” Seline announced, voice proud and thrilled. Her smile widened when she saw her predicted show. “What did I miss?”
“I had the same question," I forced myself to confess. "I thought I was a head artist?"
"Head artist?" Sage let out a dry laugh. "Ty, really? We jumped to head artist this quickly?"
"Oh, wow." Seline tilted her head to the side as she studied Sage. "She speaks in full sentences again. Alert the media."
Sage gave her a look that clearly read, 'not in the mood,' before turning to Tyson for an explanation.
“Impromptu meeting,” he decided, tone earnest and almost pleading—anything to get out of this situation pronto.
“Yay!” Seline clapped with her pretzel bags. “The Waterstone conference room is free. It has all the extra plush toys, just in case someone’s mad enough to throw shit… Not looking at you, Sage.”
“A meeting for head artists and editors,” Sage clarified.
Seline’s shoulders sagged. “God, you’re such a spoilsport.”
“Current head artists and editors.” Sage directed the comment at me but barely looked me in the eye.
“According to my contract, I am a current head artist,” I snapped back. My annoyance trumped my nerves any day.
“Do you have your ID to get into the building yet?” Sage challenged. She finally held my gaze. It wasn’t fair that she was even more beautiful now than she was in college. Her skin was a perfect shade of deep brown, her round eyes daring enough to be considered siren-like and deadly. I couldn’t help but imagine her in my story as a mermaid, a reflex I’d have to fix immediately.
I opened my mouth to shoot back at her before realizing my answer was no. I didn’t have an ID.
“So it’s not official,” Sage said. “Tyson?”
“I’ll be right back,” Tyson said to me with a kind smile. “In the meantime, get settled. Your desk is right over there.”
He pointed toward the desk next to a black one. Seating me next to Sage made sense, but God, I hadn’t even considered I’d be so close to her during the workday.
“Seline will take care of you until I get back,” Tyson promised.
“Will do.” Seline saluted him and gave me a wink. “I’ll show her all the amenities.”
Tyson nodded, grateful, and followed Sage’s lead down the hall. Sage didn't even glance back to make sure he'd followed her. She walked at full height, her shoulders squared and gaze straight ahead, as if daring someone to get in her way.
“I would say she’ll warm up,” Seline said in a sympathetic tone. “But I’d be lying. Best not get your hopes up.”
“Oh, I know.” I nodded while watching Sage stomp away. “Trust me, I know.”
Thankfully, I wasn’t here to warm anyone up. I was here to make Leisah the best comic character Harpy has ever produced. I was here to prove I was one of the best comic artists in the game. Sage could be as cold as she wanted. It didn’t matter, because I was going to take her number one spot once and for all.










  
  Chapter Two

Sage


“You could have given me a warning about Little Miss Pastel,” I said as soon as the conference room door shut behind us. 
Tyson reached for one of the plush chairs but didn’t sit. He never sat when talking to people, instead choosing to use the chair’s back as a leaning post. “I emailed everyone on the team this morning, and please, for the love of God, don’t go giving her nicknames yet. Let her settle in first before the christening. She’s not going to get our team’s sense of humor on her first day.”
“I don’t think you have to be on some elevated plane to get our sense of humor. It’s quite juvenile.” I lowered myself into a seat, careful not to spill my coffee. “And you know I don’t check my emails first thing.”
This morning had been perfect. There was minimal traffic on the drive in, no one in my preferred parking spot, and my favorite creamer had been restocked in the break room. All wonderful omens—probably because I didn’t check my email. So, imagine my utter shock when Noah Blue stood outside of my cubicle with her toothy smile and the same wire-framed glasses she wore when we were paying our dues at the Art Center.
“You’re acting like I sprung…” He trailed off when I stretched my legs out on top of the glass table. The twitching in his eye was comical, revealing his need for me to plant my feet back on the ground. I didn’t move my legs, though. I never did, not unless he explicitly requested it.
“You're acting like I sprung this on you. We’ve had multiple meetings,” Tyson finished without putting in a request.
Oh, he was big stressed. I had half a mind to pull my legs down without the request, but where was the fun in that? These days, messing with Tyson was my only reliable source of entertainment. My editor was glass, see-through from every angle. He had to run through at least a hundred emotions a day. As someone who personally only cycled through the same three, I found Tyson to be fascinating, the perfect subject for an artist. I used to think I was in love with him before I realized he was simply a beautiful man who knew how to listen and express his emotions in a sincere, non-threatening way.
“Everyone always brought up bringing in another artist as something we could theoretically do,” I said. “We were doing thought exercises.”
Tyson scoffed. “Since when are meetings with investors, art directors, and editors discussing major IPs “thought exercises,” Sage?”
“Since those meetings include the same agenda for the past year.” Harpy Comics—like most companies—did a whole lot of talking in circles before putting things into action. It was jarring coming from publishing comics on my timeline to that of a corporation. Ever since I signed on as a full-time artist, I’d drawn things that would often take years to go into print.
“I told you, they want to make Queen Leisah part of the starting lineup now,” Tyson said. “So, that means no more waiting around for stuff to get published. We’re not working on low-read comics anymore. From this point on, work's going to feel like an avalanche. Captain Silver is double shipping this season. They want the same for Queen Leisah because they expect the audience to be hungry for it after the rebrand.”
I frowned at the mention of double shipping and almost backed down, because shit, two issues in one week? I’d wanted a faster release timeline, but not one that was fucking light speed.
“I could do that,” I said, focusing hard on keeping my voice steady.
Tyson chuckled. “You could do that? All on your own?”
“Yes.” My tone was harder this time. “What? You don’t believe me? Is that why you requested someone else?”
I’d been in this business long enough to know most things weren’t personal. We were here for the art. Still, something about Tyson agreeing to bring in someone else got under my skin. I’d proven myself for seven years.
I drew Harpy’s silly filler comics and completed hundreds of background pieces for their precious cardboard cut-out of a man, Captain Silver, and that mediocre family of six. I pitched story after story, getting rejection after rejection. I spent so much blood, ink, and tears until I finally got a shot at being the head artist on something big—on Leisah, a comic that hasn’t had official new content since the nineties. I’d been assured my name would be on every issue. I was going to have full creative control. Making Leisah a household name again was going to be my job, a privilege and honor that had gotten me through what was my worst artistic slump of all time.
“She’s a good artist, Sage.” Tyson spoke carefully, like he was trying to calm an anxious toddler.
I glared. “I know she’s a good artist.”
The amused smile on his face made my jaw clench. I took a big gulp of my coffee, trying to burn away the rising frustration. The distance between Noah and I was perfect. I saw her occasionally on the convention circuit, but that was it. That was enough, because any closer, and I’m pretty sure the little patience I had would fade into non-existence.
“Because you went to school together,” he said. I knew bait when I saw it. When I didn’t bite, Tyson continued, “And she’s the girl who almost beat your ranking on Inkmic, the one those readers were saying should be as popular as you.”
I snorted. “She shouldn’t be as popular because she’s not as good.”
Yet. She wasn’t as good yet.
Out of all the artists in the world—hell, the state—why did they have to choose her? Why did it have to be her?
Noah's work helped get me through my fog a few months ago. At rock bottom, I'd turned to her comic, and it'd been the best thing about my day. My obsession with her characters was embarrassing to admit, especially after I'd spent years putting distance between us. The art world liked to compare our work because our styles were similar, but something deep inside me knew she had the potential to be better. My growing love for her story proved that.
“Something going on between you two outside of Inkmic?” Tyson’s forehead furrowed as the humor faded from his face. He was a bloodhound when it came to interpersonal conflict, had to be to manage a team like ours.
He gestured to my face. “You have the same look she had when I mentioned your name.”
“And what look is that?” I asked, more curious about her reaction than mine.
“Disapproval. Should I be worried about you two getting along?”
“I don’t want a partner on this,” I said. “So, yes, you should be worried.”
“Sage.” His gaze narrowed. A ‘be serious’ command clouded his hazel eyes.
I sighed. “She’s here to stay, correct?”
“Of course. Noah is exactly who we need. Who you need to make Leisah work.”
“Agree to disagree.”
“Seems like I’m going to have to implement team-building exercises again,” he decided.
I squeezed my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Oh, God, please don’t. Might as well shove a knife underneath my nail beds.”
“Someone’s got to be the bad guy. Besides, you’ve been kind of…doing your own thing recently. Harry and Seline—”
“I do my work. Are there any complaints about my work?” I sat up and pushed out of the chair, ready to end the conversation. There would be no changing Harpy’s decision to add Noah to our team, no swaying Tyson to my side. So, I’d have to figure out how to deal with her being here and changing all the shit I’d already had planned.
“No, but…are you okay?” Tyson crossed his arms over his chest as his gaze softened.
It felt like there was lead in my stomach. Whenever he looked like that, he had a goal in mind. If Tyson was anything, he was a master at achieving his desired outcome.
“I’m fine. Pissed at everyone thinking I can’t handle Leisah on my own, even though I’ve pitched a three-arc series that will provide enough content to last us the next five years. Pissed that, despite the countless months I’ve put into planning, I’m going to have to compete in real-time with an artist I’ve been compared to for the last few years of my career. Other than that, I’m perfect.” I exaggerated a closed-lip smile.
“You’re not competing with her, Sage.”
“She’s going to have her own ideas, right? Changes.”
“Yes, of course, she’s going to have her own ideas. We didn’t hire her to sit and follow your orders.” He huffed out a sigh. The frustration he felt was the same frustration I’d been living with ever since my sequential art professor said, “Noah Blue is the most impressive artist I’ve seen from her generation.”
I wanted that title. It was petty and perhaps childish, but I wanted it, and for all intents and purposes, I had claimed it. Nowadays, I was focused on defending it. No matter where I went, Noah was there online, at workshops, or breathing down my neck on the Inkmic charts. The woman wouldn’t give me a damn break.
“Whatever is going on with you, figure it out,” Tyson said firmly. “You two are working together. We are all working together to make sure that Silver asshole isn’t number one for another year at this godforsaken company.”
I laughed, feeling lighter for the first time this morning. “Uh oh, you sounded a bit touchy there.”
I made a show of looking outside the glass walls at the floor of artists. “You wouldn’t want anyone to hear how you truly feel about the beloved Harpy icon.”
Tyson sniffed and readjusted his collar, as if the smallest expression of disapproval left him ruffled. “No one heard that.”
“Sure,” I teased. “Thin office glass is notoriously soundproof. Almost like you’re notoriously a Silver stan.”
“Shut up.” He laughed a little. “Figure your shit out. I want a happy team, and that means you have to try with them. You’re a head artist, so act like it.”
“Co-head,” I corrected.
“Oh, right. Excuse me,” he said sarcastically. “Co-head.”
I pressed my lips together—hearing him say it made it so much more real and so much more annoying.
"Ty," I said, voice lower. "This co-head thing—does it affect my pay going forward? Or my ability to pitch a solo comic in the future?"
His brow wrinkled. "What? No. The contract you signed prevents any income changes until you sign again, and you'll get the pitch session. I'm doing everything I can to make sure you do. "
I'd assumed as much but had to be sure.
"One more time, Sage, are you good?" He looked worried.
"I told you, Ty. I'm perfect."

      [image: image-placeholder]I was the youngest artist on staff when I got hired at Harpy, fresh out of college with nothing but a few indie-published graphic novels to prove I was good enough for a seat at the table. 
I was bright-eyed back then, obsessed with making Harpy the best. Back then, they weren’t the biggest or brightest when it came to the comic industry.
Harpy was notorious for big launches and even bigger falloffs. They had two top-selling comics: Silver and the Six. After that, no one anticipated anything they published.
I was part of what the Internet had dubbed “New Blood” hires, an initiative that lasted all of a few years, when they realized they couldn’t keep top talent for long.
Everyone I’d been hired with had either quit to move on to comic companies that were household names or to publish their own work full-time. The turnover rate was high for artists who knew what they were doing, but I didn’t used to be an artist who knew what she was doing.
Having stars in one’s eyes can be beautiful but also blinding. I’d convinced myself if I was the last woman standing, they’d have no other choice but to give me something big. After seven years, one breakdown, and a ton of filler work, I got what I wanted. It didn’t necessarily feel satisfying, but at least I had it. At least it was all mine. Until today, that was.
Noah was setting up her tablet when I got back to the cubicle. The space already felt three times smaller, even though all she had was her bag and an extra cardigan that hung over the back of her chair.
She cursed under her breath when the stand for her tablet came slipping down. I watched in silence as she tucked her tongue into the side of her mouth and tried to get the device to stay up without locking its stand in place.
Noah talked through everything back in college. She was the type of student who’d asked long-winded questions five minutes before class was supposed to end. She’d mumbled to herself while trying to finish a piece. I remember how easily she started conversations with people, and how casually she ignored me whenever we found ourselves in the same space. She was always a chatterbox until it came to me—unless she had a critique to throw my way. Then, she’d talk my ear off.
“So listen,” I said.
Noah jumped as if I shouted an insult at her. She wore a deep-set frown when she met my gaze.
“Wow, you’re still light on your feet.” Noah tugged her sleeves over her knuckles, embarrassed. “I mean, hey.”
I failed to hold back an amused smile. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
“I wasn’t scared.” Her forehead wrinkled. “I was surprised.”
“What’s the difference?”
“One involves fear, the other involves unmet expectations. Something you should probably know, considering your career.”
I snorted. She was already comfortable throwing jabs in my direction. This was going to be like old times for sure.
I moved to my side of the cubicle, leaning against my desk while still facing her. “Couldn’t you have been both?”
Her jaw tightened. “Yes, but I wasn’t.”
“You looked like you were both.”
Noah’s expression clouded over when I offered her an easy shrug. She still dotted faux freckles across her cheeks, the spots almost blending into her warm brown skin. The freckles always made her hard glare less intimidating. I told her that once, and she didn’t look in my direction for a month. The lack of interaction had been disappointing; much like how I’d gotten in the habit of annoying Tyson, I kept myself amused by getting reactions out of Noah.
“I’m listening,” Noah said in a clipped tone as she turned back to re-attempt her tablet mount.
“What?”
“You said, so listen.” She waved her hand toward me. “I’m listening.”
I laughed a little, and her hands stopped moving for a second as she looked back at me.
“We’re working on this together,” I started.
“You don’t say.”
“I’m open to hearing your ideas.” That part was difficult to say. “But I’ve already done a shit ton of work. All the characters are designed. Character sheets are made and finalized. I’ve plotted out the story and character arcs for over seventy-two issues.”
Noah’s eyes widened. Her face was already round, but when her eyes did that, it looked rounder.
“Are you surprised now? Or scared?” I teased. “Or maybe both, with a little bit of impressed sprinkled in?”
She was quick to make her expression neutral. “None of the above. Why would I be impressed you’ve done the job you’re getting paid to do?”
I bit down on my bottom lip, holding back a laugh. “Yeah, sure. My point is, I’m open to hearing your ideas. Signing off on them is a whole other ball game. I’m listening, not agreeing.”
“I don’t need your agreement.” Her nose wrinkled as she spoke. “According to my contract, I have as much power as you when it comes to this project.”
I huffed and rubbed the back of my neck as I looked around the office to make sure none of the other artists were close enough to overhear. “You’re not changing anything because nothing you pitch is going to be better than the story I’ve already outlined.”
“Tyson and everyone I talked to during my interview must disagree.” She gave me her full attention now, letting her tablet lie face down on her desk. It bugged me that she couldn’t figure out the simple stand. My fingers twitched with the need to click the tablet into place.
“I must have something you’re not providing,” she continued, standing taller as she spoke. “That’s why they brought me in. You can pretend like Leisah is all yours, but my name’s going to be on the cover too, and eventually above yours. Then, without yours.”
I laughed. “Are you trying to threaten me?”
Noah smiled. It was sweet on the surface, but the dark in her eyes revealed a deadly center. “What do you think? Or do I have to explain the definition? Vocab doesn’t seem to be your strong suit.”
This….
“I think an artist who has been trying to get in the top five of Inkmic for over three years doesn’t have the skill or talent to outdo me at my job,” I said without hesitation. “If anyone’s getting their name removed, it’s going to be you.”
Noah didn't miss a beat either. I didn’t remember her being so quick on her feet. “Inkmic’s a cheap blow. Your work’s overrated. The only reason you’re in the top five is because you’ve been on that site since you were in high school. Nostalgia’s a disease at this point. Your fans would vote for you every week, even if you posted a drawing of dog crap.”
“Overrated? That's your critique after all these years?" I laughed. "You're very original.”
“I think we’ve gotten to the bottom of why I was hired," she agreed.
“Alright, how’s everything going? Sage helping you settle in okay?” Tyson appeared outside the cubicle. His eyes were bright, cheery, hopeful. He purposefully ignored the venom between Noah and I, probably hoping it’d disappear.
Noah smiled at him, all kind and sweet. Goddamn kiss up.
“Yeah, we’re catching up. Talking shop,” she said.
“I’ve been laying down the ground rules,” I added dryly.
“Playing nice?” Tyson directed the question to me alone.
“Always.” I pushed off my desk.
They both looked concerned when I neared Noah. I reached for her tablet and propped it up on the stand. The surprised noise she let out under her breath when I easily snapped the stand in place made me far too smug for my own good.
“There we go,” I said in a voice as sweet as hers had been. “You’re all set.”
When I looked up, I realized how close I’d gotten to her. Yeah, this cubicle had shrunk since she’d arrived. I could smell the lilac perfume she'd always worn in college. The frown she sported was enough of a warning to not linger but go back to my corner.
“This is going to be great, guys,” Tyson’s voice cut through the silence. “I can feel it. Once you two get on the same page, the art’s going to be magic. We’re going to make history.”
“That’s the plan,” Noah agreed while glaring at me.
“Definitely.” I winked at her, and it almost made steam blow out of her ears. “Looking forward to working with one of the best artists of her generation.”







  
  Chapter Three

Noah


As soon as my mom's front door opened, I was nearly blinded by the flash of a camera. 
"Are you serious?" I blinked, trying to rid the bright spots in my vision.
 "I have to make up for this morning." Mom pulled her camera down for a second. There was dirt on her face, shirt, and palms. She was as tall as me, so when she pulled me in for a hug, our cheeks perfectly aligned as they smashed together.
“You smell like outside,” I complained and pretended to want out of her hug. In actuality, I needed this. After a long first day, I appreciated her comfort. Anytime I came home, I felt like a little girl trying to crawl into her mother’s lap. My mom never wanted me to grow out of the habit.
“How can you smell like outside when you're outside?" She pulled back and snapped another photo. That one, I was quick enough to block. She frowned when the majority of my palm appeared on the display.
"Because you smell more outside than outside." I stepped into the foyer, relaxing as the cool air inside surrounded me.
 "You're a ridiculously rude daughter, you know that?" She pinched my cheek, affection in the slight shake she made before grabbing my bag. "You didn't come by on your first day for photos, and now, you're insulting my smell."
 I shrugged and nervously cracked my knuckles one by one. Today had shaken me more than I thought. Now that I was in the safety of the home I'd grown up in, the cracks in my armor were more noticeable. Crybaby was the nickname Liana and my cousins had not so affectionately dubbed me, and at twenty-eight, I had yet to grow out of the title.
 "I couldn't do first-day photos." I dug my nails into my palm, trying my best to focus on anything but having a mini panic attack. "They stress me out."
 Mom frowned but at least put her camera down. "What are you talking about? You love first-day photos!"
 "When I was in grade school, sure."
 She stepped back to get a better look at me. "Wait, did you wear this to work?"
 My shoulders sagged at the hint of judgment in her voice. Mom was still smiling—she always smiled, even when nitpicking—so it was hard to know if I should be offended or not.
 I looked down at my skirt. “Yeah, why?”
 “Well, no wonder you didn’t want a photo.” She snapped another one anyway. “It’s not first-day material.”
 “No, of course not," I murmured, too low for her to hear.
 Mom was never far from a camera or notebook. When she couldn't take photos, she wrote things down. She was obsessed with details, and the habit helped shape her career. Mom was a horticulturist who worked with public and private companies to create and maintain gardens. She brought her work home with her every day, leaving most of her space overwhelmed with dirt and greenery. My sister and I grew up knowing how to properly care for a host of flowers before being able to tie our shoes.
 "I think the photos will be so cute to look back on, especially when you dress for them." Mom sighed. She wore sparkling eyeshadow, making the wistful look on her face much softer. Her coils were a tighter texture than mine, and she always picked them out so her hair created a soft halo around her head. When I was a kid, I used to tell my classmate she was a real-life garden fairy. No one argued with me once they saw her.
 "Besides, I need them for my end-of-year scrapbook," she rambled. "I'm making some for John this year. He's been bugging me to finally put one together for him. I need enough content so he doesn't feel like I'm skimping out."
 "Dad should make his own scrapbook," I joked.
 "Don't let him hear you say that." Mom gave my cheek another pinch before gesturing for me to follow her to the backyard.
 Dad was a marine biologist whose love language was receiving homemade gifts and whose talent was pretending not to be in love with the homemade gift giver. My parents never married and hadn't lived with each other since I was in middle school. They were puzzle pieces that almost fit, if not for one weird, jagged edge. They argued themselves voiceless when they were together for too long, but with the right amount of time spent in each other's company, they became the happiest people on the planet.
 Mom placed a spray bottle in my hand as soon as I crossed the greenhouse threshold. "You can help me water while you tell me the actual reason you didn't stop by before work."
 I whistled under my breath at how much her plants had grown since the last time I'd visited. So many were in bloom now that spring was around the corner.
 "I didn't know if it was going to be real," I confessed as I started spraying. "I kept thinking maybe they'd change their minds once I walked through the front doors, or say gotcha at the end of the day before taking my badge away."
 Mom laughed. "Noah, you sound ridiculous."
 I tried to smile along with her. Yes, now my worries felt silly, but they also felt so real, especially when I spent the entire workday drawing next to Sage. I kept erasing and re-drawing every line I put down, and by the end of the day, I had nothing to show for it. No new sketches or new ideas. Thank God Tyson had given me the day to settle in; otherwise, I would have embarrassed myself. My 'I belong here' mantra never regain its meaning. The words were a hollow prayer, a desperate hope.
 "See, you should have told me," Mom said. "I could have been sure for the both of us."
 My throat ached. I dipped my head down, pretending to take a closer look at a browning leaf on a steam.
 Despite my parents’ support, when Liana followed Dad's footsteps in studying biology, I felt like I had some catching up to do. The three of them were brilliant at their jobs, and they didn't have to work overtime to achieve said brilliance.
 Meanwhile, I pulled all-nighters throughout school and beyond. It took what felt like forever for the hours to pay off. Even when I did start seeing results in the form of awards and accolades from professors and other industry professionals, my work still wasn't there. Something was still missing. After spending all day next to Sage, I remember what, and it killed me.
 Her raw talent couldn't be replicated. The gap between us wasn't going to close because of hours dedicated. I needed something more.
 "I'm sure now," I said, more so trying to convince myself than her. Confidence was a must to sustain me for the road ahead.
 Mom laughed. "Of course you are. Pulling an eight-hour shift will ground anyone in reality. How does it feel, knowing you're a full-time artist? That you've made it?"
 Her eyes were bright. Made it. Simple words, simple concept, except I didn’t understand it, not since walking across the stage during graduation and realizing that in the world of art, I had to give everything to make a simple ripple. The idea of "making it" got more abstract each day.
 "Do you still have my old sketchbooks in the attic?" I asked instead of delving deeper into my psyche. "I have some ideas I jotted down years ago I think I can finally use."
 Memories were always a surefire way to get Mom off-topic. Plus, I needed some inspiration to take on Sage. I hadn’t gotten a chance to hear her pitch for the rebrand meeting tomorrow. I planned to spend all night perfecting my own ideas to be as ready as I knew she’d be.
“Of course!” Mom smiled. “I’d never throw those away. They’re my retirement fund. Once you’re a big shot artist, they’ll sell for a hefty price on bidding sites.”
I laughed. “Solid plan.”
She winked and nudged her chin toward the door. “I’ll finish watering and join you.”
I nodded and set the spray bottle down. Before I slipped out of the greenhouse, Mom added, “I'm so proud of you. I hope you know that, baby.”
My last bit of resolve evaporated as I nodded while blinking rapidly. With a hurried thanks, I got back outside, where I was free to release a few tears.
Today was supposed to be a good day—one of the best. So why did I feel so shitty? Why couldn’t I feel proud of myself, too?

      [image: image-placeholder]Queen Leisah’s team had a designated conference room: The Bloom Room. It was one of the smallest in the building, but it had a great view of the ocean. I personally preferred the coziness of the brown wood table and creaky office chairs to the sleek glass rooms the other teams met in. 
The walls were a muted yellow that reminded me of dawn, and there was a little cart equipped with an electric kettle with an assortment of teas. I felt like I’d walked into a bed and breakfast instead of a meeting.
“God, I hate this freaking room,” Seline complained when she fell into the empty seat beside me. “It's so stuffy.”
“I’ll say.” Tyson moved his collar up and down, trying to create a breeze. He went to the row of windows; the first two wouldn’t budge, earning a collective sigh from him and Seline.
I furrowed my brow, pretending to agree, even though the heat was welcome. Every other part of the office made my fingers so cold, I could barely bend my knuckles. I was convinced I was the only one who appreciated a reprieve, because the next person to walk in—Harry, according to my memory of his photos—let out a deep groan.
“They tucked us away real good this time.” He tossed his binder onto the table before yanking off his jean jacket. “Oh, hey. You’re the new kid, right?”
The frown he wore melted away. I couldn’t tell if his eyes were green or gray, so I decided it was the perfect mix between the two. They reminded me of my mom’s garden during winter.
“That’s me.” I stood, reaching over the table to accept his offered hand. “I’m Noah.”
“The artist who almost gave Sage a run for her money last week?” He pointed at me to confirm.
I laughed hesitantly and tried to think of how to change the subject. Yesterday, Sage and I exchanged a few heated words. Today, I was going to be on my best behavior. I was going to be the bigger person—at least while on the clock.
“You read my comic?” My stomach turned to the familiar set of nerves I got whenever I came face-to-face with someone who’d consumed my work. I always felt they had a piece of me they could chew up and spit out at a moment’s notice.
“Hell yeah.” Harry released my hand. "Your work’s mind-blowing. Even my sister was hooked, and she’s a tough critic. She barely thinks I deserve to work here.”
I smiled, my nerves fading. “Ouch.”
“That’s because you barely do,” Seline teased, not even looking up from her phone.
Harry chuckled and shook his head. “Who asked you, Sip? By the way, have you turned in your files?”
“Nope,” Tyson answered for her.
Seline rolled her eyes. “I’m almost done. End of day. The more interesting question is, have you finished filling out your dating profile?”
Something crashed near Tyson, and we all looked over to see if he was okay. He waved his hand, not meeting our concerned gazes as he picked up a knocked-over fern. Once Tyson's safety was confirmed, Harry answered Seline's question with an incoherent mumble.
“I didn’t catch that.” Seline dumped her phone on the table, committing her focus to the guy sitting across from her.
"Working on it," Harry said with a tight jaw. “I’ve been busy, you know, raising a pre-teen.”
The door behind us opened to who I assumed would be our final team member, Sage. I sat straighter and tried to be subtle about adjusting my top, but my assumptions went out the window when I saw two of the top editors at Harpy enter the room.
“Noah, you remember Tommy and Quinn, right?” Tyson asked from his spot at the window. He was still struggling to get it open. “They’re going to join us and help bounce some ideas around.”
“Or steal some.” Sage was finally in the room. She wore red heels today, paired with baggy black cargo pants and a Queen Leisah t-shirt. Her hair was shrunken in a tight afro, allowing her sharp features to take center stage. I smelled the cocoa butter on her as she walked by. The conflicting emotion I got from seeing how soft she looked versus how hard she actually was would never cease to confuse me.
“I thought we shared around here?” Tommy smiled. He was the kind of guy you’d see in mall ads marketing high-end watches. His dark hair was laid back with the right amount of gel, his skin perfectly tanned from the Florida sun. He chewed on the end of his pencil, doing a god-awful job at suppressing the flirty grin on his face.
Like me, he watched Sage walk around the table to Harry’s side. I chewed on my bottom lip, trying not to think too hard about how easily she passed up the empty seat beside me. Did I think she was going to come in here and present a united front? She hadn’t even responded to my email this morning asking to have a mini-meeting before this one to catch me up to speed.
“Is that how you pronounce theft in your world?” Sage asked. There was slight teasing in her tone, even if her eyes were serious. I wanted to scoff at how nice she sounded, how pretty she looked.
Sage made a face at Harry, who playfully tapped his watch to indicate her lateness. Seline knocked twice on the table, the sound enough of a prompt to get Sage to pull a pack of gum from her back pocket. She tossed it to Seline easily before opening her laptop.
“Tyson?” Sage asked.
He pushed away from the window without a word, joining her side to help set up the projector.
“I’ll get the snacks.” Seline rubbed her hands together. “Harry, your combo?”
“Something sweet and salty,” he said.
“What about you, Pastel?” Seline asked as she got up. It took a moment for me to realize she was talking to me. Sage’s poor attempt at suppressing a snort didn't go unnoticed.
“Um, I’m good.” I smiled at Seline and tried not to take offense at the nickname. I didn’t think she meant any harm.
I felt like I was watching a play on its final night. Everyone moved around each other so effortlessly. They communicated with simple sounds or looks that had probably taken years to perfect. My nerves were back, and I picked at the edges of the light pink binder I brought in. It was stuffed to the brim with old artwork I’d found in the dustiest parts of my mom’s attic. The drawings inside were atrocious, but the ideas were good. Great even after I tweaked them. I brought the folder for emotional support, something to cling onto and remind myself I could hold my own against Sage.
Yes, she was usually better than me when it came to the technical side of art. Her execution was flawless, but I was a storyteller, always have been. There was no doubt in my mind I could run circles around whatever she had outlined.
“Ready when you are,” Tyson said as soon as Sage’s laptop screen was mirrored onto the projector.
“Lights?” Sage asked an already-moving Seline.
"Camera, action," Harry joked.
With the lights dimmed, the rough sketches on the screen came to life. I leaned my elbows on the table, pressing my fingers to my mouth. We hadn’t even gotten through one slide, and I was already impressed. Thank God for the relative darkness; Sage didn’t need to know how easily my heart jumped at the redesign of Leisah’s costume.
“New era, new outfit,” Sage started. She leaned back in her seat as she spoke. Sage positioned one foot on the chair, pulling her knee into her chest. Presenting in front of this many people would have me on pins and needles, but not her. She slouched and talked slowly, like she was on her friend’s living room couch.
I clenched my back teeth together—of course the attention didn’t faze her. I’m not sure what bugged me more: the publish-ready cover, or the knowing glance she tossed in my direction. Sage knew she already had a colossal lead before I'd even set up at the starting line.










  
  Chapter Four

Sage


I couldn't tell what she was thinking. Everyone chimed in with their gripes, voices overlapping each other as they battled to be the loudest, but she hadn’t said one thing since I finished my presentation. 
Noah’s silence put me on edge. I didn’t want to, but I kept sneaking glances to see if her neutral expression had changed.
Her fingers were pressed to her lips, the nails painted pink, with strawberries drawn on every other one. She wore matching pink glasses but still squinted at the projector like she couldn’t see what was going on. Or maybe she could see and didn’t understand like the others.
Tyson and Tommy were giving me a fairly solid argument against the choice to do away with Leisah’s family. I didn’t want Leisah to have any ties yet. I didn’t want her to be shoehorned into a matronly saint role, like she had in the older comics. Leisah deserved more than that. She deserved to be a well-rounded character, admired for more than what she could give to others. I couldn't stand how self-sacrificing she'd been in past issues. I got exhausted reading about her giving up what she wanted for the "greater good."
Noah picked at the edge of her pink binder. Seline and Harry put their two cents in, agreeing with including the family in the story so early on. I didn’t care what they thought, though, because I was the head artist. Whatever I drew was what would get printed.
I was used to the harping and moaning, the complaints about my characters being too cold or my stories a bit stiff. The criticism was white noise at this point; nothing speaks louder than numbers, and I could pull numbers in my sleep.
“I’ll take your feedback into consideration,” I said once there was an opening in the conversation.
Tommy scoffed. He’d been working for Harpy for the past year, and we’d sat in meetings with each other long enough to know when one of us was blowing smoke. He was a mediocre editor who only stood out because of his ability to come up with hooking cliffhangers.
“So you brought us in here for what?” he asked. “To show off your storyboarding abilities?”
“Tyson’s the one who invited you,” I reminded him with a shrug. “You’re free to leave whenever.”
“Sage,” Tyson warned in a low voice.
“I’m listening,” I said.
“Are you?” Tyson’s close-lipped smile told me he smelt bullshit.
I held up two fingers. “Promise.”
“Leisah’s a big deal,” Tommy continued. “Like, huge. If you flub this rebrand, the higher-ups are gonna have a field day.”
“You don’t think I know that?” I laughed humorlessly. “That’s why I don’t want her to remain as some pure beacon of hope. It’s cliché and one-dimensional. The fandom will eat us alive—me alive. They expect more. Deserve more.”
“I get your argument, but I think it could be more nuanced with the family,” Noah finally spoke up. Her voice was soft, but there was strength in it. Conviction.
My shoulders relaxed at her comment. Unlike my reaction to everyone else’s feedback, I felt less tense listening to hers. Maybe it was because I knew the back and forth would be more rewarding. I knew my argument would make Noah scrunch her nose. Maybe I’d even get her to do a prayer stance like she used to during our Art Center critique mornings. I used to hate critique days, but her presence made it ten times more entertaining. She always took every bit of feedback so seriously. Noah kept intensive notes on what everyone had to say, as if every opinion held equal weight.
“Without a family, it’s going to make it harder for the readers to relate to her.” She looked at me now, those dark brown eyes confident. I didn’t know why they set a spark in my belly, the kind of spark I got when I have a long day of drawing ahead of me. Those kinds of days were the only ones I looked forward to.
“Why do you think that?” I let my gaze flicker toward my computer screen on the off-chance Noah could sense my excitement about her engagement. Couldn’t have her getting the wrong idea.
Noah took a deep breath before answering. “Family humanizes her. She’s an immortal goddess. Without people around her, she'll become the beacon of hope you seem so desperate for her not to be. She will become a symbol, not a person.”
“What approach would you take, Noah?” Tyson asked.
I bit my tongue, holding back a retort. All eyes turned to her now that she’d found enough courage to voice her opinion.
“Could I…?” Noah pointed at the projector’s screen.
“Shoot me an email,” I offered.
“I already did this morning,” she said with a tight smile. “I included my storyboards in the attachments.”
My eyebrows furrowed. She’d emailed me?
I pulled up my account, and sure enough, there was an email from her titled Meeting questions for Leisah. My lips pursed as I looked at the time stamp. I opened my mouth to apologize, but Noah was quicker than me. She started her pitch before I could even pull up the visuals, and as she spoke, she never glanced in my direction.
“Leisah needs to be someone who has it all,” she started. “She was cursed with protecting her village. She had to watch her family grow up, live, and die for centuries. To be constantly surrounded by what you’re going to lose is devastating, but knowing you’re the reason your family will thrive is rewarding. The first season should explore that dichotomy.”
I placed her draft cover on the screen. It was in complete color, the details awe-worthy, and that’s exactly what everyone at the table thought. Tommy was vocal in his approval. Tyson grinned from ear to ear. I knew he had to be close to punching the air about his decision to bring Noah on. When I looked at Harry, he’s already looking at me.
He knew I was the world’s most terrible team player. The slight raise of his brow indicated he thought I was fucked when it came to working on my original idea. When I frowned, he shook his head. I could basically hear his motto: no comparisons, not now or ever. But hell, comparisons were what helped me get to and stay at the top of the game for almost a decade. It hurt, but it was the only way I knew how to be better. How could you be one of the best when you didn’t know what it looked like?
Hell, did I just admit Noah was one of the best? No. No way. She’s nowhere near that yet.
Yet.
I blew out a breath as quietly as I could before pulling my knee closer to my chest. I needed to focus so I could find holes in Noah’s work. There were always mistakes to find and gaps to fill in with concrete plaster made of my own desires.
The cover Noah created featured Leisah in all her gold jewelry, tight curls, and long-limbed glory. She was sitting on a throne surrounded by people who shared her features. It was a royal family portrait, a far cry from my solo portrait of her. I still preferred mine, but Noah’s was more interesting. There was something in Leisah’s eyes, a longing that couldn’t be placed unless I saw more. Unless I opened the comic.
My fingers tightened into a fist. Tyson signaled me to slide to the next image. The silence in the air was telling—they already loved it off the cover alone. I hoped the next screen was less impressive; thank God I didn’t hold my breath.
“A modern setting will work better,” Noah said. The longer she talked, the louder her voice became. She still clung to the binder she hadn’t opened even once, and I found myself staring at her fingers on the cover. There were dark spots on her knuckles, matching the ones on her collarbone, and I got the urge to sketch them out. They were pretty and worthy of a story I was surprised I wanted to hear.
Outside of art, I’d never been curious about Noah. When we were classmates, we only existed for one another during the semester. After, she faded for me, and I assumed I did the same for her.
As I listened to her speak, I decided I would make it my mission to get to know her. If I planned to be three steps ahead, I’d have to know more than her name and art style. To have a good shot at beating someone, you had to be able to see things from their point of view.

      [image: image-placeholder]The break room was the temperature of an Arctic winter. Noah stood at the refrigerator, holding the door open with a confused look on her face. I caught her side-eye me, but she didn't voice a greeting. 
After this morning’s meeting, we went back to our desks in silence. Everyone had voted for her idea, downright enthused to take Leisah back to the same old way she’d been in the nineties. I’d dug my nails so far into my pencil, it’d started to chip when the vote was unanimous. I couldn’t even get a sympathy vote from Harry, who was notorious for siding with the underdog. I never considered myself an underdog in any circumstance, but things were changing. Noah Blue was here, and she wasn’t going to go with the flow like she had in art school.
Tyson decided that, for the next week, Noah and I would work on incorporating her ideas into my outline. There was going to be a lot of back and forth, hours spent undoing the careful threads I’d spun together while drafting.
"I'm impressed." I leaned against the counter next to the refrigerator, close enough to see the small twitch in the corner of her mouth. "Truly wasn't expecting complete sentences from you so early on. I seem to remember Art Center Noah stammering through her critiques."
Noah's jaw ticked as she grabbed a carton of oat milk and closed the door. The air smelled sweet when she passed me to the sink, and her dress fluttered behind her with enough movement to brush against my jeans. I didn't feel it, of course, but the visual made me take a deep breath. The softness of her outfits mirrored the feeling one would get from watercolor paintings.
"Stammering, huh?" She set her milk down to fill up a kettle, nothing soft or watercolor about her glare. "Did you think you'd render me speechless with your predictable attempt at going rogue?"
I laughed at the 'come on' tilt of her brow. "Wouldn't be the first time. We were in plenty of classes where you didn't say a peep to me."
"It's going to take more than your angsty drawings to make me speechless," Noah said. "That trick you do with dramatic lighting isn't as interesting as you think."
My smile faltered for a second. I'd regularly received mixed feedback on my storytelling skills, but on the technical side of things?  Zilch. If there was one thing I could do, it was draw a damn interesting scene.
“You remember my go-to techniques?” I asked, trying to sound unaffected by her feedback. "I'm flattered."
"And you remember my silence," she shot back with a knowing smile.
I grinned. “What else do you remember about me?”
“Nothing more than how you like ruining my sketchbooks,” she said sweetly.
I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile at a memory about her that actually held fondness. Her frown told me she didn’t share the same sentiment.
“Thought that was something we both liked doing," I said.
Her jaw wouldn't be able to take that much pressure much longer. A fuming Noah turned her attention back to making her tea, and her passive-aggressive gathering of ingredients had me swallowing a laugh. 
This could go one of two ways: we would continue this drawn-out feud for the rest of our time at Harpy, or we could call a simple truce like the adults we were. Though arguing was my favorite pastime, I needed Noah on my team, at least until I figured out how to get her off.
“We got off on the wrong foot, Noah,” I said.
She laughed. “And here I was, thinking I'd give you a handmade friendship bracelet after this. I had bloody knife charms and everything. You know, just in case we still wanted to stab each other in the back later."
That kind of sounded cool. I'd wear a bracelet like that in a heartbeat, though I wouldn't admit it to her. “Point is, I want to start over.”
“Start over from the beginning, or when I stepped into this office?”
My brows furrowed. “What’s the difference?”
“There’s my answer.” She shook her head and poured her milk before adding water to the tea. See, how was I supposed to work with someone who did shit like that? It was chaotic. When she started adding Stevia, I almost said to hell with the olive branch.
“I’m sorry,” I forced myself to say. In actuality, I didn’t think I had much of anything to be sorry about. She treated me just as cold as I had her since college. We were both passive-aggressive assholes who liked having our way.
“You’re sorry?” She finally poured in the hot water, and  I studied the soft curves of her arms, tracing the lines like I would with a pen on paper. The sweet scent of vanilla overpowered the smell of the leftovers from the fridge.
I want to take it back. “Yes. Sorry for not being more welcoming. Your hire caught me off guard. I was under the assumption this would be my first big project on my own. I had the seniority and skill.”
I ignored her brow raise at my mention of skill.
“Regardless, that doesn’t excuse my initial reaction. We’re lucky to have you on the team. I’m…” Swallow. Just a little more. I needed a little more to convince her to believe my white flag. “I’m lucky to work with you.”
That seemed to do it. Her tense mouth quirked up into a small smile as she pushed her glasses up with her ring finger. The subtle, unassuming gesture caught me off guard. There was that desire to sketch her again—I want to draw her adjusting the glasses. I always thought Noah had great hands, her fingers long and delicate.
“Do you play the piano?” I asked.
Her expression was as confused as I felt. I cleared my throat, embarrassed at the intrusive thought that slipped through the cracks.
“It’s just, they seem like piano-playing fingers,” I continued, to my own dismay. “Graceful.”
She blinked, understandably suspect. "Are you really complimenting my hands right now?"
Usually, talking nonsense would be my go-to tactic to throw someone off, but the words falling out of my mouth adhered to no kind of strategy.
"They're nice hands," I defended, my cheeks burning. How the hell did I come into this break room so confident and devolve to a babbling mess?
“No, I don't play the piano," she said after a beat.
“Shame." I gestured behind her, grateful for the excuse to focus on something else. "Your water's boiling."
She gave me one final look before turning to remove the kettle and filling her cup. I waited, puffing out my cheeks to exhale. As soon as she was done, I went to the kettle; either I was too quick, or she was too slow, because we nearly collided. I thought she was going left when she went right.
“Sorry.” I quickly moved out of her way, avoiding eye contact because of a sudden heart arrhythmia. When was the last time I’d gone in for a checkup?
“You know, I would have never guessed you knew that word before today,” Noah said.
I smiled. “I just learned it, so figured I’d give it a test run.”
“I’m the first recipient? What an honor.”
We were still standing relatively close. There was glitter in her eyeshadow, and it reflected in the light.
“I accept,” she said, voice a little off, matching the rhythm of my heart. “For now.”
My brows wrinkled. “For now?”
“Until I figure out what your plan is.” She shrugged with a smile. This woman could see right through me; I was going to have to put more effort into this fake truce than I thought.
“No plan.” I held up a hand. “Just a white flag.”
“Uh-huh.” She nodded. “Sage without a plan. We’ll see about that.”








  
  Chapter Five

Noah


It was after five, and everyone had started moving toward the door. Everyone except Sage. She remained in her seat, her back turned to the rest of the office, headphones on. Her gaze never left her screen. I didn't move to pack up either. 
"Nice work today," Tyson said to both of us before heading out.
"Thanks." I'd been on a high after our meeting. Everyone had been so open to hearing my ideas, and their excitement about the changes matched my own. Of course, Sage was the only exception, once again.
She’d offered a white flag after, and the attempt to do so caught me off guard. I wasn't falling for it, no matter how genuine she tried to make the gesture seem, but I'd play along for my own sake. Making the wrong kind of waves as a new hire was a sure way to have my full-time artist dreams snuffed early. I had too much to prove in a small amount of time. I wasn't going to get caught up playing war with her.
"Hey," Tyson said in a lower voice so the exiting artists and Sage wouldn't be able to hear.
I leaned over my desk, trying to make the space a little more private.
"You don't have to stick around after hours," he said with a small smile. "Sage is a machine. No one expects that from you."
I nodded, keeping my smile intact. He meant well, but all I heard was: you're not going to be able to be like her.
"I want to finish up a few more things," I said and tried to shove down my burning feeling of inadequacy. He gave me a final wave and tossed a pen at Sage to get her attention.
She tugged her headphones off and glared in his direction. "Yeah?"
"You getting a life soon or what?" he snapped back, all professionalism gone now that he was technically off the clock.
"When we're pulling Silver numbers on our first week, you're going to be praying I never get a life." She went to pull her headphones back on.
"Ben wants your opinion on his new piece."
Sage's sigh quickly turned into a groan, an impressively smooth transition that made me peek in her direction just to see her face. Despite the long day, she looked as awake and alert as ever. The only indication of her hard work was the ink stains on her fingers. Sage kept her nails short, and the staining was the only coloring on them. We didn't have to work traditionally, but she'd still found time in our short day to do so. I was both jealous and impressed of her time management skills.
"Tell your brother I'm busy," she said.
Tyson sucked the back of his teeth, disapproving. "You do remember you're the one who wanted an introduction?"
"Must I pay for that decision daily? Because that's how often you mention it."
Tyson chuckled. "Alright, come on. What's wrong with him? Too nice?"
"Too much like you," she said.
"You know, it's a good thing I actually like you." Tyson motioned for his pen back. "Otherwise, I'd tell you to fuck yourself."
She smiled. "Right back at you."
"Goodnight, Sage." He sighed, exaggerating his exasperation. "Be nice."
It's silent after Tyson's footsteps fade, and I turned back to my desk, doing my best to refocus. I couldn’t seem to stop wondering about their exchange and her comment about his brother. The question kept rising in my throat; I did everything I could to keep it down, but my luck was bound to run out.
"How long has Tyson been your editor?" I glanced at her as I asked, expecting to have to repeat myself because of her headphones. Surprisingly, even though she'd replaced the set, one had been positioned off her ear, like she'd been expecting to interact.
"He signed on a few months before me," Sage said without looking away from the scene she was doing line art on. "But we didn't start working on the same projects until a few years ago."
"Wow."
"What?" She'd kept her gaze on her work, but her hand wasn't moving as quickly as before.
I shook my head. "Nothing."
The quiet fell again, and I listened to her pen tracing over her screen. She drew with one knee pulled to her chest—the same position she was in during the meeting.
"It's just…" I shrugged. My heart hammered for no other reason than it was awkward hearing my voice and nothing else. We were the only artists on the floor; I saw a maintenance person disappear into one of the conference rooms, but other than that, we were on our own.
The offices seemed softer when they were empty. The buzz of hustling people trying to make their deadline was replaced with humming silence. The white glow left behind from the fairy lights of a few cubicles was the only thing that illuminated the space. I'd turned on my diffuser earlier, and the calming scent of lavender helped relax my muscles. So, I wasn’t sure why I had to go and poke the bear. I could have left well enough alone and enjoyed a peaceful night.
"You guys have been here a long time. One would assume you'd move on," I finished.
Sage was quiet for so long, I thought maybe she moved her headphones back into place.
"Well, we haven't," she said finally.
"Clearly."
"The judgment in your tone is impressive, considering this is your first staff position."
My expression soured. "I wasn't judging, just making an observation. Small talk."
"It's official, we're both shit at small talk," she decided.
"Speak for yourself. I'm great at it, or, at least, I usually am when I have interesting company." I said the last part under my breath.
Sage straightened and looked back at me. "Don't you have something to do? Or did you hang back to try and prove a point?"
I opened my mouth but couldn't think of a retort quick enough. Sage made a show of pulling her headphones on all the way, and I scowled, turning back to my computer. It felt like I'd stepped into a time machine.
In college, Sage had a habit of staying late in the studio. One semester, I'd been so determined to find my art style, I started pulling all-nighters too.
That year, we noticed each other in a way we hadn't when everyone else was in the studio. Instead of bonding, though, we silently tried to outdo each other by seeing who could stay up the latest. I lost more nights than not. Whenever I ended up dozing off at my desk, drooling over my pieces, Sage would draw in my sketchbook.
I didn't notice at first. There'd be unassuming roses in the corner here or napping cats there. It took her drawing a comic panel of a girl sleeping on a desk with flowers growing from her afro for me to realize what she was doing.
In the beginning, I thought it was her way of being friendly, her way of potentially…flirting. But she was never the first one to strike up a conversation, and whenever I tried, she didn't do anything to keep it going. So, I decided it was meaningless, or, if anything, a casual flex at how she could make masterpieces on cheap sketch paper while I failed to stay awake long enough to finish my projects.
For fun, I started answering her back in the sketches. Back then, my skill was noticeably behind hers. What I lacked in skill, I made up for with grit. And so, our first comic battle commenced.
It lasted for months. We created characters and wove our stories together. Our work started to blend, and I started to wonder if maybe we could be friends. Then, she ended it.
Sage stopped coming in late. She barely put in any studio time. After a few weeks of confusion, I realized she’d started dating one of the girls in class. I didn't know how to feel when I found them making out before class, or holding hands during. Leaving together after.
Did I even have the right to feel anything? The short answer had been no. I had a bad habit of adding weight to the mundane, thinking a knowing smile from a stranger was a sign, or a person reading my favorite book on the bus was my chance at a soul mate. Sage taking over my sketchbook was nothing to her. She was an entitled jerk, so it should have meant nothing to me. To prove the nothingness to myself, I'd thrown the sketchbook out. I'd regretted it—and still do—despite my need to prove I didn't feel any type of way about her. Every emotion I had about Sage was twisted somehow. I wanted to impress her, show her how I was better than her, but also be kind and learn from her.
"Well damn," Sage's voice pulled me out of my musing.
I pressed my lips together, trying to be sure I hadn't accidentally said something out loud. Sage's gaze was on her screen, too entranced with the contents to notice me.
"What?" I asked when she left her exclamation dangling in the air. I hated when people did that—a shocked gasp followed by silence would always be the bane of my existence.
She smiled to herself, the back of her fingers brushing across her lips. "You check out Inkmic lately?"
I frowned and, with a few keystrokes, pulled up the site. My heart dropped when I saw a wiped landing page. No navigation bar, no external links, no leaderboard, just white background with an orange text paragraph explaining where over a decade of art had gone.
Dear readers, artists, and Dave —
 We feel we’ve gotten a little complacent. We feel our charts are stale. Our artists have gotten a little too comfortable resting on their laurels. After countless meetings and brainstorming sessions, we have decided that there is only one way to remedy this: a factory reset.
 Before you grab your pitchforks and your steak knives, you must know we’d never be foolish enough to delete our wonderful catalog. In addition to our server, all your favorite stories are saved on multiple backup drives on a data farm in a city we cannot pronounce (probably in the Netherlands, we’re not entirely sure because we don’t pay them enough to be friendly).
 During this factory reset, we are removing the leaderboard. For the next six months, we’re running our very own Battle Royale, a competition to once and for all decide who deserves to be on top.
 Here’s the rules:
 New content only (we’re serious about laurel resting).
 Readers can only pick their top five favorites once a week. No editing. No take-backs.
 Every month, we shave off the dead weight (10% of entries).
 Here’s the prizes:
 25k cash prize (yeah, we know. We’re shocked to pull that out of our bank, too).
 Three book deal (on the comic you won with. No bait and switch).
 A meeting with some of our execs (yes, the rumors are true. We’re looking to option some films. You might be our first).
 I reread everything twice to make sure I understood correctly. When I felt like I'd digested as much as I could, I looked over at Sage to see what she thought. How did it feel for someone on top to have the slate wiped clean? I'd be livid. Hell, I still was livid, because last I checked, my comic had been sixth on the most voted-for chart.
 "You're…smiling," I said with hesitation.
 "Yeah, why wouldn't I be?" Sage leaned back in her chair with her hands behind her head. "This is the most interesting thing Inkmic has done in years, and I was there for the Great Purge."
 "Does this mean you're going to do it?" My heart rate picked up. If she did it, I had to do it too.
 Her eyes widened, surprise making her features less intimidating. "Does this mean you're not?"
 "Of course I am." I rolled my eyes like it was a silly question. Inside, I was screaming. How the hell was I going to pull off seventy-two Leisah issues in addition to coming up with something that'd beat whatever Sage was about to pull out of her ass?
 "Who wouldn't want those prizes?" I asked in a less enthused voice. The prizes were great, life changing even, but I couldn't see myself actually winning, not with the kind of talent Inkmic attracted. Artists from all over were about to come out of the woodwork.
 "It's going to be a bloodbath," Sage said with unmistakable glee in her voice. This was a thrill for her? Entertaining. While my hands went clammy, she was downright giddy. Sage truly won the emotional regulation lottery. What artist looked forward to a popularity contest without feeling sick to their stomach about the feedback?
 "How many entries do you think it'll have?" My fingers felt numb at the idea of pulling a double shift.
 "Tens of thousands." There was no doubt in her voice. "When I'm number one, I wonder how many of you guys will still say I'm overrated. You gonna be leading that charge?"
 She gave me a teasing smile, and I laughed, feeling slightly lighter because my words had stuck with her. I didn't realize I had the power to do that. Even in the meeting today, Sage seemed immune to criticism. Every word washed off her into an ocean of 'I don't give a fuck.'
 "I'll be the president of the group," I promised. "And when I'm number one, I'll make it a law to ban your nostalgic fans once and for all."
 Sage laughed. "This is your chance, Pastel. This is the best one you'll get. A factory wipe. If you really deserve the number one spot, you better take it."
 "Don't worry," I said with renewed energy. She was right. This was my shot, a chance to beat her on even playing field, to prove to her and to anyone who dared compare us that I could be better. "I will."









  
  Chapter Six

Sage


A notification from my bank gave me no choice but to linger on my bike. I showed up early to work in hopes of getting a head start this morning. From the look of a recent transaction, I wouldn’t be doing any work until I got an explanation. My worrying mind wouldn’t allow me a single second of peace without knowing what was going on, and that was never good for the art. 
My throat tightened as I clicked on my brother’s contact. The money could be for something as important as life-changing surgery, or it could be for something as silly as trying to start a virtual diner that only sold virtual coffees. I never knew what I was going to get with Ashton, and that reality nearly killed me regularly.
He didn’t pick up on the first ring, and I shot him a few threatening texts before calling him a second time. The phone picked up, but the voice on the other end wasn’t the one I needed to yell at.
“Why are you answering Ash’s phone?” I used my mouth to tug off my gloves and balanced my helmet on the motorcycle’s bars. The cold, early morning wind in my face was uncomfortable, but I couldn’t go into the building while fuming at my siblings.
“He forgot it,” TJ said around a yawn. “And you were blowing it up like a damn CO, so I figured it was important.”
My jaw clenched. An all-too-familiar cocktail of frustration, resentment, and exhaustion swirled in my stomach. I pinched the leather seat of my ride, trying to ground myself so I wouldn’t say something I regretted.
“Do you know why he’d need to withdraw three grand from our joint savings?” Happy thoughts, Sage. Maybe it’s not all that bad. Maybe your brother has finally matured with age.
“No…” TJ’s voice went low. I heard him scratching at the beard Mom begged him to get rid of every time she made eye contact with him.
I clicked my tongue against the back of my teeth. “Liar.”
He sighed, like I was the one being unreasonable.
“That money’s for emergencies, T.” Something our family was all too familiar with. “We’re supposed to clear it with each other when we withdraw.”
“You’re lecturing the wrong guy,” he grumbled.
“No, I’m not, because you’re supposed to stop him when I can’t. You clearly knew about this and still, the money’s gone.”
“Don't worry. He’s going to put it right back.”
I scoffed. “When?”
“Soon,” TJ drew out the word. “Stop micromanaging. It’s all our money.”
No, it was ninety-five percent mine. I’d come up with the emergency fund idea, I’d been the one to open the account, and I’d deposited the majority of the fifteen grand in there. I was currently the only one who continued making deposits each month.
I didn’t say any of that. I learned a long time ago those kinds of reminders were a waste of breath.
My family was terrible when it came to money. It didn’t bother me much when we were kids. My parents were pros at making a lot out of nothing, so I didn’t think twice about our sugar sandwiches and stints at extended-stay motels. At that age, everything could be an adventure. After I started earning money from publishing a few of my comics online, I realized just how steady income could make a difference.
Rock bottom came in the form of Dad not being able to hold down a job due to his excessive drinking. Mom couldn’t work much due to chronic pain from a car accident, and my brothers couldn’t figure out how to stay out of trouble long enough to help with bills.
After one summer with no AC and power, I decided I didn’t want us to wonder when the lights would be shut off again.
I threw myself into art, because that felt like my only way to get us out of the hole we perpetually found ourselves in. I’d been right, but I’d been so wrong in how I’d gone about it.
That’s the thing about money: once you have it, it’s best not to make it known, especially to those who desperately need it.
I never once had the urge to hide my money from my family. Whatever they needed, anytime they came to me, I was more than ready to click the transfer button. The problem was, what I saw as a finite source, they thought was a never-ending, all-you-can-eat buffet.
“Can you at least tell me if he’s in serious trouble?” I had to lower my voice when a few people walked by, heading toward Harpy’s entrance. Among the group was Noah. She wore a baby pink midi skirt that kissed the bottom of her knees. There were various-sized pink hearts on her white t-shirt, and she’d layered delicate pink heart necklaces to home in on the fact that she was probably the personification of the color and shape. Our gazes met for a split second, and she turned away first, pretending to be more interested in the cloudless sky. The wind picked up her scent, carrying it to me. My grip on the phone tightened.
“On a scale of one to devastating,” TJ was saying.
I used the back of my hand to rub my nose. Noah’s scent still lingered there, too sugary and gentle.
“It’s a six,” he finished.
“Tell him he has till the end of the day,” I said.
TJ whistled. “You know good and well you’re asking too much.”
“Guess I’ll be seeing you guys after work then.” It’s supposed to be a punishment for them but it sounded like a punishment for me too.
“We’ll see about that.” TJ’s never been the most brilliant person in the room, but he possessed enough emotional intelligence to know it’d be too much emotional labor for me to drive across town.
“How are they?” I asked, trying to sway the conversation away from my potential visit.
“Mom misses you. Dad does too.” There’s a scrape of a fork against glass on his end. “She started using her cane, by the way. Pretty decent progress. She can get to the end of the driveway and back on her own. I tail her though, just in case.”
I smiled and ignored the sting in my eyes. The idea of my mom, who’d spent months in the hospital after her accident, walking with minimum help should be joyful.
I took a deep breath. “That’s good.”
“One step closer to her being able to spend a few hours on her own. She’s tired of us always “in her business.”” TJ stressed every word in his air quotations.
I laughed at the thought of her bitching about them. If my mom was anything, she was a world-class complainer.
“Like mother, like daughter.”
My smile disappeared. “I’ve been working. Got a lot on my plate this year.”
“Yeah, you say that every year,” he mumbled.
“Because it’s true.” I have to pause to avoid my tone going on an uphill climb. My patience thinned by the day. I’d gone to yoga classes, started new workout routines, and spoken with therapists, but nothing helped with my short fuse and shitty temper. Nothing except being alone. So, I made it my mission, and soon enough, it became my talent. I was so good at being alone, it almost scared me some days.
“It would be nice to see you now and then,” he said. “You know, because they miss you.”
There was an unspoken ‘I miss you, too’ in there. If I hadn’t felt guilty before, I sure as hell felt guilty now, but I couldn’t go. Not yet. Not until I figured out what dug its way into my heart and made me feel like I was rotting from the inside out. I couldn’t let them see me like this, because if I slipped up and said any of the cruel things I thought the past few months, they’d never forgive me. I’d never forgive myself. No matter how much they got on my nerves, I knew deep down, they were doing the best they could with the hand they were drawn. At least, I wanted to believe that.
“Dad?” I asked, needing an update on him, even though I knew if there was something to be worried about, T would have brought it up first thing.
“Got his chip for four years,” he said. “And started painting on every surface we have. Says it reminds him of you.”
Another bittersweet thing to be happy about. “Good. I’m glad you guys are good, for the most part.”
“Ash is going to put it back.” TJ sounded less defensive and more understanding.
“We’ll see,” I said with little to no hope. “What about you? How’s the night shift?”
The silence is enough of an answer.
“I’ll come up with rent,” he promised.
“Uh-huh.” There went the sweetness in bittersweet. “Take it out of the savings this time. I’m not splitting my paycheck up anymore.”
“Don’t even worry about that. I got it. We got it. We always do.”
I swallowed, and with all my might held onto the words: No, you guys don’t. I always do.

      [image: image-placeholder]When I ruined the line work on a filler comic for the fifth time, I finally decided my brother's issues wouldn't be easily swept under the rug. I'd never been a natural when it came to compartmentalizing. My go-to method had always been to put the stress in the art, but I couldn’t give the polar bears I was working on family issues when their story was a light-hearted tale about going to the beach in Malibu. 
“Sage?” The sound of my name made me instantly drop my pencil. I tried not to look too desperate when I turned around.
Tommy grinned at me like we were in on a secret. When he laughed at my disapproving scowl, that somehow made things worse.
“How fast can you come up with a side mission for a Six issue? Assuming you’re all caught up with where we are in the story.” He slid into Noah’s empty seat. She’d been gone for an hour and twenty-one minutes. I wasn’t keeping track of time in a ‘wish she’d come back way’, but a 'what the hell was taking her so long?' way.
It was still too early to be used to her presence in my cubicle, but if she wasn't here, how was that process supposed to start? Noah was hindering my adjustment. Another reason why I needed to get her off my team.
"I'm caught up. How fast do you need it?" Yes, I had Leisah revision, my poor polar bears, and my Inkmic competition comic to start. No, I hadn't slept much last night and didn't plan to tonight either. More work meant more opportunities to forget about everything outside of my sketchbook. Plus, I could log the extra time and get a bonus in next week's check. That money could help cover Ash's withdrawal. I could even give Mom some extra, because when the boys needed something, she was the first to give, despite not having much herself. I’d bet my last dollar Ash went to her before he went to the savings account.
“Tomorrow morning?” Tommy winced at his words, like he was too ashamed to ask.
"You got it," I said without hesitation.
"You're a godsend," he praised and quickly got out of the seat. Tommy knew not to look a gift horse in the mouth.
"I'll get you something by the end of the day." I already had a few ideas rattling in my brain. I found the Six to be the ultimate snooze fest, but since there was a family dynamic to play around with, I could use this subplot to release some tension.
Before I pulled up a blank doc, I got up to go to the break room. I needed an afternoon caffeine hit…and the chance to figure out where Noah went so I could stop feeling so pissed about it.
The office was loud without my headphones on. Most of the artists used their standing desk features, something Tyson begged me to do since I looked like a "gremlin" when I drew. The Silver team was the loudest in the building. Someone in their row of desks played music at the maximum volume allowed, and they chatted and dangled over one another's desks like they couldn't get enough of each other. It made me sick.
I hurried past their section to avoid an invite. It only happened once, and I'm pretty sure I scared them off with my shining personality, but one can never be too careful.
Adjacent to the break room was a game room filled with what you'd find in a typical community center rec room,  including the weird plastic smells. Seline and Harry were at the ping pong table, hitting back and forth like they were at the grand slam.
"Looking for someone?" Seline teased when she saw me lingering in the doorway.
"Oh, hey," Harry greeted, his face lit up. "Are you finally willing to waste company time with us again?"
"I'm here for the coffee," I said, trying to keep my final sweep of the room casual. She wasn't there. Damn it.
"I'll tell you where Noah is if you play one game," Seline tried to bargain. "I'm desperate for a real challenge."
"Hey!" Harry protested.
Seline shrugged. "Sweetheart, you play worse than your little sister, and she barely has the attention span to hold the paddle."
"Hm." I pretended to think hard as I turned on the coffee maker. "Pass."
"I think it's a fair deal," Seline argued. "You get to fawn over the new girl, and I get to strengthen my back hand. Win win."
"Fawn?" I scoffed.
"What would you prefer I call it?" she asked.
"Moon over kind of sounds pretty," Harry mused.
"Nah, that reminds me of mooning," Seline said. "Something I've witnessed one too many times."
Harry winced. "I am so sorry."
"No one's fawning or mooning over anyone," I told them, even though my mind kept running through the few other places she could be in this building. “Least of all me.”
“I saw you smile earlier,” Seline said. “And not because of a screw up on the Silver team.”
“God, I hope one of those happen again soon,” I mumbled. “It’s so fucking satisfying.”
“Amen,” Harry agreed.
“The team getting caught copying poses from some kid’s fan comic was priceless.” Seline nodded, almost getting distracted by the dream. “But that’s besides the point! You smiled earlier, and it was because of something Noah said. Something I couldn't exactly hear because cubicle walls are occasionally impressive at sound muffling, but I walked over in time to see a smile."
"I smile at her naiveté," I said. "Nothing more."
"Whatever helps you sleep at night."
"I've never had any problem sleeping, just like I've never had any interest in fawning over Noah." The coffee maker clicked, signaling its job well done. I grabbed my mug, ready to go back to my desk and hide my sulking in the artwork.
"Fine," Seline groaned before I could make my way out of the break room. "You win."
"You barely put up a fight." Harry shook his head in disapproval.
Seline waved her paddle in his direction. "An upper hand is no fun if you can't use it."
I tried to hide my growing smile by taking a sip of coffee.
"She's at the pond," Seline said.
I raised a brow. "The pond?"
"Yeah, the pond."
"We have a pond?" I tried to think if I ever knew this bit of information and came up with nothing.
"It's next to the water slide," Seline said.
"Oh now you're just messing with me."
"Lots of things happen when you look up from your comic panels." Seline shrugged. "Guess you finally found a reason to look up."
"No one's looking up. I'm here to work, not…do whatever you do."
"Beat everyone at ping pong and let you all bask in my beauty."
I laughed. "Right. That."
"Life's so much more fun when you bask in beauty," she called after me.
I threw a wave over my shoulder as I walked down the hall. They both snickered to themselves as they placed bets on whether I'd go looking for the pond. I rolled my eyes at how silly that'd be.

      [image: image-placeholder]So, the pond wasn't hard to find. Turns out, all I had to do was go to the back of the building and weave my way through a concerning number of overgrown bushes and plaques littered with facts about restorative environments. The pond reminded me of something out of a theme park's attempt at bringing a fairy tale to life. The lily pads were a vibrant green, excessive decoration on top of the water. Cattails lined the edges, tall enough to be impressive. 
Noah sat on one of the few benches around the pond, her back to me as she hunched over a sketchbook. There was a tattoo of a bouquet wrapped in ribbons on the back of her neck. I’d never noticed that before. Back in school, she used to wear her hair down all the time. I wondered if she had it back then.
I tried to make noise to announce my presence. The closer I got, the more I realized there was no use. Noah was talking. At first, I assumed it was to herself, but once I rounded the corner, I saw a little brown duck lingering at her feet. The duck looked up at her so intently, I wouldn't be surprised if it started talking back. After a few minutes of silent observation, I realized it wasn't her words that kept the duck so invested. It was the tupperware of grapes Noah had at her side.
"I need something epic if I'm going to have any chance of winning." Noah split the grape into smaller bits before tossing them into the grass. Her companion wasted no time pecking at the pieces.
"So I'm considering an ensemble cast." Noah flipped her sketchbook to the duck, and to the little guy's credit, his tilted head made him seem invested. "It's action-heavy. I have this assassin idea that's been begging to be written for years. It'll be different from my typical style, but I think I should take the risk."
Noah's voice slowed down with each word. She often talked like she was riding a bike uphill, each pedal forward more unsure than the next. Her lack of confidence should have brightened my day. Who didn't want their competition second-guessing their decisions? Instead of feeling pleased, though, I was annoyed. She'd gotten this far in her career and still didn't realize when to play to her strength.
To get inside her head, I'd done a readthrough of every comic Noah had published online. Her most popular works I'd already binged months ago, but her obscure stories were just as entertaining. The woman knew how to write complex characters, the kind you didn’t know whether to root for or against, characters whose motives led to twisted outcomes that had you questioning your own morality.
"Aren't you more equipped to write slice-of-life fantasies?" My question earned me a yelp. The duck quacked, startled by Noah's fright and my appearance.
"Has anyone ever told you you're like a cat?" Noah's hand lingered on her chest as she tried to catch her breath.
"You flatter me."
As she came to terms with the fact that I was out here, I tried to come up with what excuse I was going to have for being out here. I hadn’t thought it through, and now, the optics were weird. Being here could be seen as having more than a casual interest in her.
Don't let Seline get to you. This is business. The business of getting to know someone before you figure out how to outdraw them. 
"And you're spying on me." Noah looked down at her duck, hoping for a co-sign. He didn't budge until she tossed him some more grapes.
"Now you're trying to flatter yourself." I moved closer. "Isn't that supposed to be the other person's job in a conversation?"
Noah shook her head. "What are you doing here?"
 "I wanted to get some air."
"In the place furthest from our cubicle?" Yeah, she wasn't buying it.
"It's nice out." I shrugged and took a seat next to her. There was enough room between us for her bag and even the duck to join us if he wanted, but the smell of her lilac perfume made her feel closer. When she shifted on the bench, I noticed the edge of her skirt kissing her knees. She cleared her throat and my chest tightened. I tore my gaze away from her to somewhere safer: the lingering duck. He stared at me while he opened and closed his wings.
"You good?" I asked him.
Noah tilted her chin up and sounded proud when she said, "He senses trouble."
"Good intuition. Maybe you can learn something from him?"
Her face fell. "Did you come out here to just antagonize me?"
"No, I think I was moved to come out here and save you from yourself."
"Knew there was someone up there looking out for me," she grumbled under her breath.
I smiled at the sarcasm. "Don't do an ensemble."
She straightened, making the duck move forward as if he were her bodyguard, ready to attack. "Excuse me?"
"It'll take too much effort for someone who isn't used to them. By the time you figure things out, you'll be cut from the running. I promise that's my unbiased opinion."
Noah blinked, suspicion and confusion swirling in those dark eyes. While she struggled to figure out how to respond, I continued.
"Your saving grace is your character work. Play to that strength. Your focus should be tugging on heartstrings, not trying to do some epic showpiece."
She opened her mouth, but nothing came out as she considered my words. Meanwhile, the duck ventured closer, and in a second of bravery, he nipped at the toe of my boot. Was Noah some sort of cartoon princess? Because how else would she have some random animal on her side after only a week of working here?
“Why are you giving me notes?” Noah finally managed to ask.
“You know I’m right,” I said instead and tucked my feet under the bench so the duck would hopefully fuck off.
Noah shrugged. “It’s…solid-ish advice.”
“Look, when you get to my level, you’re not afraid of losing just because someone’s at their best. I need you to be at your best. That way, I can beat you fair and square. Put you in your place."
I said the last sentence lower. The flirtatious undertone was purposeful. I wanted to see how she reacted, see if it'd throw her off. No other reason than to learn if she was a roll with the punches kind of girl. The more I knew, the more I could use against her.
Noah laughed, and I had to look away for a moment, because her neck was exposed. I resisted, pretending to trace the curve of it. I was totally not thinking about using a pencil and paper to do so this time.
"If anyone needed to be put in their place, it's you," Noah said, laughter still entangled in her voice. She'd turned her knees toward me and leaned her elbow on the back of the bench. Her relaxed stance paired with the confident firmness around the words, "it's you," set my skin on fire. It wasn't warm enough to be sweating outside, but here I was.
I forced myself to maintain a steady voice when I said, "So I've been told. You know, I'm starting to think if you're the one to do it, it won't be so bad."
Her eyes went wide, and so did my smile.
Noah recovered quickly, like she knew what I was trying to do, how I tried to throw her off. This would have worked better when we were younger. The effect would last longer than a few seconds. 
“You want to run an idea by me?” she asked.
“What?”
“Your idea.” Noah waved her hand, trying to look impatient, but I saw the curiosity blooming in her eyes. “You gave me some advice, so it’s fair I offer the same.”
“I don’t think so.”
Her expression clouded. “You don’t think I can offer advice that’d help?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to; it’s infused in every look you give.”
“I’m thinking about writing a sci-fi story about isolation,” I surprised us both by saying. “In my traditional style of an ensemble, because I’m good at it.”
Noah tilted her head to the side and pretended to consider, even though she knew it was the truth.
“Thinking it’ll take place on a freighter in deep space.”
“You haven’t drawn sci-fi in a while.” She cleared her throat, realizing how excited her tone had been. "Your readers will be thrilled."
Her interest made a wave of pride surge through me. “Might throw in some murder mystery. Seven characters, one dead, no one responding to comms.”
She leaned in closer. The duck continued to hover close too, following her lead. Now that Noah was invested, he was invested. I didn't come out here to win over a woman and a duck, but I was well on my way to doing so. It actually felt good.
“Sounds…interesting. How many chapters?” Noah asked.
“I want it done when the competition ends.”
She raised her brow. “Really? With a chapter a week, you’re looking at finishing it in, what? Twenty-four weeks?”
“Exactly.”
Noah mindlessly traced her pinky along her bottom lip as she considered my words, and I’m instantly distracted by the gloss and how it might feel against my fingers. My heart pounded.
What the hell is wrong with you? You’re trying to learn more about her to beat her, not…whatever this is.
“That’s tight,” Noah said.
“It is.” I nodded and yanked my mind back to safer things, like being on the opposite side of this fence we'd built. “Think I can manage it?”
“The pacing is going to be insane. Seven characters you said?” Noah picked at the last of her grapes, tossing them into the grass for the duck.
“That’s right."
“You’re wild, you know that? How many pages?” She moved closer, tucking her legs up on the bench as her skirt flowed off the side. Curiosity was a rope between us, and I reeled it in.
“I’m thinking twenty per chapter.”
“You’re going to draw twenty-page chapters a week on top of everything else? Sage, that’s…” Her eyes were wide as she tried to process the feat.
“Full color,” I added.
“Oh, now you’re just showing off.” She laughed, and I reveled in it. How many more ridiculous claims could I make in the next few minutes to get her to do that again?
“You know what? I’m looking forward to reading it,” she said. “Because if you pull this off, it’s going to be epic.”
“Don’t I know it,” I agreed. “Aren’t you glad you have a front-row seat to genius?”
“I am. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.” She gave me a knowing smile. This woman could be fun. Noah was still a bit stiff and had a lot of work to do in terms of her artistic confidence, but she could be fun.
“Once in a lifetime,” I agreed as I stared at her.
Noah tilted her head to the side. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Just…realizing something.”
“That it’s going to be a long six months?”
I nodded. “Something like that.”










  
  Chapter Seven

Noah


I gawked at my reflection as Amaya ran back and forth behind me. She desperately hunted for her makeup bag, trying to beat the rant ready to roll off my tongue. 
Her bathroom was overrun with mountains of plastic storage boxes. I wasn’t sure how she found the space to get ready in the morning. She had the master bath, so cluttering it was a concerning achievement.
"Amaya," I drew out her name. I sounded like a mother and not a best friend who'd been willing to let her experiment with new body paint last night. "I'm going to need you to figure this out faster."
"Going as fast as I can, I swear. I'm going to fix this." She gave me a quick hug from behind before whizzing by again. "But, just for the record, green has always been your color, and it's a light tint of green. Most people probably wouldn't even notice." 
I whipped around to face her. "A light tint of green? I have a meeting today. A very important meeting, where I have to sit across from Sage Montgomery and be seen as better than her in every way. I can't be better than Sage in every way if I look like Shrek." My voice faded into a whimper as I started digging through a box she had tucked in the corner. There had to be something, anything, that'd wash off the paint Amaya promised would disappear in my morning shower.
Amaya and I hadn't been roommates since college. Back then, hanging out with her was like participating in exposure therapy. She liked experimenting with looks, and everyone in her life got caught in the crossfire. Most days, I appreciated it. It was fun walking downtown looking like a minotaur or becoming a fae to attend a baseball game. Something about embarrassing yourself could be healing. Except for today. Today, I would not heal by looking like a troll from under some bridge.
"Hey, if it means anything,– I always thought Shrek was good-looking." Amaya shrugged and paused her search to muse. "Him becoming human and having all those people fawning over him was proof. The facial structure was there, they were just too focused on the green—and probably his smell. Personally, I still preferred his ogre self. All that green meant nothing–"
"Amaya." I scrubbed my hand over my face.
"Sorry, sorry." She hopped back into action. "I know I have some wipes in here somewhere."
My breathing became uneven as I looked at the time. Amaya noticed and nudged me aside so she could take over my box.
"I barely got any sleep last night because of my Inkmic submission." I turned on the sink and splashed cold water on my face. "I don't have time for this. I'm supposed to be preparing for the meeting."
"Wait, you're actually entering that competition?" Amaya looked over her shoulder, worry making her brows wrinkle. "Is that why you're favoring your hand like that?"
"Favoring like what?" I frowned and hid the offending hand behind my back.
"That." Amaya shook her head. "God, Noah, you can't take on more work. Your hand's going to need a break from all the stuff you draw at work."
"My hand will be fine," I promised. "But you know what won't be?"
Amaya scowled and started back digging. The injury she was concerned about was almost a year old. I'd been a bit hard on myself when I couldn't find full-time work, so instead of simply doing my freelance work, I drew to exhaustion. I made up goals and moved the marker anytime I succeeded, because that's what you were supposed to do: push yourself to be better than yesterday. My hand had something to say about it, though. Carpal tunnel was no joke. Recovery took months, but I'd been stronger for it. Now, I did exercises to strengthen the muscles and had regular check-ins with my doctor. So what if my hand ached a bit this morning? That was my norm, something I'd gotten used to, something I could handle.
"Your hands are your literal money makers." Amaya pulled up a step stool as she came to my side, and I winced at the cold feel of the wipe she mashed onto my cheek.
“You fuck those up, and you're done." She wiped my face, and thank God, green stained the wipe. "Then what? Move back with your mom? Have dinner with your passive aggressive sister every week? Wonder what life would have been like if you hadn't pushed yourself to the brink of collapse? Deal with the world falling into darkness because your art no longer provides us with light?"
I laughed. "You are too much. Yes, please, stoke the fires of my ego."
"I'm serious." Amaya playfully slapped the edge of the wipe against my chin. "You keep fucking around, and you're going to find out."
"I'm fine." I snatched the wipe from her and started on the other half of my face. Things were looking up. "I'm taking care of my hand."
Amaya sighed. "I really hated seeing you in that kind of pain, Noah."
My stomach twisted with guilt. She'd been the one I called to take me to the hospital when the nerves in my hand were on fire. She'd kept me company for hours in the waiting room, helped me with my at-home physical therapy exercises. She’d even let me live vicariously through her as she sketched my characters.
"This isn't like before." I stopped, waiting a second to give her my full attention. “Don’t worry about me. All you need to worry about is keeping these wipes in arm’s reach. Can you do that?"
Amaya studied me for a beat before giving me a small smile. "Fine," she said. "Done, but only because you have a very trustworthy face."
"I know. It's cute, ain't it?" I posed in the mirror.
She laughed. "You gotta admit, you'd make a hot ogre. If you wanted attention at your meeting, this was the way."
I snorted. "Shut -up and help me finish getting this crap off."

      [image: image-placeholder]I had a nasty habit of over-explaining myself, a habit of trying to convince people to understand me. I’d gone so many years trying to get my parents and Liana to get it that I’d become an expert at stockpiling facts and words to better communicate. It was a habit that mentally exhausted me. I rarely, if ever, could get my family to change their minds. When it came to people who consumed my work, though, that was another story. 
Over-explaining in art led me to find my style. I drew scenes densely packed with small details, rooms overflowing with things, no corner empty. I liked doing that with my characters, too. They dressed in layers of clothing and jewelry. Plenty of them sported tattoos with double meanings, piercings with extensive backstories.
Blank space made me anxious—it was wasted potential. The concept of waste made me antsy, which was why it took me longer than I thought it would to finish my first chapter for Inkmic. I left no part of the page white. My fingers burned after filling every inch, but it was so worth it.
When I got into the office this morning, it was the first time I wasn’t solely focused on proving my right to be there. The panels I’d drawn last night were incredible, and my story was far more intriguing than I thought it'd be.
It’s a good thing you went with a small cast like Sage suggested.
I frowned at the thought and pushed it away as quickly as it appeared. No thinking about Sage before I got my morning tea. We’d be in meetings all day together, so the less I thought about her, the better my day would go.
I was the first person in the Bloom Room, a warm mug in one hand and my new sketches in the other. There was rain coming down outside, painting the sidewalks dark gray. Afternoon storms had become a regular occurrence, and I felt excitement melt in my chest at the thought of going back to my desk and drawing to the sound.
Even though there weren't any assigned seats, I took the same one I'd had during my first meeting. Thankfully, it faced the window, allowing me to admire the storm. The calm that washed over me lasted only a few seconds before my phone buzzed with notifications. I glanced at them quickly and resisted the urge to unlock the screen.
I'd made a promise to myself that I wouldn't look at any contest updates while on the clock. Last night, my eyes were as dry as a desert after I reviewed my pages a billion times before uploading. I'd given enough time to the competition. Now, I had to focus on Harpy and Leisah…and Sage, who'd entered the room in her usual stealth manner.
She had her hair pulled under a black beanie today, edges slicked down, septum piercing in place, purple lipstick perfectly applied. She went to the drinks caddy first, making herself a cup of tea without uttering a word or sparing a glance.
I straightened my collar and picked at my puff before realizing I was preening. Even though Sage hadn't seen me doing so, my cheeks burned at the realization I suddenly wanted to look good. Better than good. For what? To impress her. To get her to admire something about me, even though it was clear gaining her admiration would be near impossible.
When she finally moved away from the caddy, I opened my sketchbook, trying to look busy. Instead of claiming her seat across the table, Sage pulled out the chair beside me.
I frowned when she sat down, and I dared to glance at her. She was busy settling in.
"What are you doing?" I asked, tone hoarse and unsure. 
Sage opened her laptop. When her screen came to life, the window was open to Inkmic's landing page. My heart leapt at the sight of it. She didn't stay on the page long enough for me to get a good look at the leaderboard, though. The disappointment I felt had my fingers begging to open the app on my phone. One peek wouldn't hurt.
I didn't realize I'd leaned into her personal bubble until she cleared her throat. My gaze went from her screen to her face. There was a small smile on her lips, the perfect blend of knowing and smugness.
"What do you mean?" Sage asked, her voice a whisper. She slipped out of her corduroy jacket, letting it fall around her waist. The long sleeve, black marble pattern top she wore looked molded onto her skin.
She knew exactly what she was doing with that tone. Ever since our not-truce truce, she's been using it more. I could tell it'd been carefully crafted to lure someone into a false sense of security. She must know how it made my stomach jump. I'm not the best at masking emotion; I could practically feel my pupils dilate whenever she smiled at me. I didn’t believe it was flirting, but it was something close enough to make me nervous.
“You’re in Seline's seat." The statement sounded less childish when it was bouncing around in my head.
“It’s a seat.” She pulled up today’s meeting agenda and started adding things to the list. “She doesn't own it."
“I…right.” I nodded. Sure, she didn’t own it, but there was always an unspoken social rule that whatever seat someone frequented was basically their assigned one. Since we were on the topic of social rules, why was she sitting right next to me when the room was empty and so many other chairs were ripe for the taking?
"Would you prefer I move?" she asked, still typing away. How she multitasked without blinking was beyond me.
"No."
"I don't mind moving across the table."
"It's fine. I don't care where you sit."
"Good. I figured since we're on decent terms now, we could play nice in front of everyone." The smile on her lips made me squint at her. She wasn't going to get in my head. Whatever she had planned, I'd figure it out.
"How's your first chapter doing?" Sage asked, but by her tone, I could tell she already knew the answer. She knew my ranking, and it wasn't impressive, because if it had been, she wouldn't have brought it up.
I nearly dived for my phone then. Was I in the bottom ten percent this early on? I'd spent at least eight hours trying to make sure everything was perfect, and that sure as hell showed in the work. If I'd done all that, only to be knocked out of the running during the first elimination, then that wasn't just embarrassing—it was disgraceful.
Would the higher-ups see that failure as a red flag? The editors at Harpy read the comics on Inkmic. If I couldn't keep up on a site mostly full of artists who create comics as side projects, would they rethink their decision on giving me a contract? I wouldn't blame them. I wouldn't deserve a seat at this table.
"Are you…okay?" Sage had finally stopped typing and even deigned to glance at me. "Your face is working overtime."
I wiped the panic from my brow, trying to take on a confident expression. "I'm good. Are you?"
"Perfect." She smiled, and God, I couldn't help but ask. I knew what the answer was going to be, but I couldn’t leave it. It’d bug me until I succumbed to internal combustion.
“My chapter’s fine. How’s your chapter going?” I clung to one of the loose buttons on my top, as if it held the secret to being okay with failure.
“Top ten already," Sage said with no hesitation—she'd been waiting to share that. I could tell it had been begging to come out of her the second she stepped into this room.
I realized then it was the reason why she wanted to sit by me. She wanted to be up close and personal to see the disbelief blooming in my eye, the sadist.
“Wow, congrats." I injected as much apathy into the words as humanly possible. Her expression fell a bit—the change in her smile was miniscule, but I saw it. The apathetic route pushed the wrong button. Lucky me.
"You didn't check your ranking, did you?" she tried.
I shrugged and picked up my pen, pretending to write down notes. "I don't usually look at rankings in the morning. Things change quickly throughout the day. No point in obsessing over them this early."
"You're at the bottom, aren't you?" Sage asked. The question was rhetorical. "There's no shame in it. We all have to start somewhere. I mean, they do say there's nowhere to go but up for a reason, right?"
My throat tightened. I took my time answering, glad I didn't know my actual ranking, because then, this would be impossible to fake. "I've been too busy fixing your storylines to worry about rankings today. The doc you gave me access to was a mess. Don't worry, I cleaned up all the major story problems. I saved some loose ends for you to tie up in case Tyson asks about how we split the workload. I would never want to make it look like you're slacking."
Sage scoffed. "Messy? I gave you a series bible with color-coded tabs and a fleshed-out glossary."
"Yeah, but your ideas were…" I tapped my pen against my nose, pretending to think long and hard. "Convoluted."
"So, I take it you've removed everything that made Leisah interesting and replaced it with storylines that make her blend in with the rest of Harpy's lineup?" Her glare would burn right through me if I hadn't refined my shield over the years. I used to cry after class critiques in university. My people-pleasing desire still lurked underneath my growth, but I didn't let it outwardly control my emotions anymore.
"She's more relatable, if that's what you're saying."
"No, I'm saying you're trying to make her blend in with characters she's better than because you're too afraid of standing out," Sage said quickly. "It's the same thing you do with your work: attempting to appeal to the masses."
I frowned. "There's a difference between appealing to the masses and being smart about writing for a market. If you took your nose out of the air for a second, you'd see the benefit of writing stories with a low barrier to entry. Harpy isn't some indie brand pushing out avant-garde work. I'm surprised they even gave you a head artist position, considering how much you clearly hate writing superheroes. If they're so beneath you, why are you even here? Why are you drawing for an audience you think isn't worth your time?"
My words sank in with the intended effect. She was quiet—I'd pierced her center. Instead of feeling proud about it, I felt sorry. I recognized the wrinkle in her brow, the kind I got when I was questioning myself, doubting myself.
I wanted to apologize, or at least say something that would soothe the burn of my words, but before I could say anything, the door opened, and the rest of the team filtered in.
Like me, Seline eyed Sage suspiciously. She didn't say a word about the seat, though, claiming the free one next to Harry instead.
Tyson started the meeting in his usual, upbeat tone. If he felt the heavy air swirling around Sage and me, he didn't mention it. He took us right back into the trenches, reviewing and finalizing our new storyboards.
Throughout the meeting, I was acutely aware of every move Sage made. She was left-handed, so anytime she reached for her pen, I had to be careful not to reach for mine. When she pulled her knee into her chest, the bottom of her pants slid up. There was a tattoo wrapped around her ankle. The delicate line art reminded me of the tattoo on the back of my neck. I squinted for a second, trying to read the words, but before I could, she readjusted her sock. She raised her brow when I looked up, and my heart raced as I directed my attention back to Tyson, embarrassed to be caught staring at her ankle, of all things.
Halfway through the meeting, I couldn’t take being so close to her anymore. Every slight movement she made felt important and noteworthy. I needed a break and stood to make a cup of coffee at the caddy.
I wasn’t supposed to be counting down minutes until a Leisah meeting was over. I was supposed to be hyped and engaged when it came to the job of my dreams, but my characters filled up every part of my brain. I plotted my next chapter, trying to tweak things in ways that would be unpredictable. Yes, I drew with the masses in mind, but that didn't mean my story wasn't good. I could still make things exciting.
Once I couldn’t stall by making coffee anymore, I took my cup back to the table. Tyson and Seline were arguing about the color themes, mainly whether to stick with the eighties neon or go for a more nineties, grunge scene look.
"All the other comics here seem to lean into the nineties," I said. "Why don't we do the same?"
"I think neon's better." Sage's voice overlapped with mine. "We have to stand out so that the readers know we're worth their time."
I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to ignore the poorly- veiled jab.
"Sage is right," Tyson said, his gaze glued to the color swatches on the screen. He clicked his pen rapidly as he spoke. "We have to take risks. If we don't, we'll be the first to get cut if the sales numbers aren't where they need to be. Everyone else gets to be mediocre, not us."
I nodded, a bit embarrassed I came off as trying to play it safe. No matter what people said, I didn’t inherently think being safe was always a bad thing, but the negative connotation to it – especially in the art world – was undeniable.
I picked up my pencil to resume my meeting-anxiety-reducing doodling, but what I saw on the page made me pause for a second. Some drawings weren’t there before I got up. In addition to my girl on the swing, there was a dog with wings floating above her, a bouquet in his mouth.
My gaze immediately flung to Sage, diligently typing notes. She didn’t look away from her screen, even though I stared longer than necessary.
The lines were hers, no doubt about it. They were careful and light, like she wanted to be sure I could erase them with ease if I wanted.
I didn’t erase. No, I added to the sketch, placing a snake in the grass inches from the girl's feet. Once I was done, I put my pencil down and nudged it slightly in her direction in the hopes she’ll notice. She did and dragged over the sketchbook within a few seconds.
My heartbeat picked up, but Sage didn’t even toss me a glance as she drew. Her hand moved quickly, with the efficiency of an artist who’d been doing this for years. She nudged the sketchbook back to me before Tyson turned to her with a question.
“Over my dead body," she said. "I'm not budging on the hairstyle. The locs are too important to me."
She'd given the snake a bowtie and an open briefcase. I bit my lip, trying not to smile too wide at the bottles of oil in the case. I added a text bubble and wrote some dialogue. Once Sage was done defending her character design, she gave my addition a look and smiled.
Lots of things made me happy: art, perfectly seasoned rice, bike rides downtown, and now, apparently, making Sage smile because of something silly.
She'd smiled at me before, of course, but it's safe to say the condescending curve of a prideful smile didn’t stand a chance against her genuinely amused one. It softened her eyes and made her cheeks round enough for me to fantasize about poking them with my finger…or, perhaps, even kissing the wrinkle that appeared around her lip.
We went back and forth like that for the rest of the meeting. No one paid us any mind, and somehow, that made it feel special.
Completing sketches with Sage felt like sharing secrets—intimate in a way that set my fingertips on fire. I knew Sage would never feel the same way; we were stuck in this never-ending battle of egos because she couldn’t admit she might be wrong, and I wouldn’t give into confessing either.
Still, the strange tightening in my chest lingered whenever she reached for the sketchbook like it was second nature. I started paying less attention to the orders coming out of Tyson's mouth and more to how Sage's long fingers gripped her pencil. She always held any drawing instrument like she was ready to drop it at a moment's notice. Her grip was the opposite of my vein-popping clutch that most of my teachers warned me against.
Sharing a sketchbook page with Sage made me feel like I was back in university. I was that drowsy sophomore, and she was that cocky junior. We drew over each other's lines, trying to prove something to each other and ourselves.
After all these years, we weren't much different; still trying to prove something, still trying to be on top.
I anticipated a blanket of loneliness to settle in like it usually did when I thought about ladder climbing, but it didn't. For the first time, I realized, I had company in Sage.
She was on the seemingly never-ending ladder with me. Maybe a few rungs ahead of me, but still there, climbing. Though we rubbed each other the wrong way, that didn't negate the fact that no one could quite understand what I wanted like she could.
The sudden feeling of camaraderie made me frown. I was supposed to be focused on making sure she didn't nudge me off this team. I was supposed to make sure I demolished her on the Inkmic charts, not thinking about our commonalities.
I stopped working on our growing sketch and readjusted my focus to the meeting. Sage didn't indicate that she cared about my stopping, further evidence that while my head had disappeared into the clouds for a moment, hers had stayed firmly planted in reality. I needed to do the same. No giving into easy distractions—no matter how good they made me feel.
Those warm feelings couldn't be trusted, especially when it came to Sage. While I was daydreaming, she'd bargained with Tyson to keep three of her subplots in the overarching story. I saw the changes on the screen, and my grip on my pencil tightened. Her changes would kill one of my favorite characters.
No more distractions. No more giving her the upper hand. To win, I had to be on it, always, and from this point forward, I would be.
 








  
  Chapter Eight

Sage


I'm not a touchy person. I'm not used to the feel of someone's skin on mine. Not by choice, but simply off the fact that I didn't have a lot of experience in the department. 
My family – who had strong 'what are you smiling at' energy – didn't exchange hugs. No pats on the back when something was being celebrated or squeezing hands when something was being mourned. So, when Noah placed her hand on my forearm to get my attention, my body went into sensory overload. It was probably the world's lightest touch, but to me, it was a weighted blanket, warm and a little frightening in its comfort.
She'd touched me on the way out of the conference room. Before I could form a sentence, though I wasn’t sure I would have been successful in delivering one anyway, she handed me a folded-up sheet of paper and disappeared out of the room before I could question her.
"You two seem to be doing better," Tyson noted as he watched me unfold the paper.
"I take my leadership role very seriously," I said, distracted as I looked at our drawings. Noah had given me the sketchbook sheet we'd been drawing on during the meeting. Everything looked normal until I got to the bottom, where she'd written:
Nice play. This round goes to you.
I frowned, re-reading the words.
"Hey, step into my office for a second?" Tyson asked. "I want to go over some of the promotional ideas the sales team wants you to do."
"Sure." I nodded and absentmindedly followed Tyson to his cubicle.
Round? What was that girl talking about? Why had she looked upset? I thought the doodling was a nice bridge for us, something to bond over amidst the stress of work and the Inkmic competition. It was kind of my way of apologizing, too. I shouldn't have come into the office guns ablaze. When I saw my comic already in the top ten, I needed to celebrate. The rank was validating, and that feeling went straight to my head.
I'd come off as cocky – no surprise there — but also, maybe inconsiderate. No, definitely inconsiderate, I could see that now, which was something I'd been consciously trying to work on. I hadn't had much of a chance after putting distance between myself and my family, plus avoiding nearly all social interaction outside of work.
I cringed as I played back the words I said to Noah before the meeting. No wonder she thought I was an asshole, attempting to distract her from the changes implemented.
As soon as I stepped into Tyson's cubicle, I went straight for the most comforting-looking object: a small blue figurine that looked like a chibi alien, with its oversized eyes and tiny lips. Tyson was a hoarder of all things fidgety, so I thought it was safe to assume this was one of those things, but as soon as I picked it up, he inhaled sharply and reached for it.
"Careful, Sage. That is not a toy," he said as he cradled the little guy.
I laughed. "Your jump to Dad Mode is nearly seamless."
Tyson scoffed nervously. "I might spend too much time around Harry."
"Oh?" I asked. "Tell me more."
All amusement drained from his face. "Not like that. You’re acting weird. Are you okay?”
I took a seat on his desk, trying to make my expression as neutral as possible. I felt weird, but I didn't think he'd notice. I wasn't exactly an easy read. After spending years in low-income housing and struggling to make ends meet, a kid had to learn how to mask any kind of weirdness, or else they'd be questioned and potentially taken away. I'd seen plenty of my friends disappear, so becoming unreadable was a survival tactic.
"I'm good," I said quickly. "Just concerned about your sudden obsession with untouchable figurines…"
Rule one of burying your weirdness: deflect.
"They're not figurines." Tyson placed his alien back down on its stand carefully. "They're stop motion models."
I perked up. "Are you and your brother finally making your film?"
Tyson's smile was shy. In a building full of artists who talked about their work all day, he avoided discussing anything outside of what he was editing like the plague. He didn't like being referred to as an artist, but the guy had talent; maybe not enough to work on staff, but enough so that his work was fun to look at. Most times, that's all that mattered. Seline, Harry, and I had been trying to convince him to start making his own stop-motion film for years.  He'd always brush us off with the excuse that he didn't have time for side projects.
"We are attempting to make something," he corrected. "A film is a large stretch. More like a short, conceptual piece."
"Since when?"
"Since last month. Harry and Seline finally convinced us." He shrugged. "It was at my barbeque. You were the only invitee who didn't show up."
My shoulders sagged. "I don't remember."
"It was right after you turned down Harry's invitation to Marissa's recital," he reminded me. "But before you turned down Seline's invitation to her marathon."
I winced and tried to swallow the feelings of guilt that wanted to crawl out of my throat. "I've been a bit busy."
The reason I said no to all those things was the same reason I'd kept my distance from my family: I couldn't give anyone any part of me when I felt so...hollowed out. I couldn't explain that either, because words didn't work like that for me. Only art did, but the art I created at work was too difficult to communicate through nowadays, especially when I was hindered by the guidelines set in place at Harpy. Thankfully, my work on Inkmic provided some sort of outlet. Still, most people in my life preferred my colorful superheroes, not my dark, depressing, sci-fi characters.
"Besides, since when are we friends with co-workers?" I asked, only half-teasing.
"Since I aged out of the club scene," Tyson said. "And I refuse to go to bars with spoken word poets."
I laughed, remembering our first night out together. Once upon a time, when Tyson and I were the youngest hires at Harpy, we went out together almost every weekend. He had moved to Florida for the job and with no friends, he needed a wing-woman. I'd moved back to town, losing touch with all the friends I'd made in college because we had more of an 'out of sight, out of mind' relationship.
"There is nothing wrong with spoken word poets," I argued. "You just don't know how to properly appreciate the artform."
"They're corny," he said, point blank. "I still can't believe I let you convince me to watch that silly movie."
"Don't tell me you're talking about Love Jones?"
He made a face. "Yeah, that one."
"Do you know how many people would stone you if they heard you say that?"
"I wish they had while I was watching it."
"Well, I need my editor intact, so keep that opinion to yourself," I said. "Now, tell me about this promo stuff so I can graciously decline and be on my way."
Tyson gave me a look. "Please, don't make this harder than it needs to be."
"I said I was going to be gracious, didn't I?"
He looked around before lowering his voice. "Look, I don't know what's up with you and turning down stuff, and honestly, it’s probably not my business.”
“It isn’t,” I said, but I couldn’t manage to put much fire behind it.
He noticed the lackluster attempt, too. "We're friends, Sage, whether you like to admit it or not."
"Acquaintances at best," I teased.
Tyson rolled his eyes. "Whatever. Look, I need you to work with me when it comes to this promo stuff. We've scheduled some talks for you and Noah to do—panels at the upcoming comic con down in Saint Augustine and a signing at the art festival next weekend. There's also a talk at the local middle school I think will be beneficial, since they're our core demographic."
I opened my mouth to refute, but he beat me to the punch.
"It'd be good for the kids to see two queer women creating comics," he said. "Don't you think?"
I closed my mouth—what else was I supposed to do? I couldn't deny something like that.
"Imagine seeing someone like you when you were young." Tyson continued to lay it on thick.
It would have made me more confident I could be myself in this industry, that's for sure. I'd gone years denying and ignoring my sexuality, monitoring how I held myself, what I wore, how I sounded. After finding community at the Art Center campus, I realized there was no either/or choice between being bisexual and being an artist. I could be as "greedy" as I wanted and still be respected.
Maybe not loved, but sure as hell respected.
I brushed the thought away and gave Tyson a nod. "Sure, I'm down to talk to the next generation. It's my civic duty."
"That's the spirit."
"Have you run this by Noah?"
"Yup, the middle school talk was her idea." He nodded, pleased.
"Oh. Really?" I don't know why I was surprised. Noah was the kind of kiss-up who'd be enthusiastic about giving talks.
"She was thrilled about it," Tyson continued. "Even came up with a whole itinerary other teams can use when it comes to promoting their launches. I don't know how she found the time to do the write-up. It was intensive. The higher-ups were impressed."
He gave me a look I know all too well.
"You were the one who said I wasn't in competition with her," I reminded him with a frown.
"You're not in terms of Leisah," he promised. "But, come on, Sage. Did you really think they wouldn't consider hearing a pitch from an artist who has…a bit more charm than you?"
"Wow." I chuckled in disbelief. "Okay, I didn't realize art wasn't the main concern at a comic company."
"I'm not saying you need to change," he assured me quickly. "I hate the game too. Maybe it can be different because of you. All I'm saying is, keep giving this your all. Every artist here wants a pitch, and Noah really stands out among you all, especially when it comes to her enthusiasm about the company outside of the art."
My forehead wrinkled. "Does she know you want us to do the talk and appearances together?" My presence would zap all excitement out of her, that was for sure.
"She insisted."
"Huh." I nodded slowly. Noah was so focused on my so-called plays that she started making up some of her own. "That so?"
Tyson sighed, seeing where I was getting. "There's no ulterior motive, Sage. She's trying to create buzz around Leisah.  She knows you'll be integral to that buzz. Stop reading into it."
"I'm not reading into anything," I said, even though I was already on the tenth chapter, deep into the footnotes. “Send me the dates and times, and I'll be the shiny queer artist you can market to sell units."
"Why must you make everything sound so insincere?" he grumbled as he took a seat at his desk and woke his computer.
"Because the only sincerity in existence is on the page," I reminded him.
"Is that why you've been nose-deep into work?" he asked, and then held up his hand before I could answer. "Never mind, don't answer that. I told myself I wouldn't push. As long as it doesn't interfere with your work, I won't push."
I nodded, even though there was a twist in my stomach at his words, at the indication he was giving up. "Great, we'll both finally have peace, then."
"Fingers crossed," he agreed and turned his attention to his computer.
I walked out of his cubicle and did my best to refill the hollow in my chest by focusing on work.







  
  Chapter Nine

Noah


As soon as I woke, I reached for my phone to open the Inkmic app. 
"Come on, please," I prayed, my nail between my teeth as I waited for the page to load. "Please."
As predicted—due to Sage's unabashed bragging—my initial rankings had been less than stellar…like, in the thousands. I'd hunkered down the past couple weeks, pulling all-nighters to finish both my Leisah work and Inkmic comic.
My drawing sessions consisted of plenty of meltdowns induced by sudden panic attacks over everything from my storytelling skills to the way I drew eyes—people always complained about my eyes for some reason.
Amaya was eventually able to calm me down and graciously offered to sit for me last night. Her eyes were the definition of gorgeous, and I'd convinced myself if I could embody them in all my work, then the complaints would stop.
"How's your hand?" she'd asked, eyes half-closed.
"Wonderful." There was only a distant throbbing, barely noticeable amidst my rapid movements.
She raised a brow at the perkiness in my tone. "How many energy drinks have you had?"
"None. What you're witnessing is pure, raw energy gained from love for my craft."
"I'm closing my eyes for good tonight if you keep lying," she threatened.
"I swear to God, none. I want this to work, and I'm putting the time in." I had to focus hard on keeping my knee still because it wanted to bump up and down. If Amaya saw my twitching, she'd call me out, convinced if I wasn't high on caffeine, I was high on something else.
There was a time when she would have been right. Back in university, I went down a dark, depressing hole trying to prove myself. There weren't enough hours in the day to become the best, so I decided to steal some from the night. Getting a fake prescription is scarily easy when you know the right kind of people—or the wrong kind, depending on your perspective.
"Let's call it for tonight," I'd decided with a firm close of my sketchbook. I'd grown enough to know when I was on a slippery slope. "You seem tired."
"Oh, and here I thought I was playing it off so well," Amaya said around a yawn.
I laughed. "Rest those eyes. I need 'em bright and clear tomorrow."
"You sleep, too. And for the love of God, please ice your hand," she ordered before escaping to her room.
I'd done as she said, placing an ice pack on my hand, but it didn't stay there for long before I'd got another idea, one that kept me up until the sun started to peek over the horizon. I don't know when I stopped drawing, falling asleep with my cheek imprinted on my desk. I do know that when my hand reached for my phone, I was wide awake, buzzing with nerves.
Inkmic's app had never been slower. As the wheel of death spun, I got ready. I had a Q&A with a local middle school class this morning. Today, more than ever, I needed to avoid the tortured artist look. Most of the time, I was able to hide the red in my eyes with a few eye drops and color corrector over my dark circles, but as soon as I stepped into the bathroom, I realized my mistake.
"Oh, my God." I tossed my phone on the counter and tugged at my shrunken ‘fro. Usually, I was always sure to twist my hair before bed, making sure it was moisturized. Unfortunately, night had flown by, and I wouldn’t put down my sketchbook unless it was to pick up my iPad.
I reached for my spray bottle and soaked my hair until water dripped down my neck. I had an hour to sort myself out before I risked being late for an event I’d thought of. Despite the time crunch, I kept refreshing Inkmic. Something was wrong with the app—it only showed the top ten stories.
I hadn't made the top ten, but Sage was still there. She was number three. The app showed her statistics, too. The exponential jump in the graph made my chest tighten. I wish I could say her story wasn't that good.
But no, her comic was perfect. She'd opened the story in media res with a full-blown battle between two starships commanded by sworn enemies.
She'd won me over the second I laid eyes on those characters, those cold remarks entangled with hot glares getting me every damned time. She might not be planning an enemies-to- lovers arc, but the set up was all there.
It wasn't just the art that was amazing, either—it was the dialogue. Sage had improved from previous works. Her character's conversations were often stiff, but in this new comic, every word flowed, and some lines almost came off as poetry. It was so beautiful, I wanted to chuck my phone against the wall. The one thing I had on her was dialogue. Now, she had gone and taken an overnight writing course or something.
By the time I got my hair into mini twists, the app finally showed where the rest of us ranked. I grumbled to myself the whole ride over.
Theoretically, sixtieth place wasn't horrible. I was in the top hundred out of thousands of entries. If I was a math person, I would take into consideration how far I'd jumped. Sage only moved up seven spots. I'd come from the thousands. Statistically, that was better, right? Because that's how math worked…I think.
"I should probably factor in the number of votes and not just the spots I've moved," I whispered to myself as I pulled into the middle school parking lot. "That's what a math person would do, right?"
I had half a mind to call my parents, but once I got them on the phone to talk about any non-art topic, they wouldn't let me hear the end of it. They'd send me links to articles for the rest of the week, maybe even offer to pay for a community college course, because "you're never too old to change careers."
The disapproval on my brow didn't smooth out as I stepped out of my car. The roar of an engine snapped me out of my failed statistical analysis. A motorcycle pulled into the empty spot beside me, and I had a hard time swallowing when I realized who was under the helmet. Of course, she had to show up on that thing and look good while doing it.
"Morning," Sage greeted, her tone as lazy and slow as her growing grin. She lifted her leg over the bike, dismounting in a manner I personally felt was unnecessary for public consumption. My temperature rose as she tugged her gloves off with her mouth.
"How are you?" she asked, still grinning, still making it hard for me to breathe.
I'd seen her on a bike plenty of times—she'd ridden one back in college, too—but something was different about how she carried herself on this one. There was maturity and confidence in her posture. When we were younger, she had been riding that thing with sheer ego fueling every movement. Now, she didn't have anything to prove.
"Good morning." I slammed my car door a little too hard. "I'm good."
She whistled. "You sure? Seems like you're taking your frustration out on your car."
I frowned. "Excuse me?"
Sage placed her helmet in the seat storage and pulled out a small, black backpack. "I know you're not in the top ten, but sub-hundred isn't bad. Your readers seem to be loving the new chapters. No need to fuck up your car because of your worries."
"I'm not worried about the rankings." The lie needed work. It was too thin and coarse.
Sage chewed on her lip, trying to keep her smile from growing. It's the absolute best play she can make right now. Still, instead of the smug smile inciting a desire to argue like it normally would, it made me want to get on her bike. For a second, I imagine how it would feel wrapping my arms around her as she rides. How soft the curve of her waist would feel against my fingers. How my thighs would apply pressure against hers. Sage sitting between my legs was suddenly a stomach-twisting desire, a warm want that grew hotter with each breath. I had to force myself to think of her cockiness, the way she rolled her eyes at my outfits or made snide remarks about my anatomy drawing skills. It was enough to wipe away my misplaced desire to cuddle up to her.
"Then what is it?" Her gaze held mine, and the teasing in her eyes was replaced with something more serious. Something, dare I say, sincere?
"Just…this is my first time talking to a class." My stomach carried a few butterflies because I'd be public speaking for the first time since my final presentation senior year.
"I get it." Sage nodded. "I nearly puked the first time I did one of these things. Talking to people sucks, especially teenagers. I get war flashbacks coming to middle schools."
"I find it hard to believe you didn't run your school," I teased. "Or, at least, was best friends with the girl who did."
"Nope. Worse: I was in love with the girl who ran it."
I laughed. "No way? That's…"
She closed one eye, pretending to wince. "Cliché, I know. Want to know something that makes it ten times worse?"
"I'm listening."
"She was the head cheerleader."
"Oh, no, say it ain't so. The canon continues." I pressed a hand to my chest. "I got something better, though."
She laughed. "Of course you do. Lay it on me."
"I went to an all-girls school."
Her mock gasp made me laugh. "Please don't tell me it was the dean's daughter."
"Nah. Coach of the soccer team's daughter – which was worse, in my opinion."
"Was she your first kiss?"
I nodded. "She was. A soccer game, near the public restrooms. She gave me her scrunchie, and I wore it on my wrist for the rest of the semester, even though she refused to even look at me after."
Sage's smile faded. "That was shitty of her."
"Yeah, well." I waved my hand. "We were kids."
"Kids are shitty."
"Lovely thing to say on a middle school campus," I told her in a low tone as a group of students walked by.
She shrugged and tugged on her backpack. "Someone's gotta tell them."
"I think our job description fits more into a wise master." I joined her side as she made her way to the sidewalk.
"I prefer to be an antagonist," she said easily.
I was wearing my lucky blue heels, so I had a little trouble keeping up with her as we made our way to the front door. She noticed my struggling stride and slowed to a more comfortable pace.
"I'll be their last obstacle on the way to glory," Sage continued. "Like a final boss. Kill me and possess all my art-making power."
"Do elaborate," I teased.
She laughed and paused when we got to a set of stairs. Instead of reaching for the railing like I did, Sage offered her hand. It took me a second to realize what she was doing. Once I did, my stomach fluttered. The gesture seemed innocent enough—so was the look on her face. Still, the warmth growing in my stomach felt far from innocent.
There was no logical excuse to ignore her hand, especially since I was out of practice walking in heels to begin with — working late nights meant letting go of dressing up and going out.
I slipped my fingers into her palm and murmured a 'thank you' as she helped me up the stairs. Her grip was gentle and firm, and Sage's gaze lingered on my steps, making sure I cleared each one with ease. My cheeks burned at how cared for the small act made me feel. It'd been a while since I'd been out on a date. I missed this kind of feeling, and I was embarrassed it had resurfaced with her, of all people.
I tried to find something, anything, that would distract me from the warring feelings in my chest. My gaze rested on Sage's backpack, the frayed edge of where her strap met the body of the bag. It'd be easy to fix, and I couldn’t help but imagine doing it.
"If anyone was to capture my powers, I think I'd want it to be you," Sage said, drawing my gaze away from the broken strap and to her warm eyes.
It felt like something was lodged in my throat when I tried to swallow. The entire exchange had been nice and easy, almost comforting, because we had gone through similar things in middle school, just like we were going through similar things now.
Before falling completely into this new comfortable feeling, I forced myself to take a metaphorical step back. Sage wasn't going to suddenly like me. I hadn't proven myself to her. According to Inkmic, I was quite literally beneath her. I'd spent enough time with artists to know true acceptance came in the form of respect. I wouldn't get that from her at number sixty.
"I find that hard to believe," I said in my normal tone as I walked through the glass sliding door at the school's entrance. I picked the pace up, exceeding the one she'd set before. Sage had to shuffle a little to catch up to me, and I felt her gaze on me, heavy with confusion. She didn't say anything, though, and neither did I as we made our way to the front desk for our visitor passes.
"Sage Montgomery?" a breathless voice asked right when we'd stuck our badges on our chests. Sage and I turned around in unison.
"Oh, wow." A woman about our age hurried over to greet us. "Hi, I'm Ms. Trenton. Luna Trenton. My class is the one you're talking to today."
I’m sure her words made sentences, but from how fast she was talking, every word blended into one big one. Luna's cheeks were rosy-red as she offered her hand to Sage. She had a beautiful gap-tooth smile and tight brown curls that made her bob seem ethereal.
"I'm such a big fan. I've read everything you've published and adore your newsletters." She held onto Sage's hand a little too long, shaking it with vigor. Sage didn't mind in the slightest, of course. Her smug grin was back, and she glanced over at me to make sure I was witnessing these praises. I suppressed a scoff, trying to remember I wasn't only representing myself today, but Harpy as well.
“Thank you. I appreciate your support.” Sage's tone was smooth and gentle, and I was suddenly like Luna, swooning. I fixed my face quickly when Sage gestured to me and said, “This is Noah Blue, my partner in crime for the foreseeable future.”
My heart jumped at her words. The introduction was basic enough, but she paired it with a knowing glance, like we shared something secret and special. In some ways, maybe that was true.
"Oh, yeah, I’m such a big fan of both of you!" Luna exclaimed when she was reminded of my existence. "Noah, your art is so…pretty.”
I smiled at her, not bothered about the lackluster compliment. I’d mentally prepared for the class to be more into Sage. It was a bit of a surprise that the teacher was too, but I supposed that was a testament to how big she’d become, thanks to her indie work.
You deserve to be here. You got a later start is all.
My smile was hard to maintain as I repeated my mantra that felt sillier each day. I was grateful when Luna started walking.
“The kids have been talking about this all week.” Luna led us down a hallway decorated with colored pencil drawings. “To celebrate, a few teachers and I got our classes together for an art session where they drew some comic strips. We were hoping—if you two have some extra time—you could give them a look and a few pointers?”
“We’d love to,” I said before thinking about it.
“If the Q&A doesn’t run too long, sure,” Sage said in a more practical tone. “We have a few meetings we still have to make in the afternoon.”
“Oh, of course.” Luna nodded. Her eyes were large moons as she took in Sage. “I understand.”
“We can spare a ten-minute ‘oo’ and ‘ah’ moment,” I whispered to Sage.
“If you give an inch, they'll take a mile,” she whispered back. “Trust me. I'm looking out for us."
Trust her, the woman who'd drawn cute comics in my sketchbook when I fell asleep in class but then turned around and ignored me for the rest of the year? The woman who’d called a truce, only to sneak in her storylines when I wasn't paying attention? Sage was as flip-floppy as an ocean during a summer storm. Trust couldn't exist in my vocabulary when it came to her, just like us didn't exist in hers. 
"Alright, class," Luna announced as we walked in. The group of students had been talking animatedly amongst themselves. As soon as they saw us at the head of the room, they quieted. I noticed a couple of them try to be subtle, taking a few photos with their phones poorly hidden behind neon-colored binders.
"This is Sage Montgomery and Noah Blue," Luna introduced. "They're from Harpy Comics and have been gracious enough with their time to come and talk with us."
Luna led the class in polite applause. I kept shifting from one foot to the other, not sure what to do with my hands; I ultimately decided to hold them behind my back. Sage was far less picky about her stance. She leaned most of her weight on the leg closest to me, not fidgeting in the slightest as she observed the classroom.
"Now, remember our discussion about manners and respect." Luna's voice took on a serious tone for a moment. I don't know why I was surprised she had it in her. Teaching middle school would have to require some thick skin, after all.
"The floor is all yours," Luna told Sage. Her eyes sparkled again; some of her students noticed and snickered.
Sage nodded. "Thanks, Ms. Trenton."
"Luna," she corrected softly as she made her way to a desk at the back.
"Right." Sage grinned and then glanced at me. "Should I start, or do you want to?"
I shook my head; the curious eyes of the students were getting to me. Middle school was the time when kids fully realized their judgmental powers. I was starting to rethink this whole situation. It'd been sweet in concept, talking to the potential next generation of artists, but my tongue was too heavy to work like a proper adult.
"Got you," Sage said without missing a beat. I would have expected a teasing remark about my silence, or an under-breath taunt aimed at my nerves. Instead, she took full control without one joke at my expense. Sage reintroduced us with ease and gave them the Cliff Notes version of our roles at Harpy.
As she spoke, the tension in my body dissolved. Sage would glance at me for a co-sign now and then, but for the most part, she was being her usual,  take-charge self. I appreciated it today, because the cockiness wasn't overbearing. It was subtle and almost undetectable, considering how often she looked at me like she was searching for my approval. She had never wanted my approval, so this change was jarring. Maybe this was her version of nerves? If so, there was a charm in it. As she leaned close enough to me that I could feel her body heat. Right before she made a joke, she looked at me, as if to make sure my reaction would be the first she saw.
I was reading into things again, still caught up in crafting characters for my comic between the lines of Sage's actions. It was dangerous territory for my nerves. I couldn’t let my imagination run too amok when it came to her, since the last time I did so ended with me looking silly.
"Do you already know the ending of the story before you write it?" It was the first question one of the students asked, and I snapped back into focus, ready to impart some wisdom. Most of the students had leaned forward in their desks, eyes wide as Sage shared the story of how she started sharing her comics online. Some of them even took notes, far more serious about learning how to publish webcomics than I'd given them credit for.
"I wing it when it comes to my stuff." Sage shrugged. "My editor would kill me if I tried to do that for Harpy, though."
"So you didn't know Deliah was going to die at the end of Red Rain?" another student asked, their voice high from the shock.
"Nope." Sage shook her head proudly. "Improvised."
"What about you?" A girl in the front stared at me. She'd been squirming the whole time Sage spoke, and her gaze lingered on me, as if she'd been waiting for me to interject on my own accord.
"I'm not as gifted as my co-artist," I joked. "I have to plan everything out in meticulous detail. Nothing ever changes from my drafts."
The girl's shoulders relaxed, as if she'd been praying for the answer. She scribbled something down in her notebook and quickly asked another question before her classmates could jump in. "And how is it being open lesbian artists? Do people make you feel weird? Are you going to make Leisah queer?"
"Why would they make Leisah queer?" one guy asked with a disapproving glare. "That'd be pandering."
"She's obviously already queer," someone else said.
"No, she's not," he argued back.
"Ever heard of coding?" the original girl snapped.
"Alright, alright," Luna jumped in, waving her hands as she regained the attention of the class. "We're not being respectful. Aisha, that was a great set of questions, but sexuality isn't something we ask our visitors to divulge. That's personal."
"I'm fine with discussing it," Sage said. "And to clear something up, I'm bisexual, not lesbian."
"What's wrong with being a lesbian?" one of the students asked.
"Nothing, meathead, she just isn't one," Aisha said, and then, to Sage, "Sorry, there are a ton of articles online that said you were one."
Luna looked like she was going to have a heart attack.
"It's fine." Sage shrugged, not bothered in the slightest. "People get confused sometimes, or—worse—they think I'm confused. Either way, it's important to correct them."
"Why would people think you're confused?" a kid in the back asked.
Luna made her way up to the front of the class now, shaking her head as if to say you don't need to answer that.
"Some people don't like someone not fitting into their idea of who they should be." Sage shrugged. "Take Noah, for example."
My brow wrinkled, but I nodded, trying to pretend like I knew where she was going with this. "I am, in fact, a lesbian, though. So…"
Sage laughed. "Yeah, I meant your art. She's drawn tons of stories in different genres. She writes romance, fantasy, action, horror. Does her own thing. Does all the things."
I'd unsuccessfully dipped my toes into other genres, yes, but Sage didn’t say the unsuccessful part. She didn’t even hint at it. This was truly unprecedented: she was making me look good.
"Art needs that kind of bravery," Sage continued, gaze lingering on me for a moment. "Calls for more than one side of you. So, whatever you do and whoever you decide to be, make sure you try whatever calls to you with your head held high, and make sure you correct people when they try to tell you who you are. Because, trust me, they will always try."
The girl in the front was beaming, writing down more notes. I smiled at Sage and felt this weird surge of pride in knowing her, in seeing her own her identity in a way I knew would help some of students feel brave enough to do the same.
We took more questions and even had time to critique some of their art in the hallway. Overall, the students were kind, far more accepting of us than my peers were at their age. We ended the visit with a group photo and some autographs, and a handful of them asked us to come back after the Leisah rebrand. We made promises that I knew we'd keep. I made a mental note to ask someone back at Harpy how we could send them all copies of the first issue.
"You were a natural with them," I said to Sage when we headed back to the parking lot.
She shrugged. "They're people at the end of the day."
"Scary, small people with no filter and mean glares."
"Is that why you froze up on me?"
I sighed. "So you did notice?"
"Of course I noticed my viper wasn't biting," she teased.
Her viper? I should take offense. A few weeks ago, I would have, but a few weeks ago, she wouldn't have used the possessive. She sure as hell wouldn't have paired the title with a soft smile.
I was still wrestling with how that made my chest tighten when she climbed onto her bike. As she unclicked the latch of her helmet, I scrambled to think of something to make her linger a moment longer. I didn’t want to go back to the office and be quiet on my side of the cubicle with her on hers. I didn’t want to go to war with her in the Bloom Room.
Maybe it was being outside that made us less hostile to one another. If it was, I liked it, and I needed it to last a little while longer.
"That stuff about you not being seen as bisexual," I started, because of course I'd pick the potentially uncomfortable topic. "It must get old."
Sage stared at me for a second. "It does. I like being taken seriously. It's frustrating when people are convinced I'm going through some sort of phase."
I nodded. "My extended family thought that about me, too. They suggested I call myself bi in case I ever wanted to change my mind."
Sage scoffed. "Wow. What did you say?"
"I didn't say anything at the time. When I was younger, I was too embarrassed to argue." I stuffed my hands in my pockets and shrugged. "But my mom did. She told them if I said I was a lesbian, then that's what I was. Period."
Sage's smile lit up her entire face. "Your mom sounds great."
I nodded, smiling too. "She can be, yeah. Both my parents are supportive when they try."
"That's why you're a viper," Sage decided.
"In pastel?" I joked, tilting my head to the side. "I know you're the one who came up with that nickname, by the way."
Sage laughed a little. "Sorry. If you want it changed, I’ll gladly set the record straight."
"It's fine." I shook my head. "It's growing on me."
She nodded, seeming pleased. "Good, because yes, you can be a viper in pastel. It's near impossible to pull off, but only you could do it."
"You're right. Only I could pull something like that off, like my momentous jump to the top ten next week."
Sage shook her head and looked away for a second to laugh. I admired the harsh line of her jaw as she did so. She had always been beautiful, but hot? This hot? No…at least, not from what I recalled. It was the motorcycle, right? The motorcycle was the reason why I wanted to pull her body against mine and kiss her silly. That dangerous vehicle was the only reason I imagined her gripping me tight when I pulled her against me.
Nope, nope, what we're not going to do is think about…that.
Forget all the obvious reasons, like we were part-time rivals and full-time co-workers. I couldn't be with Sage because Sage wouldn't want to be with me. She didn't date women who wore pastel colors and had anxiety problems. She'd made it perfectly clear in college that I wasn't up to snuff.
As I tried to refortify my wall against her, Sage bulldozed through it.
"Do you want to do something? After work?"
I blinked and replayed the question—surely, I'd misheard her. "After work?"
Her expression hardened a bit, but she persisted. "Yeah."
"Like…not in the office? Not doing something for Leisah? Just…us?"
Us. This overgrown maze that got more confusing to navigate each day.
"You know what? Never mind." She finished unclasping her helmet and tugged on her gloves. Sage wasn't meeting my gaze anymore, and my heart was racing to fix that.
"I wanted clarification–"
She waved her hand at me. "Forget I said anything, Noah."
The hard tone she used as she said my name made any butterflies in my stomach die. I frowned. "I don't want to."
"Well then it sucks to be you, because I am," she snapped back. Here we were again, on opposite sides. No camaraderie. No us.
"Fine, Sage. Whatever you say. Whatever you want." Because it was apparently her world, and we were just living in it. I finally unlocked my car door and snatched it open. "Drive safe."
"You too." She turned on her engine before either of us could say another word. I scowled at her as she pulled out of the parking space, leaving a cloud of dust in her wake. With a clenched jaw, I slipped into the driver seat of my Beetle and dug my fingers into the steering wheel in frustration.










  
  Chapter Ten

Sage


There had been no thoughts, just feelings, when I asked Noah to do something after work. I hadn't even had an idea of what she liked to do besides art. Hell, I didn't even know what  I liked to do. So, when she started asking questions, the idea of us outside of Harpy's four walls was too blurry to make out.
Besides, my company was better in doses. If Noah thought she hated me now, she would enter a whole other realm of loathing after we spent more time together. And yet, something in me wanted more of her, to see her sitting across from me at a diner or feel her behind me on my bike. No matter how much I tried to push those images away, they continued to resurface. Each time they came back, it was with vengeance. My imaginings of her became so fleshed out, I could smell her perfume. I could feel her cheek against my hand, her lips pressed against mine.
I needed something to ground me, bring me back to Earth and remind me of who I was. The perfect thing to do that would always be family.
Ash still hadn't deposited the money back into our account, and Mom had a physical therapy appointment earlier today.  There would be plenty of discussion points to talk about outside of my absence.
Our current family home was a one-story building with a patch of grass the size of a Barbie Jeep out front. The rest of the yard was soft dirt, dug out by a neighborhood dog Mom liked to feed every morning. The house was surrounded by a rusting chain link fence, most of which was falling apart due to a hurricane a few years back. As per usual, the driveway was full, Dad's old Mazda under the carport. The thing hadn't worked in years, but no one stopped being lazy long enough to get it towed. TJ and Mom's cars were squeezed onto the gravel, back-to-back, bumpers kissing.
I pushed my bike next to the side door, too familiar with this neighborhood to trust it'd be safe on the side of the road. The kitchen smelt like collard greens and ham when I walked in, a group of men yelling at the TV in the living room. I nearly walked out—college football night was enough to sober anyone up.
"Sage," Mom's whispery voice greeted. She'd spotted me from the end of the hall, and one of her hands gripped her cane while the other one held a stack of shoe boxes.
"Hey." I dropped my bag on the floor, hurrying over to relieve her of the boxes. "What are you doing? Are you allowed to carry these kinds of things? Where's TJ?"
She laughed. "Girl, you've been here all of two seconds and already trying to micromanage?"
I shrugged. Though she was teasing, there was a clear relaxation of her shoulders. Her grip on her cane readjusted, knuckles no longer strained from clutching.
"Are you going to answer my questions?" I asked.
"Nope." She gestured her cane toward her room. "Go on, put those down in there. I need to keep moving before I lose my energy."
"What are you doing?" I followed her instructions, placing the boxes at the bottom of her bed with dozens of others. "Aren't these Ash and TJ's shoes?"
"I'm tired of looking at the mess." Her voice faded as she disappeared back into my brothers' room. I followed, eyes going wide when I entered.
I hadn't been home in months, hadn't been in their room for close to a year. There was crap everywhere—boxes of clothes, shoes, old games. Most were shoved into the walk-in closet, since the two had somehow convinced our parents to let them have the master, a feat I would never even dream of trying to conquer being the eldest and having it drilled into me that everyone had their place. That was the weird thing about younger siblings: they always seem so much braver. Plus, the mom and dad I knew growing up didn't match the one they got.
My stomach buzzed with anxiety as I tried to figure out how to solve Mom's problem. It shouldn't be her job at all to clean up after her grown sons, but here we were.
"Mom," I complained when she made a stack of boxes almost as tall as herself. I'd gotten all my height from Dad; Mom was barely five feet on a good day. "You can't do that."
"I have been doing it for hours," she argued with a smile. She looked so pleased with herself, my heart squeezed.
Mom's car accident should have been fatal, according to the doctors. I remember holding Ash and TJ’s hands as the doctor explained it to me. It'd been storming, like some melodramatic, evening soap opera. Dad was nowhere to be found, lost in some bottle in some bar that hadn’t banned him downtown. I was the oldest, the only next of kin available to receive and process updates. I'd been eleven. The doctor raised a brow at that, but I’d asked him to be honest with me about the details. He explained everything, even the hard bits, like her crushed foot and ripped earlobes.
Something familiar and cold started to build in me. "Did you ask Dad to help you with this?"
Mom shook her head. "He and TJ have been waiting on me hand and foot since…"
She paused. Her smile was still intact, but I could tell from the slight change in her eyes she felt she might have made a misstep.
Since I left and wasn't there to do it is what she'd been about to say. Since I fell off the face of the Earth for a month, lost in my own thoughts and Noah's comic. Once I reappeared, I had a newfound determination to keep my distance—I couldn't breathe before, and that struggle was slowly returning. My chest felt tight as I tried to suck in oxygen that didn't feel like it was there.
"I wanted to do something on my own," she repeated softly. "At least for a little bit."
I nodded, only half grateful she avoided what we both were thinking. "So, the thing you choose to do on your own isn't something fun, like watching a trashy drama? It's cleaning your twenty-something sons' bedroom? Or, let's not forget, cooking dinner."
Mom's eyes widened. "Oh, my God! I did forget. I have pie and cornbread in the oven."
She hobbled past me with a tiny yelp. I followed her, after picking up the boxes she'd been stacking. Mom buzzed around the kitchen as much as she physically could.
"Tell me what to do," I said when she scrambled to turn off three burners and unload two pie pans from the oven.
The men cheered in the living room, making me roll my eyes. The cornbread had been slightly burned—not enough for the smell to permeate the entire house, but enough so that they should have smelled it in the living room.
"Get those and put them on the cooling rack." Mom was out of breath from her mini-run. She made her way over to a chair shoved against the wall and took a seat. "And then, make sure the greens are cooked all the way. Oh, and grab that pack of soda out of the pantry and put it in the fridge."
"Is something burning?" a voice asked far too late. I could feel the familiar thump of Dad's heavy steps on the floor. By the time he made his way into the room, I'd deposited the boxes on the table and removed the bread from the oven.
"Well, look who it is." Dad's voice was booming. He'd gained weight since I last saw him, making his already- round belly larger. His smile seemed welcoming enough, and the muscles in my lower back slightly relaxed at the sight of it.
I thought one or both of my parents were going to give me a hard time, or at least question my absence and semi-radio silence, but I forgot how much I took after them. Montgomerys didn't talk about things. We moved on. I used to hate that, but now, it almost felt like it was working in my favor.
"Did your mom show you that bag of clothes she kept for you?" he asked.
"I almost forgot." Mom gasped and got out of her seat to hurry to their room, as if the clothes were as urgent of a matter as the burning food.
"You still riding that bike?" Dad peered over my shoulder to get a look at my bike outside the window.
I nodded. "I am."
"Even to work?" Translation: that's a lot of riding, it makes me anxious.
"Even to work." I rearranged the pots and pans on the stove so everything would fit. A few almost fell over the edge, but my reflexes were enough to catch them in time.
"Huh." He opened the fridge and grabbed a soda, not even considering offering a hand. "I suppose that's nice. Must get a lot of practice."
"Yeah, guess you can say that." I didn't meet his gaze. The last time we spoke one-on-one, he'd asked for a couple hundred dollars, said it was for a course he wanted to take online. I found out from my brothers it was for a party he'd hosted at the house.
"What happens when it rains?" he wondered. "It rains all the time here."
"I wear a jacket."
"But there's wind."
"That does exist, yes." I bit back a harsher response.
He popped open his soda, ignoring his friends calling him back since the commercials were over. "What do you do when there’s lightning?"
"I order a rideshare," I said. "I'm almost thirty. I think I know how to get around the city safely."
Dad shrugged and held up a hand. "Sorry. I'm sorry. I was curious is all. I never knew how it worked."
Even back in the day, when he wasn't sober, Dad was always worried. He couldn't be a present parent, but that didn't negate him from being a worried one. Mom never made excuses for him, but early on, I learned to sympathize with him because of her.
She was the one to tell me Dad grew up in foster care. He never spoke of it on his own, and he even joked his existence was a mystery to himself. He had a new house and new family every few months. Each family was a different kind of challenge that made him wary of anyone not blood-related to him. Mom was his first exception. His high school sweetheart taught him how to mix paint and believe there was a reason behind existence. His struggle with sobriety happened soon after I was born, and it continued until I got accepted into the Art Center.
I didn't know sober Dad well. Alcoholic Dad wasn't exactly terrible. He was just never there if you needed him; always glassy eyed, giving nonsensical responses, and never answering texts while away. Still, both versions of him expressed huge amounts of anxiety over what his kids did.
He hated any kind of risk that couldn't be taken from the comfort of a plush living room chair, which made sense, since most of his risks had come in the form of a glass bottle.
My therapist said it'd be understandable if I hated him for letting me deal with Mom's hospitalization all alone, that no one would blame me for holding him at a distance, but no, I didn't hate him. I resented him. That was normal too, but when I talked about it, people were often confused by my reason. I resented him because he made me feel ashamed. I couldn't hack it for the family, at least not long term. So now, whenever I met his gaze, I was reminded of how inadequate I'd been, how I couldn't step up to the plate and hold things down long enough for him to get his shit together. It hadn't been my job, but it was. No one else was going to do it, so it was my job, and I screwed up and gave up.
The struggle to breathe rushed back. I was so consumed with it, I accidentally burned my wrist on the edge of a pan. I flinched, snatching my arm back.
"Careful, sweetheart." Dad took over, grabbing a pair of mitts to handle the pots.
I froze at the casual endearment. It was as much of a welcome-back hug as I'd get, and it was wholly unsatisfying. I shouldn't have wanted to cry, but the back of my throat hurt. The feeling was made worse when TJ came into the kitchen. If anyone could tell when I was about to cry, it was him.
"What's going on with you?" he mumbled around a low yawn.
"You were here this entire time?" I asked in a hard voice, trying to recover from my close brush with an emotional expression outside my usual sarcastic disapproval and disgruntled disappointment.
He shrugged as he scratched the top of his head. "I fell asleep out back."
"Oh, good, you're here. Take this to Sage's car, T." Mom was doing her best to drag a trash bag down the hallway.
"She came on her bike," Dad reminded her.
"Like I always do," I said.
Mom frowned and paused. "I thought you got rid of that thing when you started working full time. Sage, you can afford a car. A good one, too. One of those electronic ones."
TJ chuckled and relieved Mom of the bag. "Electric, Ma. They're called electric cars."
She playfully swatted his back. "Isn't that what I said?"
"It's not." He got another swat before dodging out of her reach. "There's a subtle difference that makes one…you know what, never mind."
Mom frowned at me. "What happens when it rains?"
"I asked the same thing." Dad looked pleased to not be the only one who thought of that issue.
"Oh my God, guys, I wear a jacket," I said.
Mom made a face. "A jacket? That's not going to do much."
"A little water never hurt anyone."
"But what if you wanted to go out of town?" Mom continued. I could see the wheels turning in her head when she had a realization. "Do you take that bike on the highway? Please don't tell me you take that bike on the highway."
"That was my next question," Dad said.
"And dates. You can't tell me you put girls on the back of that thing. I'm sure they'd hate it."
Even though I was annoyed, I laughed. "Girls love the bike, Mom. Most of the people I date do. Bikes are universally attractive."
"She might have a point there," Dad agreed. "I stole-—borrowed a Harley for a spin around the block once. All my buddies and their girlfriends thought I was the shit."
Mom frowned at his slip-up, but TJ and I weren't oblivious to Dad's past. I mean, my brothers got their sticky fingers from someone.
"The ladies couldn't turn their heads fast enough," Dad finished.
"Not me." Mom wrinkled her nose. "God, those things are a nightmare. You know what doctors call them, right?"
"Want to show me how to strap this on the back of it?" TJ's question thankfully gave me an excuse to talk to him alone and escape this parental worry fest.
"Sure thing," I said.
Before I could follow him outside, Mom stopped me with a simple, "Sage, did you get a chance to...?"
"I did," I said quickly, not wanting to go in depth while Dad stood there. I'd deposited the money she needed this morning. If he knew that, he might ask for some too, and I wasn’t sure I had the will to refuse.
"Thank you." Mom nodded with an apologetic smile.
"It's fine." I waved and went to catch up with TJ.
"Do you always let Mom do the heavy lifting?" I asked once I was next to him.
TJ's face instantly fell. "You've been here two seconds and you're already complaining about something?"
"That's because I walked in, and she was carrying boxes half her weight." I gestured toward the house.
"Stop exaggerating." He groaned and wiped his free hand over his face. "It's not like she was moving furniture or something."
"She shouldn't have to move anything." I unlocked my seat storage and pulled out my cables.
"Well, she does, and you know why?" TJ didn't even wait to let me answer. He also didn't wait for me to ready the cable, shoving the bag of clothes into my arms. "Because she's an adult who can make decisions for herself."
I bit back my automatic retort, the one I used to repeat to him, Ash, and myself as kids: our parents were adults in age only.
TJ raised his brow, because he knew I was thinking it. He wanted me to say it, daring me with a slight nod and that cocky grin I swear he learned from me. I knew him enough to understand he had his own response ready.
"It's just…" I blew out a heavy breath and dropped the bag on the bike. " I–"
"You're a control freak who dipped the second we didn't do what you wanted. Now that you’re back, you're mad we're not jumping for joy," he finished.
My frown deepened. "Excuse me?"
TJ laughed, his tone devoid of humor. "You think you're the only one who can be blunt around here?"
TJ had always been the kind of younger sibling who’d talk back, but never this much.
"No, that's not what I meant." I wrapped the cable far tighter than I should have around the bag, and the plastic started to rip in certain areas.
"Why are you here, Sage?" he asked.
I stilled. "To visit. You've…All of you have been asking me to visit. So here I am, and now I'm being attacked for some reason."
He took a deep breath, but it didn't seem to do much toward calming him down.
"What's wrong with you?" I asked. "You're acting like I'm some stranger off the street."
"That's what you've wanted to be this past year, isn't it?" he said, point blank.
We were both silent, no oxygen left for either of us. All this space, all this world, and we'd sucked the life out of it for each other in a heartbeat.
I shouldn't have come. This visit was making everything worse. Ironically, my presence reminded everyone of how long I’d been gone.
“It would have been nice if you called first.” TJ’s voice wasn’t exactly gentle, but definitely not as cold as before.
"Sorry." I shrugged with my arms crossed over my chest. "I figured my family's door was open."
"Like yours is for us."
"Oh, come on, T. You know that's not fair."
TJ's jaw clenched, but at least he took a moment to look at me. He'd been taller than me for years now; I still wasn't used to looking up to meet his gaze. His eyes were like looking into my own, even though we didn't resemble each other anywhere else. His skin was a few shades lighter than mine, nose slimmer, lips wider, but his eyes were mine and so was his attitude.
"Things have been good," he said.
"Really?" I leaned against my bike, looking away for a second to silence a huff. "Ash stealing money is your version of good?"
TJ rolled his eyes. "Again, he can't steal what's all of ours."
"Yes, he can. If he doesn't tell us what he's doing with our half, then it's basically theft." I moved my hands while I spoke, getting more heated with every word.
"So you came here to make a fuss and disrupt our peace?"
"I think I deserve a little peace disrupting after all I've done," I said before I knew what was happening.
TJ chuckled. "There she is. Martyr Sage came home for her crown."
I wanted to leave. I leaned against my bike, pressing my hands on the leather seat to remind myself I had an easy exit whenever I needed it.
"Bet it pisses you off that we're still afloat without your help." He scoffed when I didn't answer immediately.
I took my time, needing to be careful with how this conversation proceeded. While my parents weren't visibly bothered, TJ was quite the opposite. Despite that, I could hear the hurt behind the daggers he was throwing in my direction.
"I'm not pissed," I said calmly. "But you guys aren't completely afloat without my help."
He sucked the back of his teeth and threw up his hands in disbelief.
"Mom requested a couple hundred the other day," I said. The confession made him freeze.
"Why?"
I shrugged. "Said it was for a medical bill."
"She…" He closed his eyes and pinched his nose. "I told her I'd take care of it."
"Maybe she didn't want to wait. Aren't you between jobs?" I didn't mean for it to come off as judgmental; I knew how hard it was to get work. My luck in the industry wasn't always a sure thing. Before my full-time offer, I worked at a grocery store and drew my comics between checking people out at the register.
"I've been handling things," he promised as he met my gaze. TJ looked at the house like Mom might be watching us. All the curtains were pulled shut, though. A few streetlights came on as the sky got darker. "Doing everything I can."
"Right." I nodded and added in a lower voice, "Like quitting your job."
"It was a gut reaction," he snapped.
"I figured. Most of your decisions are."
"We can't all be level-headed and talented like you." The bitterness in his voice made the words sound like a taunt. "Can't all make a living doing what we enjoy. Some of us have to claw our way through the real world, survive any way we can. Sometimes, that survival looks like quitting to the outside."
My heart sank at his words. The slight hitch in his voice was as much sadness as he'd shown since he was a little kid and I had to bandage him up on the playground.
I raised TJ. I didn't like to think of it that way, because of how crappy things had turned out, but I did. Anytime he got in trouble, I felt like I was the one responsible. Over the years, I'd tried to see things through a healthier lens. He was an adult who could make his own decisions. I didn't decide that he should start lifting cars. I didn't decide he'd have those thefts on his record. Despite that, I still felt like I owed him an apology. I owed them all one, but I was too arrogant to admit it.
"I don't care about the money," I reminded him. "It was never about the money."
He scoffed and sniffed all in one go. "Yeah right."
My gaze hardened. "It's not. It's about me getting so overwhelmed that I…"
His eyebrows wrinkled. "You?"
"I…" My throat tightened. I made a fist with one hand, tightening it more whenever I felt a wave of unwanted anger warm my body. "I was the only one trying. For years. I thought it'd change when everyone grew up, but you started getting into trouble. Ash followed your lead, and I was still the only one trying."
As I spoke, my voice got louder and surer. TJ stayed silent, face unreadable as my words fell over him.
"I burned myself out. Every dollar I earned I saved because every day was a rainy day. Once you guys saw that, you didn't feel the need to pitch in. You felt safe, T. I was terrified, and you felt safe."
I couldn't hold his gaze for long after I made that confession. TJ shifted, like he didn't know whether to come closer or keep his distance. In the end, he decided on distance.
I should have been happy they'd felt safe, right? That's what a good person would do, what a good daughter and sister would do. She'd make sure her family was safe. But, I couldn't feel happy for them. I was too upset to feel anything but anger, and then shame about the anger.
"I didn't know you were scared." TJ didn't look like he could empathize. He barely looked like he understood what I said.
I blinked and walked a few steps away. I ended up on one side of my bike while he remained on the other.
"You always seemed okay with everything," he said, still watching me.
I laughed, trying to find my way back to a sense of calm. I couldn’t, though. No matter how much I tried, it was like swimming against the tide.
"I was." I nodded. "Until I wasn't."
"Why didn't you say something?"
I gave him a look. "Like what?"
"Like, I need help. You stormed around the house in silence and then disappeared without a word."
I licked my lips and tried to find some way to explain it to him. "I did ask for help. All the time."
"By your moping and complaining?"
"By my obvious exhaustion," I snapped.
"You can't expect us to read between the lines," he said, matching my energy. "Or understand why after you ran."
"I needed time."
"Then fucking say that. Say something, Sage. Don't leave us in the dark worrying about you. When you did that, you were like him…" TJ took a breath, almost letting the conversation pull him apart like I had.
We both resented Dad. We both knew that any comparison to him was a knife to the chest. TJ wanted me to bleed.
"Don't come around here if you're not ready to talk your shit out," he said in a lower voice. "Don't give Mom or any of us money if you're going to feel some type of way about it. None of us are perfect. I know I fucked up big time, but you coming home and acting all high and mighty doesn't do us any favors."
I shook my head and looked away. He was right, but I didn't know how to not be angry all the time. I didn't know how to tell them how broken I'd become.
"Your pride and how quick you are to push people away are going to make you a lonely person, Sage."
Grounded. I was so grounded, I was underneath the earth, deeply buried with even more shame and guilt than I thought humanly possible. At least I was right about one thing: my family would do that for me all the time.










  
  Chapter Eleven

Sage


TJ's words haunted me for the rest of the week. Drawing wasn’t enough to snap me out of it. I'd recommitted to keeping my distance from everyone at work—every voice became background noise. I greeted people and interacted during meetings on auto-pilot. 
I'd always had a good relationship with loneliness. Lonely had been my safe place. In silence, no one expected anything from me. That lack of expectation meant I could be myself. Of course, it got hard, but that was a trade-off I'd been willing to make. Or, at least, I thought it was.
Noah's company in our cubicle started to become my favorite thing about the day. I found myself counting down the minutes until she showed up. I stopped using my over-the-ear headphones, replacing them with earbuds instead, because then I could hear her mumblings better.
Her tendency to talk through everything made my brain calm down, and I found myself responding to her in my head. Those responses eventually leaked out.
She was surprised at first, but she tried to keep her cool because I did. So began our casual conversations. She'd say something with her back turned to me, and I'd answer without even looking at her. Our voices were at whisper volume most of the time, which meant we had to listen closely to each other's responses. It also meant that our arguments sounded less heated and more comical.
"You're playing it safe," I whispered when she said she was trying to figure out how to make a more engaging background.
"I'm quite literally taking all the risks," she insisted as she used her pencil to scratch underneath her compression gloves. I haven't seen her knuckles in weeks. When I asked why she'd been wearing them so much, she told me to mind my business, which, honestly, was a fair response.
"Really? Because I nearly fell asleep trying to do the line art on your pages from yesterday. It's gotten boring," I said.
 Noah and I had developed a system. We'd split our Leisah chapters down the middle. We sketched and blocked everything according to the approved storyboards. Then, once we were done, we exchanged pages to have fresh eyes when it came to doing the line work.
"Boring," Noah scoffed. It was a soft sound that made my gaze linger on her lips for a moment. She pressed her tongue to her upper lip when she was annoyed with me. I always found myself smiling when she did that—it was too adorable to not smile about.
"You drew two ducks mating in one of your backgrounds," she reminded me.
"So?"
"It was distracting. I'm not boring. I don't want to distract the reader like you."
"The ducks were fun. They were a homage to your little friend out back," I said as I set down my pen so I could stretch. "Please don't tell me you got rid of the ducks."
She was silent for a beat, and I looked at her to see what was wrong. Her gaze was on my stomach. My shirt had ridden up a little during my stretch, revealing some skin. I smiled, clearing my throat; Noah blinked and quickly looked back at her screen.
"His name's Harold." She spoke quietly. 
"What?" 
"The duck out back, he's Harold," she said simply. "And don't worry, I didn't get rid your distractions…even though I should have."
I smiled at her honest confession and naming of her friend. "If you got rid of my ducks, I would have gotten rid of the billion and one necklaces you bury Leisah in."
She whipped her gaze back toward me. "You wouldn't dare. It's part of her character design now. You can't change the character design, or the story loses half of its meaning."
I snorted at the outrage. She had no business being that pretty while outraged.
"Half? Yeah right,” I said.
"Half," she insisted with a pointed look. When I smiled at her, something changed in her eyes. She blinked, making it disappear almost as it arrived.
"Exaggeration," I said one more time before turning back to my screen.
The noise of the office took over again for a few minutes as we sunk into our art, and then the abrupt sound of Noah's pencil dropping made me pull away from my work. My stomach twisted as I looked toward her.
"What's wrong?" I asked, trying not to sound too worried. My mind immediately went to her hand. She'd been pretending like those gloves were helping, but I caught her wincing every now and then. Noah was in pain, and like most artists, she was in denial about it. I didn't say anything because I knew how those things were. I also figured she was on her way to recovering, but maybe I'd been wrong. Maybe she was working herself into a lingering injury.
"Kraken entered the contest," she said without looking up. "God damn it—I mean, gosh darn it. Sorry."
I pressed my lips together, trying not to smile at her delayed attempt at professionalism. "You sure?"
"What do you mean, am I sure?" She motioned to her screen with a huff. "I'm looking at it right here."
I pushed away from my desk, wheeling my chair over to her side of the cubicle. Her back stiffened when I got close.
"Let me see?" I asked, feeling a little stiff myself. Even though we'd been talking during work, there was still an understanding that we were keeping our distance since my question after our Q&A. I'd never wanted to fix the silence between a stranger as much as I wanted to right now.
That's probably because she's not a stranger.
She wasn't, hadn't been since she got here, but there was no other column for me to put Noah in. She existed in a class all her own, out of reach. Before the Q&A, I would have gladly kept her there. Now, I wanted something more simply because she'd be able to distract me. She was the one person who’d helped me stop ruminating over the same things.
"Here." Noah tried to make her voice flat, but I could tell by the slight bob of her throat that she was nervous.
I tried not to lean in too close. There was still a good, respectable foot between us as I rested my elbow on her desk. She circled her mouse around a familiar username, and my eyebrows raised when I saw the ranking. The nerves I had about being so close to her were temporarily gone when I got a look at that number.
"This is current?" I asked, hoping this was some bad joke constructed by the eccentric owners of Inkmic.
"Yeah," she said with an unvoiced "duh" in her tone.
I gestured to the screen. "Refresh it."
"It's current," she promised.
"Noah.” I dragged out her name in a playful tone. The syllables felt good on my tongue. Had her name always felt like this? Like something I could repeat and never get bored of?
"Fine." Noah clicked the refresh button, and she brushed her cheeks like she was trying to wipe something from her skin. "There you go, and would you look at that? It's even worse than before."
In the small window since I'd moved over to her desk, kraken had jumped five places. He was in tenth place. After posting one chapter, he was in tenth place.
This was bad. I'd secured my number two spot, and I had enough momentum to overtake the current leader. If my estimations were correct, I would be number one by the end of the week.
Kraken had been on Inkmic and other comic sites around the time I started posting in high school. He'd won countless awards, published whole series through crowdfunding, and created a cult following that could rival some of the greatest artists working in the mainstream industry today. With all that clout, he'd never made a public appearance, had never worked with a publishing company. No one knew what he looked like, and considering he was one of the best artists out there, the hype surrounding anything he did was massive.
He was good. Great, even. I could admit that much. The thing about hype was it was almost always impossible for one to beat. Kraken was going to overtake me in the charts. Now that I had two opponents to look out for, that grand prize was looking more like the mirage it was.
"You're…worried? Sage Montgomery is worried."
I blinked and tore my gaze from Noah's screen. She studied me with her chin resting on her hand. My deep frown doesn't scare her off like it used to, and I had to be the one to look away first, although not before my stomach got all twisted in confusing knots.
Being this close to Noah had become a frequent occurrence. When we got confused about our work, we looked over one another's shoulders to make sure we were on the same page. Her smell was starting to become associated with comfort, since whenever she was close, we were fixing things. Lilac meant solving a problem together.
“Never,” I lied as I gave her a smile. “I’ve beat kraken in the charts before.”
“Not like this. You beat his old comics, ones he hadn’t updated in years.” Her voice wasn’t taunting, even though this would have been the perfect opportunity. “You don’t stand a chance against his new material.”
“Speak for yourself, Pastel.” There wasn’t any backbone in my words, though, as my gaze found the charts again. I knew good and well kraken would be number one by tomorrow. That kind of momentum was the nail in everyone’s coffin. I took a frustrated inhale as I tried to come up with a strategy that’d help boost my ranking.
“Oh, I still have a chance.” Her head slightly tilted up, looking like she knew something I didn’t.
I laughed. “What makes you think that? If I’m screwed, you’re screwed ten times over.”
“I planned for this,” she explained, and Noah’s haughty grin got me bothered in the wrong kind of way.
“What’s your plan?” I made sure my voice dropped an octave because I know it would trip her up. That cute look of dismay was too perfect to pass up. I wanted my words to get her as flustered as she’d gotten me.
“Why in the world would I tell you?” She dropped her voice too, her tone more effective on me than mine was on her. Noah flipped her twists over her shoulder, making the lilac stronger for a second.
I was starting to wonder if one kiss would fix whatever was going on right now. We’d known each other for too long not to have kissed, right? Maybe our past combined with working together so much now had made me confused. My body thought something was there, telling me that under the snarky remarks and judgmental critiques, Noah would be a great partner outside of art.
A kiss would prove me wrong.
“Because I could help you refine whatever idea you think is going to help you take him down. Remember, if you’d gone with your original idea, you would have still been in the thousands. Have you seen how many big ensembles have been cut this past week? When you think about it,” I leaned closer to say the last part, “I saved you.”
Noah huffed, voice stuttering. “Saved me? I-I would have been fine without your help.”
“Fine’s not great. Fine doesn’t get you into the top five,” I said. “And it definitely won’t get you to number one."
She opened her mouth and closed it again, her struggle to come up with a logical retort interrupted by Tyson.
“Quick question.” He stopped outside of our cubicle. "The murder subplot in issue seven—how are we tying that into the rest of the story? I thought you two figured out how to make it feel less out of place, but there hasn’t been any changes to the draft."
"I thought we were cutting it all together. I couldn't figure out how to keep it without it being awkward." I leaned back in my chair. When someone else was around, the physical distance between Noah and me seemed more intimate than it should be for co-workers.
"No, remember what you said last night? About making it feel more camp?" Noah said absentmindedly. She was still staring at kraken's rise to the top.
I frowned, trying to recall what she was talking about. "What did I say?"
"It was a joke, but I wrote it down." She rolled her eyes when I smiled. "Only because it made some sense when I edited out all your sarcastic BS."
Tyson chuckled. "Well, this sounds promising. Let's hear it."
"I tied it into Leisah's family story. I added some dialogue and a character who kind of acts like a sidekick, used some of Sage's passable jokes," Noah said.
"Must have been more than passable if you wrote them down, Pastel," I teased.
She didn't even spare me a glance, which somehow made me even more amused.
Noah opened our shared digital whiteboard. "See? If we keep the subplot around, it's going to help further flesh out Leisah's issues with her family while making her sympathetic. Plus, having her solve a mystery is a nod to her detective era in the sixties. I think older readers will get a kick out of that. I even designed some new suits inspired by the outfits she wore back then."
"Woah." Tyson chuckled as he looked over her shoulder at the designs. "Alright then, one less thing for us to worry about. Nice work, Noah. See, I knew you two would make a good team. Stronger together, right?"
Tyson walked away, and Noah beamed at the praise, grinning from ear to ear. The warmth in my chest didn't harbor any annoyance—I was actually smiling, too.
"Good fix."
Her smile wavered, gaze coming back to me, suspicion in her voice as she said, "Thank you."
"I mean it," I insisted with a nod. "You went the extra mile. Thanks to your patience and my humor–"
"Humor is saying a lot," she corrected.
"We got something worth drawing, though I still would have cut it in favor of the villain's arc."
"He's still there, in the shadows." Noah shrugged. "I think at issue seven, the readers are going to need a breather for pacing reasons."
"They'll call it filler," I warned with a smile.
"Yeah, but if we were going all out all the time, they'd say we lacked substance," she countered. "Darned if you do, darned if you don't. I always rather do."
"Me too," I agreed.
Noah flexed her fingers throughout the conversation, and it was near impossible to miss her grimace. I chewed on my lip, trying to convince myself my next decision was a terrible idea.
"Give me your hand for a sec," I said quickly, like I was asking her to hold a closing elevator.
Her eyes widened, and she instantly stopped flexing her fingers. "What?"
"Whichever one's hurting the most."
Her laugh was low and breathy. "Why?"
"I'm going to try and help you feel better."
"Again, why?"
"If you want to say no, say no." I sat straight in my chair, ready to go back to my desk. A part of me wanted to immediately abort, like I did at the middle school. I'd become good at running, and that scared me. I never thought I'd be a runner. TJ's lecture rushed back to the forefront of my mind—the comparison to Dad still made my stomach turn.
Noah's hand stretched out across the desk pulled me from my musings. She still looked unsure, biting on her bottom lip as she watched me.
"Spread your fingers," I said.
Noah cleared her throat and did as I said, and I wrapped my hand around the bottom of her wrist. Noah's skin was soft as she looked, and her fingers were cold. At contact, my heart wanted to make itself known, drumming louder with each passing second. She tensed when I pulled her hand into the air.
"You okay?" I froze, afraid I'd hurt her, afraid that maybe she felt my heartbeat in my hand and was as panicked as I was about what it could mean.
"Yeah. I'm fine." There wasn't any pain in her gaze. She tilted her head as she studied my fingers wrapped around her.
"Where does it hurt most? Here?" I touched her knuckles with my free hand. "The palm? Or the wrist?"
"All the above." She took a deep breath. "But mostly the wrist."
"Okay, I can work with that." I lifted her hand to press it flat against mine. "If this hurts too much, say something."
Noah nodded as our fingers and palms aligned.
"I'm going to push your hand back toward you. Try not to resist too much so you can feel the stretch and not strain your muscles,” I told her.
Noah made a sound of approval, keeping still as I stretched her wrist back.
“How long have your hands been hurting you?” I asked when I got her hand at a decent angle.
Her jaw tightened, but she still answered. “A few weeks.”
“New pain or old?”
“A little of both.” She wiggled in her seat.
I repositioned our hands, placing my palm on the back of her hand so it stretched the opposite way. “How often do you take breaks?”
Noah spent most of her time-crunched over her desk, back curled like a shrimp. She gripped her pencil like the handlebars of a bike she was learning to ride.
She frowned at my question. “Enough.”
“What’s enough look like?” I wondered, and when she was silent for a moment I added, “People like you should break often, stretching every hour.”
“People like me?” Noah pressed her lips in a fine line, and I was surprised she didn’t snatch her hand back.
“Yeah, people who have injuries due to repetitive motion,” I said. “People like you.”
“It’s not an injury. It’s…just a little sore.”
“Denial never does anyone any favors.” I stopped stretching her and moved to massage her palm with both hands, kneading her muscles. Touching her was like diving into a warm pool, the heat soothing yet close to being unbearable. I wanted more, but I wasn’t confident I'd be able to handle more. That I was worthy of more.
“I’m not in denial…” She sighed, closing her eyes for a second; I must have hit an especially tight spot. I smiled at a rare moment of relaxation on her face. She looked good angry but even better calm. I’d been going about this relationship all wrong. I should have been trying to get her to look like this from the get-go.
“You are in denial, and it’s because you’re trying to keep up with me.” Her eyes flashed open, and she scowled. “You’ll never beat me if you keep trying to mimic my style. My work ethic isn’t a one-size fits all. Stop trying to keep up.”
“I’m not…” She paused when I raised my brow.
“You stay as late as me. You don’t go to the break room or pond anymore. You’re trying to keep up with me.”
“I'm not trying to keep up, I am keeping up, and I am going to beat you,” she said under her breath. The threat should be sharp. I could tell she wanted it to be, but when my fingers pressed deeply into her muscle tissue, she softened.
“Not with your shrimp back.” I laughed at her gasp. “Not with these strained hands. I’ve given up a lot for that number one spot. I won't let it go easily."
The space between her brows wrinkled at my change of tone. The skin contact made me feel closer to her — which was a big reason why I should have stopped touching her. I didn’t, though. I reached for her other hand and restarted the routine as I continued talking.
“And I don’t have messed up wrists. So I’m more than well-equipped to fend you off,” I promised. “You, kraken, and whoever else wants to take that prize from me.”
“Then why are you giving me a massage and advice that could help me get better? A real opponent would make sure I get more Leisah work on my desk, tire me out so I’ll be exhausted when it comes time to draw for Inkmic.”
She was right, and that would have been my plan a few weeks ago. Hell, maybe it would have been my plan this morning, but I couldn’t do that to her. All morning, she’d been hunched over her desk in pain. Noah had been editing and re-editing stories, fixing subplots and apparently writing down jokes for future use.
“I’m not going to sabotage you,” I said while looking down at her fingers. Her hand looked nice in mine—protected. I twisted my mouth to the side at that thought, at the slowly growing need to be that for her. The longing engulfed me, unwilling to let me go no matter how much I tried to pull away. I couldn't be a protector for anyone anymore. I was far too out of practice and out of strength.
“You heard Tyson. We’re…” I needed to pull away, go back to my side of the cubicle and shut the hell up. Ignore whatever feeling this was in exchange for the loneliness I’d grown accustomed to. Lonely was safe, after all. I couldn’t screw that up.
“What?” Noah asked. “Stronger together?”
I let go of her hand, the sudden release surprised us both. Noah rubbed her palm gently, almost like she was trying to replace the warmth my fingers had provided.
“Don’t you think?” I was surprised at how much I wanted to know the answer, needed it.
Noah shrugged and looked around the office like she needed an escape. I'd overstayed my welcome. I inwardly cringed at how close I’d gotten; I’d been massaging her hands, for goodness sake. Right as I was about to move back toward my desk, though, Noah spoke.
“I always thought that if we put our heads together, we’d make something good.”
My smile grew uncontrollably wide. “How long have you been thinking that?”
She shook her head, a warm warning in her eyes. “Not long.”
“What’s not long?”
Noah laughed. “Why do you always do that?”
“What? Ask questions?”
“No, that thing with your voice and eyes.”
I poked out my bottom lip as I shrugged. “No idea what you mean.”
“You’re doing it again.” She pointed at my face. “Right now.”
“What? Doing what?”
“Making me wonder if something’s changed and you…” She stopped herself.
“And I?” I thought I knew where she was going. Noah was catching up far quicker than I’d been to my own emotions.
She swallowed. “Nothing. I….I do think we’re stronger together.”
I didn’t press her any further, because I was pretty sure my cheeks were as warm as hers. I couldn’t press her for more emotion when I didn’t even know how to process my own.
“Which is why I’m willing to share my plan about beating kraken with you.” Noah nodded, as if she was convincing herself along the way. “I’ll share it with you if you share your ideas with me. Because I, regrettably, learn from you, and hearing your process is helpful."
“Is that so?” Even when embarrassed about a surprise crush, I could take a moment to enjoy an ego stroking.
“Shut up.” She tried to hide her smile. “My point is, we could critique each other’s chapters before posting. The notes could give us the perspective we need for a boost in the charts. We need an edge over kraken. Once we get it, we can stop helping each other.”
“That could work. It could help us be one and two,” I stated, pointing at myself first.
“One.” She pointed to herself first. “And two. Once we knock him out, it’ll be a race to the finish.”
“I’m in.” I sounded a little too eager, a little too excited. To compensate, I pushed away from her and back to my desk. “We can start tonight once our shift’s over.”
“Tonight?” The hesitation in her voice made me pause and look back at her over my shoulder.
“Yeah, unless you have plans,” I said with a wrinkled brow. She never had plans. Ever since she was hired, Noah was right there in her seat, working beside me.
“I do.” She nodded. “I thought we all did.”
“Excuse me?”
“The team bonding thing? The carnival?”
Memories of Tyson’s hopes and dreams about one happy team floated to the forefront of my mind.
“You’re not going?” Noah looked…disappointed? No, that couldn’t be right.
“Outings aren’t my thing.”
“You used to go out all the time when people in class planned stuff,” she noted, nervously tucking a twist behind her ear when she realized she’d revealed remembering a detail from years ago.
I smiled, trying not to look too excited so she didn’t get upset with me. “Times have changed. Are you going?”
“Yeah, that was the plan.” She shrugged. “I want to get to know everyone better, and I’ve never been to a carnival.”
“You’ve never been to a carnival?” My eyebrows shot up.
“Nope. Had busy parents growing up, and my private school didn’t do field trips that weren’t of educational value.”
“That's a crying shame,” I mused. “Carnivals were my favorite growing up.”
What would it be like to see her experience something like a carnival for the first time? Doing something with someone for the first time made everything feel more magical. I went back and forth in my head, even though I already knew what my decision would be.
“I have been craving a soft pretzel lately.”
 










  
  Chapter Twelve 

Noah


Tyson, Seline, and Harry were waiting at the carnival’s entrance, a girl on Harry’s back, her hair as dark as his and freckles as plenty. She gave me a big wave when I approached, signaling my arrival to everyone. 
“Hi, Noah,” Marissa greeted as she patted her brother's shoulder so he’d let her down. “Did you get my drawings?”
“Hey.” I smiled at her. She was tall for an eleven-year-old. The rainbow wire-framed glasses she wore reminded me of a pair I had when I was younger.
“I did and they’re incredible,” I said honestly. She had a far better grasp of anatomy than I had at her age.
Marissa looked back at her brother with a smile, as if to ask, 'Did you hear that?'
He nodded, smiling back at her with the pride of a parent. I'd learned from Seline that their folks had died in a plane crash a few years back. He'd been taking care of her like a dad ever since, putting off school to move back home for her.
“I want to work for Harpy when I graduate,” she announced. “Work with you on Leisah.”
“Sounds like a plan if I’ve ever heard one,” I encouraged.
“I’m sure Sage would have something to say about that,” Seline joked.
“Is she coming tonight?” Marissa looked behind me, excitedly, as if Sage was not far behind.
Tyson shook his head. “She took a rain check.”
“What’s that?” Marissa frowned, confused.
“When people don’t like the invitation but want to be polite,” Seline said.
Harry chuckled and shook his head. “Kind of.”
“Sage told me she was coming,” I shared with slight hesitation. I hadn’t heard her wrong. It’d been clear as daylight.
“Oh, really?” Tyson crossed his arms over his chest, looking impressed. “You convinced her?”
“No.” I laughed a little. “I don’t think it’s possible to convince Sage to do something she doesn’t want to do.”
“And she wants to come to a team outing?” Seline asked, skepticism etched all over her face.
“She was craving a soft pretzel,” I said with a shrug.
Tyson, Seline, and Harry tried to exchange looks with each other, and I shifted awkwardly when Seline said, “Sure. I bet she’s in the mood for something soft.”
“Sips,” Tyson warned.
She shrugged. “What? We’re out of the office and have known one another forever. Let’s be real.”
“Sage!” Marissa’s squeal of excitement surprised us all as she ran over to meet our final addition.
My stomach did a nosedive when I got a look at Sage. She had on black jeans with a purple bodysuit underneath, a worn leather jacket on top. Her face was bare of any makeup, dark skin glowing all on its own.
Marissa practically launched herself into Sage’s arms, and Sage welcomed her with a laugh. My smile grew wide at the exchange. There was no sign of the solemn cloud that usually hung around Sage as she talked to Marissa. Even when she smiled at the office, it didn’t come close to the joy on her face while interacting with the kid. She nodded patiently as Marissa rambled about her day at school and all the art projects she’d been working on.
“I hope they’re paying you enough, Rissa,” she mused when the girl stopped to catch her breath. “And you have good benefits.”
Marissa laughed. “I don’t get paid for going to school, but Harry pays me for chores. Just ten dollars.”
“Ten dollars?” Sage rested her hands on her hips. “You know, you can negotiate with a boss, right? How long have you been doing chores?”
Marissa tilted her head to the side, trying to think. “All my life.”
Harry scoffed. “You were not doing chores as a toddler. Trust me, I would have been so impressed.”
Marissa giggled. “Okay, maybe since five.”
“Sounds like enough for at least a couple dollars’ raise,” Sage insisted with a knowing smile thrown in Harry’s direction.
“Really?” Marissa’s eyes lit up as she bounced on the balls of her feet. “You think so?”
“We’ll work on some negotiation tactics,” Sage promised.
“You’re going to pay for that,” Harry said in a low voice once Sage and Marissa had moved closer to our group. Despite the threat, he seemed amused at his sister’s excitement.
“A girl’s never too young to learn her worth.” Sage rubbed Marissa's head.
“Looks like we have an even number now,” Seline said, mischief in her eyes. “We can do a buddy system.”
“Is that necessary?” Sage frowned. I’d been trying my best not to stare at her, but she’d stopped right next to me, and I couldn’t help but take lingering glances. She hadn’t looked at me once.
“It is when I don’t want to go on coasters with strangers,” Seline said.
“Well, I don’t want to go on a coaster at all, so…” Harry shook his head. “I’m not your buddy.”
“Same.” Tyson winced at the thought. “I had an early dinner.”
“I want to go on one!” Marissa announced.
“You’re with me then.” Seline offered her hand. “We’re going to show these scaredy-cats how to do it.”
Sage glanced at me then. “You a coaster girl?”
Even though the question was loud enough for everyone to hear, it felt more personal than it should have. It was her cadence and the low register of her voice that did it, I was sure.
“Bumper cars seem like more my speed, since this is my first time,” I said with a laugh that was shyer than usual.
“I can do a bumper car,” Sage offered before anyone else spoke up.
My stomach did a few cartwheels back-to-back. I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded in agreement.
“I guess it’s you and me,” Harry said to Tyson, who nodded with a smile almost as shy as mine.
“Yeah,” Tyson said, voice not as confident as I was used to hearing. “Sounds like a plan.”
There was dead air I couldn’t quite make sense of, and I looked at Sage to see if she understood, only to find she was already glancing at me, the look in her eyes not seeming concerned with Tyson. She stuffed her hands in the pockets of her jacket, trying to play off the fact she was staring by giving me a shrug.
“You okay?” I asked in a whisper, finally finding my footing again. “You look…”
“What?” she whispered back.
“Happy to see me or something,” I teased.
“You’re the one who lit up as soon as I got here,” she tossed back with a smile.
"In your dreams."
"I wouldn’t put it past me," Sage agreed.
I let out a disbelieving laugh as Sage looked surprised herself, her brow pinching slightly.
"What did you say?" I was not about to let something like that go.
Before she got a chance to answer, Seline announced, "Alright, it’s settled. Let’s meet up for food in an hour. All that screaming is going to make us starved.”
Everyone agreed, including Sage, who was quick to start moving. I smiled and followed everyone else toward the ticketing line. The nerves in my stomach were replaced with excitement—I was going to have all night to bug Sage about what she meant, maybe even get a few more slip-ups.
Because that first one was proof—I wasn't the only one who felt like something was changing between us.










  
  Chapter Thirteen

Sage


Noah was unrelenting when it came to bumper cars. Her fearlessness was sexy. The second we got out of the cars after our fourth straight round, I felt like I needed a cold shower, anything to wash away the burning on my skin that begged me to kiss her. 
"You are not good at those at all," she taunted while adjusting her glasses. She smelt sweeter than lilac today. I wanted to slow down—walking, talking, everything, because I still wasn’t caught up to how my feelings were evolving. The sun was dipping under the horizon, meaning we'd have to join the others sooner than later. I didn't want to have to share her attention again. I wanted it to be us with a sea of people in the background for as long as it took for me to figure out if the urge to wrap my fingers around hers would wane all on its own.
"Maybe I was going easy on you," I said. I had been holding back, but only a little. It was hard to focus on winning when she'd been laughing so hard. Losing tonight wasn't so bad if I got to hear that laugh.
Noah's smile fell as she considered my words. I let her think about it for a moment before adding, "You can have the title of bumper car champ if you want it."
She made a face. "I don't need your charity. It's not like I'm going to cry about it."
"Maybe not," I agreed. "But pout? Oh, you'll do that in a heartbeat. That's where you've always been the true champ."
She scoffed. "I've never pouted a day in my life, and I'm not about to start over a carnival game."
"You haven't pouted?" I laughed. "Noah, you are the queen of pouting. I didn't think an adult could pout so impressively until I met you."
"Name one instance."
"I have thirty in recent memory."
"Thirty? Be so for real right now."
I nodded. "I am. I could draw that expression on your face from memory at this point, with my eyes closed."
She scoffed. "God, you're so dramatic. Love to see you try."
"Got a pen and paper?"
"Oh, sure, let me pull some out of my myriad of pockets." She gestured to her jeans. The fabric hugged her waist and flared at the ankle, not a pocket in sight, but still, plenty to admire about the jeans. The fit, for one. The star-shaped patchwork framing her ass was definitely… craftsmanship to admire. I did my best not to let my gaze linger. Still, I could safely say I'd be able to draw that part of her from memory, too.
"I'll do it at the office…" I promised, trailing off when she tugged on my sleeve for a second.
"Can we do that next?" Her eyes were wide with curiosity as she pointed toward a shooting range with paint-filled balloons.
"Don't see why not," I answered slowly, trying to prolong her grip on me.
Noah smiled and led the way to the booth as I followed with the intent to let her have her way tonight. I'd come here to watch her experience a carnival for the first time, after all. It only made sense I let her have the reins. Besides, giving up a bit of control to her wasn't scary, not like it'd be with someone else. She was more than capable, and…well, she looked good leading.
"What else do you want to try?" I asked as we got in line.
Noah tapped her index finger against her chin as she looked around. Her nails were usually long and painted, but tonight, they were short and bare.
"Churros," she said. "And those concerningly long hotdogs with chili fries. The carousel, that big swing thing, and maybe the Ferris wheel…if I can get over my fear of heights in the next hour or so. Do you think that's too much?"
"We have more than enough time." I nodded. "And if not, we'll come back tomorrow night. Pretty sure they're here for the next few weeks."
She raised a brow. "You'd come another night? With me?"
"Why not? That's twice the opportunity to get a soft pretzel."
Noah laughed. "We've passed at least two pretzel stands, and you haven't even glanced at one."
"I'm building an appetite," I insisted.
"Uh-huh." She smiled like she was in on a secret. We moved up a few paces as the line shortened. "So…I'm in your dreams now?" Noah tilted her head to the side as she studied me.
I bit my bottom lip as I shook my head. "Do you ever let shit go?"
She grinned. "Never. How do you think I got to Harpy?"
"Was that you emailing Tyson your portfolio every day for two years?" I whistled. "Bold move, even for you."
"What? No." Noah's eyes widened with concern. "I just did a buttload of manifesting. I'm determined, not obsessed."
"I can see you being both. I mean, you have been laser-focused on beating me for the past eight years," I reminded her.
Noah rolled her eyes. "It takes two to tango."
"Nah. I'm already on top. Defending one's spot is different than longing for it."
When we got to the front of the line, I paid for the both of us before Noah could even pull out her wallet. She gave me a soft 'thanks' before picking up her gun, and I smiled at her sudden switch from challenger Noah to shy Noah. Now that I'd seen both sides more frequently, I was starting to enjoy the dichotomy. Despite her soft features, clothes, and overall appearance, she'd only ever been hard around me. I liked seeing the range, and I desperately wanted to see every other side of her.
"How much for the bear?" Noah asked the teen manning the booth. She pointed to a lavender bear with a heart-shaped belly and a carefree, pink-stitched smile.
He had to remove his toothpick from the side of his mouth before he answered. "Ten thousand points."
Noah's mouth formed an 'O.' I did some quick calculations and figured it'll take ten rounds and twenty perfect shots to get that many points.
"Doable," I said in a more casual tone than I felt to encourage her brow to wrinkle.
"Definitely," she agreed. I could practically see the wheels turning in her head as she did the math.
"Ready?" the teen asked with a smile. He could already tell we were going to be there for a couple of rounds.
"I am," I said without missing a beat.
Noah nodded, not as sure but definitely just as determined. Her gaze flashed to the bear once more, and she squared her shoulders while looking at it, then took a better stance. I knew she didn’t think she’d get it, but she was going to do everything in her power to try. That's who Noah was: constantly trying to prove herself, not backing down from a challenge, even if she didn't know how to face it properly.
"Hold up one sec?" I asked the teen before he started our timer.
Noah frowned when I set down my gun and moved closer to her.
"Hold it up again," I instructed.
"What are you doing?" she asked instead of listening.
"Hold it up. I want to see your grip."
Noah made a disapproving noise.
"I'm trying to help you, hardhead." I smiled when she groaned and did as she was told for once. "Are you always this difficult, or am I just special?"
"You're special," she mumbled. "Pain in the butt special."
"What was that?"
"Nothing. I was just wondering if you were going to teach me or eye my butt some more."
I opened my mouth and closed it as she gave me a knowing smile. My cheeks were on fire, and I loved it. It was official—flirting with Noah was ten times more fun than arguing with her.
"Loosen your grip, Pastel," I said once I recovered. "Top hand's too tight."
"I'm sure you say that to all the girls."
I laughed. "That makes absolutely no sense."
"Sure you say that, too," she teased as she readjusted her hands. "Like that?"
"Just like that." I nodded as she looked me in the eye and smiled.
"I'm not going to say it," Noah promised before looking back at our target. "But god, do I want to."
"Kind of want you to, too," I agreed under my breath.
I didn’t know what we were doing, where we thought this was going, but whatever road we were on, I didn't want it to end. Winning that bear for her seemed like a decent enough way to ensure whatever this was drawn out longer. So, I made that my night's mission. Whatever it took.
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"There's got to be some trick to this," I grumbled while studying the plastic gun. There was no way I was missing this much.
"I can get something like that at a grocery store for half the price you've paid on tickets." Noah waved her hand, trying to sound chill. I'd seen her eyes when she saw that bear, though. I was going to get her that bear.
I craned my head up to the night sky and took a deep breath. The stars were almost as bright as the lights from the rides, a light chill in the night air. The drop in temperature  was probably the only reason I hadn’t overheated with frustration.
"One more," I told the teen. He shrugged, amused at my anger, and reset the balloons for me. I missed half the shots again and groaned before dropping the gun on the table.
"I'll be back," I promised under my breath. My gaze burned into that lavender bear before I stormed away from the table.
"You know…" Noah hurried to join me. "You're not as good at that as I'd thought you'd be after the whole, your grip's too tight, just like that, thing."
She was trying to get me to smile, and it worked. "It's rigged."
"Says every sore loser. See, that's your problem, Sage."
"Oh?"
"You don't know how to lose. You've spent your whole life winning. You haven't gotten used to losing."
I scoffed. "My whole life winning? Yeah, if only that were true."
"Please, indulge me," she dared. "When have you not been a winner?"
"I had a burnout-induced breakdown a few months before you got hired," I word-vomited. "Had to take a month off to recover."
Noah stopped walking, and it took me a second to notice before I stopped, too. I turned to her, the crowd parting around us. The lights from the rides bounced off her glasses, giving them a glow I wished I could capture with oil paints. I was itching to take a photo of her for reference. We weren't at the 'taking random photos of each other stage' in our relationship yet. One day, maybe. Hopefully.
"Wow, that's…" she tried, staring at me.
"Dramatic? Sad?"
Pathetic. Weak.
I smiled at her, trying to keep things light, even though I felt a familiar weight crushing my chest. Why did I even tell her that? I hadn’t even told Tyson, who was arguably the closest person in my life right now. It was embarrassing. I tucked away everything that happened during that one month break, only to drag it out now, in the middle of a carnival, with a girl I felt more drawn to than anyone I'd ever met.
"No." She dismissed my adjectives with a frown. "Real."
I laughed, thinking it was a joke.
"Seriously," Noah assured me. "Why is that funny?"
"No reason." I pressed my lips together, trying to stop laughing. I could tell from Noah's frown that wasn't the appropriate response. "You want to get your churro now?"
She lingered, trying to decide whether to press me or let me have this—her concession came in the form of a shrug, and I was both relieved and disappointed. Did I want to pour out all my secrets? No, but the idea of telling her, out of everyone I knew, seemed like it'd be freeing. Maybe I'd gotten to the point in our rivalry where I was tired of old tricks. Giving your opponent a knife and prepping them to stab you could be fun. Hot, too…if your opponent looked like Noah.
"And my hot dog," she reminded me. "I think I saw cotton candy, too."
I smiled at the sparkle in her eyes. We started walking together again, and I found myself closer than before—close enough that our arms brushed against one another now and again. My heart raced every time it happened; I felt like I was a kid again who'd realized she liked girls as much as boys. Those kinds of feelings were all-consuming. I relaxed into them, letting the budding crush take over my senses. Everything faded into the background as Noah became the only thing that mattered.
"We can get a little bit of everything," I told her once we were near the food court.
Her eyes were big, taking in the stalls like they were great works of art. "Should we wait for the others?"
I glanced at my phone. "They'll get here eventually. We might need a head start anyway. Looks like you're fixing to do some damage."
"I have to," she insisted with a grin. "This much grease and sugar is my childhood fantasy. I'm doing some serious healing tonight."
"You weren't allowed junk food as a kid?"
"My mom has had a garden since she was a teenager. She doesn't trust anything that she doesn't know where it came from. But, God, sometimes, the risk is too tempting. Especially when it involves cheese."
I laughed. "Hear hear."
We went to each stall, and Noah picked at least one thing off every menu. I became the willing caddy and the willing wallet. She protested at first, but she gave in when I said she could pay for the rides.
Our taste testing started with gator bites. Noah was hesitant to eat them and made a face while chewing.
"It's not that bad," I teased while offering her the sauce it came with.
She dipped a bite in the sauce and popped it into her mouth before pulling another face and shaking her head. "It's not but…I can't help thinking about them in lakes and ponds and the Everglades. This feels wrong and Floridian, two things I strive never to be."
"You're always going to fail on one of those aspects."
She gasped. "How dare you?"
I laughed. "What? I could have sworn you said you were born and raised here."
"I was, but I'm bigger than this state."
"I'm sure everyone thinks that."
"What about you?" She traded the Gator bites for the Cinnabon, and I tried not to stare when a hint of frosting dripped down the corner of her mouth.
I blinked. "Huh?"
"You're in Florida, but you went to the Art Center," she said. "So, if you aren't from Florida, are you from Cali?"
"I was born in Georgia. My folks moved down here when I was around eight."
She laughed. "So you're as much of a Floridian as I am."
"Hardly–" I stopped short when she offered me a bite.
"Want some?" she asked with a little wave of the bun. "It's good. Better than the ones you get in the mall, surprisingly."
"Uh…sure." I shrugged and bit off the end of her bun. It was warm and sweet, and her fingers were mere centimeters from my mouth. I tried not to think about that part too much as I turned away from her while I chewed, pretending to be interested in the throng of people around us. We stood right near the food court, juggling our plates because no one wanted to give up their seats. The later it got, the more crowded the space became.
"Mm!" Noah hummed around her final bite. "There's a photo booth."
I followed her gaze to an old gray photo booth with a TV on top that showed what was happening on the inside.
"Carnival staple," Noah sighed dreamily. "Man, I feel like I'm in a movie."
"Want to go take a pic?"
She laughed. "No way. I'd look silly taking photos by myself."
"I didn't mean by yourself."
Noah's back straightened. "You…you're going to take them with me?"
I shrugged. "Yeah, why not?"
"Because we're not…" Noah chewed on her lip, trying to decide how she wanted to finish that sentence.
"I think we should have something to remind ourselves of how much we can't stand each other," I jumped in to smooth over the awkward silence. "You know, in case we forget."
I could feel the forgetfulness already washing over me like the shore. Yes, she was everything I avoided when creating art. Noah was too sweet, agreeable, pleasing, but when she showed those hard edges, God, I couldn't stop thinking about them. The more time I spent around her, the more I realized how I'd never seen her whole. I was closer than I'd ever been, and with every new reveal, I wanted more.
She smiled. "I'd never forget. My memory's excellent."
"You've forgotten to turn off your diffuser every day since you've been hired," I argued.
Noah's brows furrowed. "No, I don't. That was just the first day."
"Yes, you do." I laughed. "I've been turning it off, along with your fairy lights and that weird toaster lamp."
She looked baffled, untucking and re-tucking her hair behind her ear as she took my words in. "First, Toasty isn't weird. He's brilliant."
"His name is Toasty? Wow, original. Careful, someone might think you write for a respected comic company."
"That's a classic name, thank you very much."
"In what universe is Toasty classic?"
She wrinkled her nose and grabbed the near-empty food containers from my hands. "Fine."
"Fine?" I asked and watched as she walked to toss the trash. For the few seconds she was gone, I readjusted my jacket and huffed into my hand to smell my breath. I winced at the lingering ketchup scent and popped in a mint.
"We'll take the photos," Noah said once she was back in front of me. She'd flipped most of her twists to the side, and I was having a bit of trouble breathing at the sight of her profile. The woman looked perfect at every angle.
I nodded numbly and followed her. There was no one inside the booth, so I tugged the dingy curtain open and gestured for her to climb in. Noah hesitated for a moment, licking her bottom lip as she studied the booth.
I loosened my grip on the curtain. "I'm not holding a gun to your head."
"It's…" She wrinkled her nose as she moved forward. "Are they always this tiny?"
"Yup, but we're also pretty large people. I'm sure they didn't make these with six-foot people in mind."
"Are you six feet?" She raised a teasing brow.
I frowned, playing into an offended front. "Five-eleven and a half, if we're being technical, but that's basically six feet."
Noah laughed and tried to squeeze over so I had enough room. I crossed and uncrossed my legs, also trying to give her enough space. We learned rather quickly that no matter what position we were in, some part of our bodies was going to touch.
"Sorry," Noah murmured when her thigh pressed against mine. She moved, exchanging the thigh for her elbow in my ribcage.
"Careful," I grunted at the sudden pressure.
"Oh, crap." She pulled back the instant she realized what had happened. "My bad."
"Was that payback for my Toasty comment?" I smiled as I rubbed my side.
"No, it was for not winning me the bear," she corrected.
"Oh, well, in that case, warranted."
Her eyes sparkled in amusement. "Is this okay?"
Noah's thigh overlapped with mine, and the warmth and weight of her made my chest tighten. I didn't know what to do with my hands, so instead of resting them in my lap—where she occupied half the space—I held them awkwardly in the air.
I was a hot, sweaty mess, and it seemed to be getting worse every second. I couldn't say the same for Noah, though. She looked poised beside me, her voice casual and her gaze playful. Her faux freckles were faded from the day, allowing the red blush on her cheeks to take the complete spotlight. The brown of her eyes was richer up close. In the daylight, Noah had a doe-eyed stare. At night, it was haunting. She could be a siren; I painted her on the water in my mind, her hair splayed across the surface, eyes daring the viewer to jump in. Would she save them? Save me? Did I want her to? Mutual destruction didn't sound too horrible if, for a moment, I was able to touch her.
Wait, what the hell was I going on about?
Noah stared at me, looking like she could hear my thoughts.
"Yes?" Her gaze flicked to our legs. "Or no?"
"Oh, yeah," I said quickly as I did something that made my heart race: I placed an assuring hand on her thigh. As soon as I did it, I wanted to pull away—not because I didn’t want to touch her, but because every part of me was turned inside out once I did. A gate opened, and I couldn't close it again. I couldn't go back to before, not without knowing if her nerves were as unstable as mine.
"How does this work exactly?" Noah's casual tone made me release an unsteady breath. How was I the one panicking over this and she was the unbothered one? Did she not…feel this change? If she didn't, then where did that leave me?
I'm not this. I'm not this person.
Fuck, I was now. I was an anxious person, worried if my crush felt a minuscule amount of how I felt.
I cleared my throat. "We pay, press the button, wait for the countdowns, and pose."
"Hm." She looked at the screen. "Easy enough."
"Yeah." My voice was breathy as she leaned over to swipe her card. Her top stretched forward, revealing a bit of her lower back. I looked toward the curtain, wishing with every ounce of my being that the crowd outside was more interesting than the woman half-sitting on me. They weren't, and I prayed for a quick death. Darkness would be more hopeful than sitting next to Noah and wondering if she'd ever consider me. After everything I’ve said to her and about her, would she ever? I inwardly groaned when my brain gave me a swift ‘nope.’
"Okay!" Noah straightened quickly, the back of her head nearly banging into my nose.
"You have zero spatial awareness, Pastel," I snapped, because it was easy and comfortable to gripe.
"We're in a one-by-one box," she threw back. "Relax."
I grunted when she tossed me a taunting smile. "Pick a pose."
"Happy," she said without giving it much thought.
"Of course."
Noah frowned at me for only a second before clicking the button for the countdown. "Look however you want. I want to be cute."
I watched her toss her hair over her shoulder. Noah's smile looked easy and genuine, cheeks so round, they remind me of the cotton candy she'd scarfed down earlier.
"What are you doing?" she asked through smiling teeth.
My skin burned when I remembered she could see me on the screen. "Nothing."
I looked at the screen, seeing us side by side for the first time. I hated the view. We looked good together. Her powder pink top was a pop of color against my black jacket, and her sunshiny smile made up for my frown.
This was a horrible idea. These photos would be forever. I'd look at them and always wonder what if; I had half a mind to get out of the booth. The first photo snapped, immortalizing us before I could move an inch.
Noah clapped with excitement.
I couldn't leave.
"What next?" She readjusted her arm so it was behind me.
"Anger?" I suggested. Wrong answer. Her bunched-up mouth and wrinkled brows were adorable. I laughed without thinking, and the camera flashed.
"Hey." She shoved my shoulder playfully. "You set me up."
I shook my head. "It looked good, Pastel. You look good."
Noah stared at me. "Careful, you're this close to complimenting me."
"I'll go one step closer," I promised, because I needed to let some of the energy out. Maybe it'd help me feel lighter. "You look beautiful."
I could feel her inhale as her mouth parted slightly.
"You always do," I added without looking away. "Always did…I think."
She scoffed, eyes still swimming with confusion. "You think?"
"I wasn't thinking about it before," I whispered. The camera snapped. We ignored it.
"But now you are?" she asked.
"I am. More than I want."
"What does that…does that mean?"
I gave her a one-shoulder shrug. "I don't know."
Her expression clouded, frustration on the horizon. "Then why the hell did you say it?"
"Thought it'd feel good," I confessed.
"Did it?"
"It did."
She shook her head in disbelief, a few twists falling out from behind her ear. Without thinking, I reached up to tuck them back, and my fingers glided across her cheek. She was as warm as I felt, and I had renewed hope.
"How does it feel for you?" I asked with my fingers lingering behind her ear. The camera flashed for the final time.
"Confusing," she whispered, gaze searching mine.
I swallowed and pulled my hand away. "So, bad?"
"No," Noah clarified quickly. "Not bad. Not good. Just confusing. Everything about this is confusing. Sage, you don't like anything about me."
"That's not true." God, that was so far from the truth now, it was laughable. I wasn't dreamy enough to forget everything we'd butted heads on; the things about her I’d originally disliked were still there. With context, though, I understood. Her over-helpfulness was an expression of how much she cared. What I saw as her being a know-it-all was her fear wrapped in the desire to prove her ability.
“I feel so silly for not understanding it before,” I said. “For not trying to understand.”
“Understand what?”
“This look in your eyes.” My thumb brushed the apple of her cheek. I leaned closer, and she matched my movement.
I saw her throat bob as she swallowed before asking, “What look?”
“The look of someone so hopeful, it might ruin her.”
She laughed a little. “And that’s beautiful to you.”
I nodded. “It’s hard to maintain.”
Noah blinked, trying to fight off emotion she was not yet ready to share. “I guess.”
“You looked like this in school, and I confused it for naivete. It’s not. It’s beautiful, something you’ve protected, and I can’t help but admire you while also wanting to help protect that fire in you.”
“Sage…” she breathed. “Are you being serious right now?”
“I am. I swear on everything, I am.”
I was ready to provide more assurance, but before I can say another word, Noah closed the remaining distance between us. My breath caught in my chest, nerves buzzing loud enough to muffle everything that wasn't happening inside the photo booth. For now, nothing outside existed, and I didn't want it to either. Outside was full of art school debt, my family running in circles, and a comic company that wanted to drain everything they could from us.
Us. I liked the sound of us, associating that with her.
"Can I kiss you?" she whispered. "So we know what it feels like?"
 I nodded. "You can."
She pressed her lips to mine. On instinct, my hand tightened on her thigh while the hand that’d been lingering on her cheek moved to the back of her neck. I held her closer to me, desperate to finally feel her.
We started soft and slow, both unsure about what we were doing. Her lips remain closed, and it didn't take me long to realize she was shy about kissing. Noah kept moving her hands around, unsure of where to rest them as I smiled against her mouth.
"What?" she asked when I couldn't hold back a laugh.
"Nothing," I whispered between kisses. "It's just, the girl who constantly tells me about myself can barely hold her own right now."
She made a disapproving noise and pulled away for a second. "I'm doing fine."
"You're a little stiff," I teased, not taking my gaze off her lips. I forgot she was wearing red tonight; the color is smudged and most likely all over me.
"Are you giving me notes right now?" she whispered against my lips.
"A little," I said, not sensing her change in mood until it was too late.
Noah frowned and pulled away from me, and I straightened, confused at the sudden space between us. She didn't say anything as she crawled over me to get out of the booth.
I followed, my heart rate picking up with confusion. "Pastel?"
Noah didn't look at me as she grabbed the two strips of photos, shoving one to my chest without a word.
“What happened?” I couldn’t mask the dejection in my voice with my usual nonchalance. The sadness and anger swirling in her eyes hit me at my core—I cared more than I ever wanted. The amount is far beyond the safety guidelines I’d put in place for myself—this was the perfect time to pull away, let her storm off and end something before it even started, but the ache in my chest wouldn’t allow me.
“Noah, talk to me?” I asked in a softer tone. “Please?”
She looked up at my plea, her expression losing some hardness. Before she could answer, the sound of our names made us turn.
"There they are!" Seline's voice called from a few feet away. Everyone was standing in front of the food court, waiting on us, and Noah made her way over to them without looking back to see if I was following. I joined them, distracted with replaying what happened mere seconds ago.
"You guys ready to eat?" Harry said as he rocked back and forth, Marissa standing between his arms. Tyson smiled as he watched them.
"Yeah," Noah said with a nod. Her voice sounded off, but her face seemed normal enough. "I'm starving."
I frowned, knowing full well she was bursting at the seams.
"You got a little," Seline whispered to me as she gestured to her mouth.
I pressed my hand to my lips, wiping at the corners. When I pulled back, I saw red. "Right. Thanks."
The others started toward the stalls, ready to take their pick. Seline lingered back, though, watching me watch Noah.
"You sure about this?" she asked. "It's the definition of shitting where you eat."
I scoffed. "Tell me about it."
"She's sweet, you know," Seline said gently. "I don't think a fling will end well."
"That's not an issue." I shook my head and wiped the last bit of lipstick from my mouth. "I’m pretty sure I already fucked it up.”












  
  Chapter Fourteen 

Noah


Pulling away from Sage had been a defense mechanism. I needed a minute to process everything—the kiss and my visceral reaction to her criticism. 
I was ninety-nine percent sure she'd been joking, but my mind couldn't help but steep in anger. I felt silly and vulnerable at how her critique pierced my heart. I'd grown a thicker skin over the past few months; comments on my work didn't send me in a spiral anymore. I could take Tyson's and every other editor's notes without thinking their words were personal. Finally, my outside calm matched the inside. Except that didn't work with Sage. Her words bypassed my armor, cutting me without effort.
Kissing her had been a split-second decision, and in doing so, I might as well have shed all my clothes for her, allowing her to see parts of me few have seen and even fewer have treated kindly. I’d been nitpicked by my parents, my sister, and past girlfriends. At this point, the common denominator was me. What was I doing wrong? How could I be better so people didn't feel like I needed constant correcting? My eyes stung at the thought.
I ate more. With my mouth stuffed, I had an excuse to not take part in the conversation. I didn't trust myself to say something without my voice breaking.
Tyson and Harry were in a good mood. They led the conversation, re-counting their time trying to figure out how to make their way through the house of mirrors.
"If you would have listened to me." Harry cut up his sister's hotdog as he spoke. "We would have been out of there in less than five minutes."
Tyson chuckled. "No, you had us going in circles."
"It was part of my process," Harry scoffed.
Tyson raised a brow. "Some process."
Seline snickered and mumbled, "I think Marissa and I are playing third wheels tonight."
The guys quickly tore their gazes from one another. Marissa frowned, looking up at her brother. “What's a third wheel?"
Harry glared at Seline. "Nothing you need to worry about."
"But if that's what I am, I want to know what it is," Marissa argued.
"You're not one," he insisted.
I begged to differ. The looks Tyson and Harry exchanged between their sentences said ten times more than words ever could. A pang of jealousy twisted in my stomach as I watched them sneak glances at one another throughout the meal. I wanted something like that, something gentle.
I refrained from glancing in Sage's direction while we were eating. She'd taken a seat next to Seline and stayed quiet, only speaking when spoken to, but her presence was still loud. I squirmed when a cross breeze carried her scent in my direction. My chest tightened anytime one of them said her name. I had to hold out for a little longer—then, after an escape, I'd keep my distance.
The crowds were thinning, with the carnival prepping to close in the next hour. By the time everyone was finished with their food, most of the lines were nonexistent.
"How about we go on Venom one more time?" Seline asked Marissa.
"Yeah!" the girl cheered as she hopped up.
"I don't know if that's a good idea," Harry said. "You ate a boatload of fries doused in cheese and meat."
"It's a right of passage to throw up after a ride." Seline grinned and pulled on his sleeve, like she was his sister, too. “Come on. You’re coming. All of us. I want a group picture on the drop.”
“It’s the biggest in the whole world!” Marissa informed us.
"Close. On this side of the US," Seline corrected with a laugh.
"And this is supposed to convince us?" Tyson wondered.
"Come on." Seline folded her hands into prayer. "For the memories."
She nudged her buddy, but Marissa didn't need a second cue. She made her eyes big and her bottom lip stick out. "Please. You know I need memories. I don't have any friends yet to make them with."
My heart squeezed at the assertion, and Tyson let out a pained noise, but her brother made a face, knowing better.
"You've been invited to six birthday parties since starting school," he said in a bored tone. "You're not pulling one over me."
"It's not about the quantity but quality, Harry," she said without hesitation. "I can still be lonely in a crowded room."
Harry coughed, flabbergasted. "What have you been telling her?"
"Everything she needs to know." Seline shrugged and tossed her arm over Sage's shoulders. "Between the two of us, she'll learn how to have anyone wrapped around her finger."
 "Personally, I always thought the lonely card was a cheap shot," Sage noted. "But, besides that, yeah. We'll teach her everything she needs to know."
I couldn't resist rolling my eyes. She could never play along without adding her two cents.
When Sage stumbled over her next words, I realized her gaze had strayed to me. There was a good chance she'd seen my eye roll.
"I…I think I'm going to take a rain check on the coaster," she said. Despite my wish to escape, my stomach dropped at her statement. When she left, her absence would make everything worse—at least when she was here, and I was hating her in person, she could witness it.
"Why?" Marissa asked with sagging shoulders. "You don't have to be polite. Just say what you feel."
Sage laughed. "I'm a lot of things, kid. Polite isn't one of them."
"If I have to struggle to keep down what's in my stomach, so do you," Tyson said.
"Next time," Sage promised. "I have an idea that's calling me, and I have to get it down before I forget."
"Boo, work." Seline made a face. "Go, go. If you're going to start talking about that shit, I don't want you here."
Sage laughed. "Send the drop pic to the group."
I expected that to be it for tonight. She'd say her goodbyes and leave in the crowd of people working their way to the exit. Sage did start with goodbyes, but she ended with me and a question.
"Can we talk?"
The blood drained from my face. I felt the gazes of everyone on us, but when I glanced at them, they turned away, pretending to have been looking everywhere but us.
"Uh…okay," I said, because what else could I say? 'No' felt too mean. Difficult. I could practically hear Amaya disagreeing, and she'd be right—I could say no and be done with it. I didn't owe Sage anything, but if I denied her request, I'd stay up late tonight wondering. I didn't want to wonder.
"I'll meet you guys there," I said before following Sage.
"Once we're through the line, we have to go on," Seline warned.
I nodded. "I won't be long."
We only walked a few paces away before Sage turned to me. "I'm sorry. I know what I did, and I'm sorry."
Her eyes searched mine, her expression as close to frantic as I'd ever seen her.
"I thought about it," she continued, talking like she was on a timer counting down at twice the normal speed. "Over and over, before it finally made sense."
My forehead wrinkled. "Really?"
Sage nodded, but there was a hint of unsurety in her eyes. She scratched at the back of her neck before saying, "The kiss… Our kiss was good."
I laughed dryly. "Okay."
She closed her eyes for a second, thinking of a way to rephrase. I'd never seen her like this. She was anxious about something, unsure of what words to use and in which order.
“I didn’t mean it.” She let out a heavy sigh. “I was trying to do what I usually do when I’m nervous: pretend like I don’t care and pick at things that don’t matter. I can see why that was wrong of me. It was rude and you didn’t deserve that. I’m sorry.”
I was quiet as I studied her. Her hands were stuffed into her jacket, hiding the fidgeting her fingers had been doing a second earlier. She didn't look away, even though I knew from the slight bounce on the balls of her feet that she wanted to do the opposite.
“Didn’t think you’d apologize,” I said finally.
“Me either.” She nodded. “But I couldn’t go without letting you know I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m lucky you even saw me as someone you wanted to kiss.”
“Lucky? That’s humble of you.”
Sage’s smile made my heart flutter.
“You’re good at humbling me,” she said. “I’ve learned it’s not the worst thing ever.”
“I’m sorry, too.”
She frowned. “For what?”
“Walking away. I needed space,” I said. “I couldn’t think straight in that booth, and my body went straight in defense because…”
“You don’t have to explain yourself.”
“No, I want to.” I rolled back my shoulders and stood a little taller before continuing. “I’m sure you’ve noticed, but I'm a little sensitive."
She stayed quiet, waiting for me to continue, no joke or snide remark.
“My family kind of picks at everything I do.” My throat tightened with a burst of emotion.
For the most part, I could handle what they said. I used art and therapy to work through the worst of it. What lingered could be handled with a few deep breaths and positive affirmations. Tonight, though, it wasn’t that easy. I catapulted back in time to when everything around me was big and I was small.
“At my lowest moment, things got dark. I got this compulsion to do everything ten times over to make sure it was right.” I looked away for a second, because I was starting to feel like I was being an annoying whiner. “It’s silly to let them have so much effect—”
“No, it’s not,” Sage corrected me in a heartbeat. “You were hurt because I triggered you. Nothing about that is silly.”
“Triggered,” I repeated with a low laugh. “Sounds so serious.”
“It is.” Sage's face was tense with concern. “Thank you for telling me. Thank you for letting me know how I hurt you. I will do everything I can to not to that again.”
I smiled at the earnestness in her voice. “You’ll still have to critique me during work, you know. I’m not fragile enough to ask you to pull all your punches.”
She smiled. “I know. But when it’s us, I want to make sure you feel safe to be, to do, say, or just be.”
I glanced away for a second, because that promise made my chest tight with happiness. It was embarrassing how much my heart pounded in anticipation of something good. Never in a million years would I have thought Sage would be a source of good in my life.
She nudged her chin toward the park’s exit. “Come with me?”
“Venom,” I said simply, even though no part of me wanted to backtrack and spend time with our co-workers. At least, not tonight. The moon was too full, and it made Sage’s eyes gleam.
“They won’t care,” she promised. “Besides, you’re my buddy tonight. Isn’t rule one of the buddy system to not split up?”
“You have a point.”
She nodded, smiling wide, because she knew she’d already won me over. With an offered hand, she said, “I have one more thing I think will help me make things up to you.”
I took her hand—the nerves in my palm were on fire, running up and down my forearm. When our fingers interlocked, Sage gave me a gentle squeeze.
“You don’t have to do anything,” My voice sounded dreamy. What was happening? How did I switch from wanting Sage to fall off the face of the Earth to needing her to never let me go, no matter the impracticality?
“I want to,” she said. “Besides, it’ll be fun. I’ve never ridden on the back of my own bike.”
I blinked, quickly coming back down. “What?”
Her eyes danced. “I’m going to teach you how to ride my bike.”










  
  Chapter Fifteen

Sage


It's possible I’m not always the best judge of character. With that logic, my blind spots would extend to guessing what people would and would not like. 
Ever since the Art Center, I’d seen Noah eyeing my bike. She’d never been interested enough to ask questions, but the intensity in her staring led me to one conclusion: she would be interested in driving it. As soon as we got to my bike in the parking lot, though, I realized I'd made a mistake.
Noah’s hand was still in mine. I didn’t know if she realized it, but her nails started to dig into my skin.
“You’re not into this?” I asked, unable to mask my surprise.
She frowned and looked at me, then the bike, then me again. “No. Driving that thing? Not at all. Why would you think I’m into it?”
I laughed a little, trying hard to keep my tone light-hearted. I was serious about making her feel safer around me. Step one in that process would be to realize when to jeer and when not to jeer. The process would be long and difficult. I’d give it everything I had, though, because whatever was happening between us felt good, better than art had in a while—and damn, did I hate even thinking that. I’d never been overly emotional or expressive when it came to romance. There were no “melting into puddles” or “heart-shaped eyes” in my inner world. But even if the feeling in my belly wasn’t poetic or all-consuming, somehow, I knew it was as important as any of those things.
“You’re always admiring it,” I said with a shrug.
Noah laughed. “No, I’m not.”
“You stare at it any time I pull up.”
“I’m staring at you, Sage. Not the bike.”
“Oh.” I bit my lip, trying not to get too cocky. “I didn’t realize.”
“I can’t drive a motorcycle,” she said. “Do you know how anxious I am? And how dangerous they are?”
“Yes, and yes.”
She gave me a look.
“What? I do.”
“Then why would I get on one, Sage?”
“Because they’re fun and I own one and I’m willing to teach you.”
She huffed out a laugh. “With my luck, I’ll crash before getting out of the parking lot.”
“Come on. You'd at least make it to your first stop light."
Noah scoffed. "Encouraging."
“I won’t try to convince you to drive." I let go of her hand, missing its pressure as I went to my bike. "But will you be my passenger?”
She twisted her mouth to the side when I offered her the helmet.
"I can take you straight home," I promised. "No speeding, no risky lane merges, no running reds."
Noah touched her hand to her chest. "No breaking the law for little ol' me?"
"Yup." I smiled. "Or…"
She perked up. "Or?"
"I can take you to my favorite spot first."
"No law-breaking and your favorite spot?"
"I said or not and." I tried not to smile too wide, because I knew what she was going to say by how she crossed her arms over her chest. All those years of studying her reactions at the Art Center had become useful for something more than ruining her career. Who would have thought?
"Make it and, and then you'll have a deal," Noah accepted the outstretched helmet. She fumbled while unhooking the clasp. I offered to help, but instead of taking me up on it, she waved my hand away.
"I'm not useless," she grumbled, more to herself as she snapped the helmet into place.
"Not even slightly," I said. My comment made her pause for a second, and I raised a brow as she stared at me.
"What?" I asked as time stretched and neither of us blinked. "What did I do?"
"Nothing. It's what you didn't do that's more impressive," she noted.
"And what's that?"
Noah shook her head, leaving me guessing. "Do you get on first or should I?"
It would be better for me to get on and hold the bike steady for her, so I swung my leg over and got in position. Noah hesitated only for a second when I nudged my chin for her to follow suit.
"You can't back out now," I teased. "It'd hurt my feelings."
"Something tells me you'd survive." She took a deep breath and tried to mimic how I swung my leg. The mount was smooth enough—Noah sighed with relief as she settled into the seat.
“I don’t plan on going over thirty-five,” I said. “Plenty of people hold onto the seat itself at that speed and feel comfortable, but…on your first time, I'd recommend holding onto me."
Noah cleared her throat. "Right."
I was still as a statue as she reached forward to place her hands on my waist. Her grip was so light, it might as well not have been there, and I swallowed a joke. Noah sensed something in the air, sighing as she said, "Go ahead, say it."
"Say what?"
"Whatever it is you're thinking. I promise I won't run off this time."
"I'm not thinking anything."
"You're almost as good at lying as I am," Noah whispered. "Which means not at all."
She was closer now, lips mere centimeters from my ear. I turned my head, glancing at her over my shoulder. Noah stared back, her smile fading into nonexistence.
"Can I try this time?" I asked.
Her fingers curled around the edge of my jacket. She didn't even answer, tugging me back to meet her for the kiss. The angle wasn't the best—my neck strained, and the tops of our helmets clashed—but that made me want more. I liked wanting, the push and pull of maybes and laters. So, when Noah was the one to end it, I warmed with welcome longing.
"All set?" I asked.
"Are you?" she teased, trying and failing to sound stable.
"For now."
Noah's laugh got drowned out by the bike's engine. She pressed into me, grip tightening, cheek placed on my back. I pushed away my brain's gut reaction to remind me of my unspoken promise to myself and everyone around me. Maybe I could do this, be someone for someone again. I wanted to at least try. To give this one a good go for her.
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But I kept drawing because if I was going to drown in something, I wanted to be in charge of it. Everything else in my life felt uncontrollable—that wasn’t the case with my pen in hand. I controlled how long and how much art consumed me.
Noah’s grip made me feel like, for once, I had company at the bottom of the ocean. I didn't think she'd try to pull me up, and I didn't need her to.
The city was a blur at night, and the traffic was light. At each red, I placed my hands on Noah’s knees, squeezing to make sure she was okay. She’d call out questions about the area whenever the wind permitted. I answered willingly at first before giving her a hard time about it.
“I thought you were born and raised here,” I reminded her.
“I don’t get out much.” When she lifted her shoulders in a shrug, I felt the movement against my back. I swallowed, trying not to focus too much on how her breasts felt pressed against me. We’d been riding for almost twenty minutes, and in that time, she’d grown comfortable enough to not only tighten her arms, but her thighs around me. Thank God she couldn’t see my face, and thank God it was too dark for other drivers to see me, because I was cheesing hard. I’d forgotten how good it felt when a girl held onto me.
We were halfway to our destination when Noah moved her hand in an attempt to signal me. The wind had picked up the closer we got to the ocean, so I couldn’t make out anything she was saying. I immediately pulled into on-street parking outside of a busy bar to make sure everything was okay.
“Burgers. That’s my favorite burger place. Can we stop there?” she asked with a smile in her voice. My shoulders relaxed at the harmless request.
“If that’s what you want, sure. But first…” I reached for her hand and tapped it on my knee twice. “Do that if you want me to turn right, and on the other leg to turn left. If you wave your hands, I’m going to think something’s wrong.”
“Okay.” She practiced one more time on her own, and my skin burned under the jeans when I felt her palm linger.
“Give me an okay sign,” I said.
She held up her hand and I matched the signal.
“I’ll do that when I need to know you're good.”
Noah pressed her hand to mine so our fingers lined up. Her laugh was cute, and I had half a mind to turn around and kiss her again. Alas, I had a burger to get her and a spot to show her. Maybe she’d let me kiss her afterward.
“Thumbs down when you’re not good.” I turned the engine back on and got us ready to turn. She replaced her arms around me and pressed the ‘okay’ sign right in the middle of my breasts.
“Oh, crap.”
I felt her pull her cheek off my back.
“I didn’t mean to get…that close,” she shouted over the wind. “I’m sorry!”
I laughed when she mimed a frantic thumbs down across my stomach this time. I pressed an ‘okay’ on her thigh.
“It’s fine,” I promised.
Noah was careful with her hands from that point forward, not moving much for the rest of the ride to the burger place. Once we got the food, she held onto me with one hand while gripping the to-go bag with the other.
“You got used to this fast,” I said once I turned into the parking garage. My voice battled to be heard with the echoey sound of the bike’s engine bouncing off the cement ceiling.
“It’s not as scary as I thought it’d be.”
“I’ve been going under the speed limit,” I confessed. “Does this mean I can go a little faster later?”
She made a noise of disapproval. “I’ll think about it.”
Noah didn’t question me about the location until I got to the top floor of the garage. She looked around, the wind whipping her twists as she took in her surroundings.
“This isn’t the spot…is it?” she asked.
“I am disappointment after disappointment for you tonight, aren’t I?” I teased as I got off the bike and took off my helmet.
“No, I didn’t mean it like that.” Noah let me take the greasy burger bag so she could dismount and remove her helmet. “It’s just, we’re on the top floor of a parking garage. Isn’t exactly riveting stuff.”
“Hey now,” I warned as I shoved the helmets into storage. “You haven’t seen all it has to offer.”
Noah did a dramatic three-sixty. “Um…there’s concrete, white parking lines, and a staircase. I’m not seeing a plethora of things here, Sage.”
I grabbed her hand; I didn’t want to waste even the briefest opportunity to touch her. Noah was supposed to be the girl I needed gone, the girl I wanted out of Harpy and off Inkmic. Just a few months ago, I prayed she’d stop breathing down my neck in the charts. A few minutes ago, I wanted her to press her cheek against my shoulder blades and never let go. My loneliness slowly but surely melted with each smile she gave. This was trouble—I was in trouble. Instead of being vigilant, I fell headfirst, no longer a girl with a plan. I hadn’t been since my breakdown and probably never would be again. I wasn’t scared about that—not tonight anyways.
“Look.” I spread my arms out to the view of palm trees and the ocean. “They knocked down a creepy motel two summers ago. For now, this is the only parking garage that has an unobstructed view of the beach.”
“Ah.” Noah nodded with a smile. “Very…beautiful?”
I laughed and went over to the wall’s edge to sit. The concrete reached my hip, but you’d think it didn’t go past my ankle with how Noah gasped.
“Careful.” She held out a hand, as if she could pull me back to safety from her position a few feet away.
“I’m fine,” I assured her, swinging my leg over to straddle the wall. I glanced down, which made Noah sigh. “It’s what? Four stories high?”
“I counted six,” she said, point blank.
I nodded, impressed. “Okay, probably not surviving that fall.”
“I would like for you to come back here.”
“But I’m not planning on falling,” I insisted as I gestured to her. “And neither are you.”
“Exactly, which is why I’m standing right here.”
“What about the burger you nearly got us into an accident for?” I picked up the bag, swinging it back and forth in an attempt to entice her.
She held up her hands. “Toss it here.”
“Or you could join me.” I swung my legs back and forth. She didn’t like that, but I enjoyed her impatient exhale.
“And here I thought you were ready to be romantic,” Noah grumbled. “But no, still trying me.”
Noah sighed and crept closer. She leaned her upper body forward, peering over the edge of the wall without getting too close.
“You’re right,” I said around a mouthful of burger. “These do taste amazing.”
She glared, and I could hear her stomach growl from where she was standing. “I’m a bottomless pit today.”
“Nothing wrong with that.” I offered her the paper-wrapped burger as she finally decided between a six-story fall and food.
“I suppose, if you look past the grimy sidewalks and overplanted palm trees, the view’s not that bad.” Noah sat with both legs carefully planted on the ground. She had to twist her torso to look at the ocean.
“And you were thinking of going on Venom tonight?” I asked.
“I always close my eyes on roller coasters.” She shrugged. “So it wasn’t going to be that bad.”
"You're so scary," I teased.
Noah made a face and laughed. "Why do you like it up here? What's so special about a parking garage?"
I paused, taking a second to truly consider my answer. "It's quiet and a bird's eye. Everything's smaller up here. I like getting that perspective."
"I get that." Noah admired the view, and I nodded, quiet for a second as I watched her readjust her top. The v-neck kept dipping—it was as much cleavage as I'd ever seen from her.
“Trying something new?” I gestured to her shirt.
Noah played with the neckline once more before giving up. “I’ve been told I don’t know how to take the right kind of chances.”
“Now you want to?”
“Apparently it’s healthy.” She fumbled with the wrapping on her burger. “What about you?”
“I don’t think I follow.”
“Kissing me.” Noah looked back up at me. “When a few months ago, you couldn’t stand to look at me.”
“I could stand looking at you. You’ve never been hard on the eyes, Pastel.”
“You sure? Or do you think?” She smiled, and the teasing glint in her eyes made me relax.
“I’m sure,” I promised. “And yeah, I’m trying something new.”
Noah's gaze dipped for a second before she looked out at the ocean again. The dim lights at the top of the garage painted us blue like water, waves large and loud. The garage was a good distance away from the busier tourist strips, so we could enjoy the melodic sounds of the water meeting the shore.
“When you said you got burned out earlier,” Noah started. She wasn’t smiling anymore, and I wasn’t either.
“How did you know to take a break? How did you know it’d work?” Her questions came out slowly, as if she was still deciding whether or not to ask.
I picked at my toasted bun. “Asking for a friend or…?”
“I’m curious. You never struck me as someone who got burned out.”
“That’s because you don’t see artists who are better than you as human,” I said without thinking.
She huffed out a laugh but didn't add anything.
“Sorry,” I whispered. “It’s hard to turn the hostility off sometimes.”
“I get it. Trust me, I get it.” She leaned forward a little, whispering the next part like we weren’t all alone up here. “But I’ve always seen you as a human. No matter how good you are at what you do. You know why?”
I shook my head, mesmerized by how her lips moved when she insulted me with, “You’re an asshole. Assholes are the most human of us all.”
I laughed, both impressed and turned on. “Fair enough.”
“I never thought you’d burn out because you’re always so sure of what line to draw next. You’re a never-ending pit of ideas.”
“I am,” I agreed. “But not all those lines I draw are the right ones.”
“How can you tell the right ones from the wrong ones?”
“When you put them down and don’t feel anything,” I said without hesitation.
She blinked, surprised and intrigued by the statement.
“I got into an eight-year rhythm with Harpy. During that time, I never tried to leave. I wanted to be a head artist, and when I got that, I wanted to have an original, bestselling comic there. I drew and drew whatever they wanted me to. Every line was committed to memory. I could draw every character in every comic without looking at a reference sheet. All my ideas I’d come up with over the years, I gave the best to them, thinking I’d always have more.”
I swallowed, voice heavy with embarrassment about the next part. “I was wrong. In hindsight, anyone could see that coming from a mile away. I gave some of the writers of Captain Silver an idea I thought was simple, maybe even a little cliché. They ran with it. Developed it. That storyline became the best in the past decade.”
Noah shifted, eyes sympathetic. “You didn’t get any credit for it, did you?”
“No.” I clicked my tongue on the roof of my mouth. “I wasn’t upset over it, not at first, because that’s how things go in this field. You’ve seen our meetings. It’s a group effort. But, when I tried to use that success to pitch something, the editors weren’t hearing it. They said I wasn’t ready to helm my own comic. Which, I guess, could be fair. Taking a chance on a new IP is risky, but I couldn’t take it. The days started seeming the same, and so did the stories. We started recycling old characters, arcs, and designs. I was on a loop, and I couldn’t break out of it. Comics didn’t feel worth it anymore. If that wasn’t worth it…was anything?”
She nodded, eyes unfocused. “When the art becomes everything, there's nothing else to fill up that space.”
I felt some of the tense muscles in my back relax. Noah hadn't tried to comfort me with the ‘there’s more to life’ bullshit sentiment everyone spewed in my direction when I felt myself sinking. She understood how all-consuming our work could become.
“So, I was left with nothing,” I said. “I couldn’t draw when I couldn’t see the point. If my stories were going to be taken and molded to be like those that have already been told, what was the point?”
“Why didn’t you quit? You have an audience on Inkmic, a hardcore audience that will go to hell and back for you.”
“I was too scared to do it on my own.” I looked at my hands when I told her. “I’d run myself into the ground. Without Tyson and the team, I didn’t think I’d be able to do it on my own. I’d gotten to the point where I couldn’t get out of bed. Tyson had to put in my request for a leave of absence to save my ass because I wouldn’t do it myself. I stopped responding to everyone and everything. I wanted to disappear into nothing, and with it, I deleted a shit ton of work. Months of my work, just to get back at them. Tyson saved me there, too. Told Harpy that my files got corrupted because I never backed up my data. Simple slaps on the wrists for us, a break for me.”
The wind whistled between us—I didn’t feel as heavy as I usually do, but not necessarily light either. Confessing my shortcomings to the one person who could use my weaknesses against me wasn't the smartest thing. She could throw this in my face whenever we had another argument, maybe use some of this information to get me fired. I would have fired me.
Even with something happening between us, I should keep my guard up. Old me wouldn't have trusted her for months, yet this me wanted to know her and her to know me.
“Gutsy move,” Noah whispered. "Deleting the files."
I stared at her for a second and then laughed. She joined in, but with an unsure cadence.
“I tell you the worst thing that’s ever happened in my career and that’s all you have to say?”
“I wasn’t finished.” Noah laughed more freely now. “It was gutsy. Also understandable, but mostly childish.”
“I’ve been paying all the bills for my folks since I learned how to draw decently and fill out an application,” I confessed.
She raised a brow, surprised. “Wow, okay.”
My cheeks burned, because I hadn’t meant to share that yet. One confession was enough for tonight. “What I mean is, I didn’t have much experience in the childish department. That was bound to catch up to me."
“It didn’t just catch you, it swallowed you whole.”
“Tell me about it,” I agreed. “Now you know I am prone to wreckage like every other artist. As much as I would love to float above it all, I eventually dragged myself down.”
“How did you get out of it? The burnout?”
“After days in darkness, I…” I paused and rocked back and forth, trying to decide if I wanted her to know this. There would be no taking it back. “Started reading the comics on Inkmic for the first time in forever, and I found your page. Your mermaid comic.”
She froze, unblinking with her mouth half open. “What? Really?”
I smiled. “Yeah. It was cheesy at first.”
Noah scoffed and chucked a balled-up napkin at me.
“I wasn’t finished,” I tried to mimic her. “After the first couple of chapters, you started exploring the characters, Meegan in particular.”
Noah nodded, sobering up. “She’s a fan favorite.”
“Her bisexuality…you handled it well. That confusion and then the loneliness. I remembered that feeling. I thought something was wrong with me before I figured out and accepted I was bi.”
She nodded and kept quiet, eyes soft with patience.
“I didn’t even know about bisexuality.” I laughed. “Which is weird, right? I thought you had to choose something. I always heard don’t be greedy, pick a side, but, I never thought of bisexuality as greediness. I thought it was inevitable to fall in love with so many kinds of people.”
“Inevitable,” she agreed. “Beautiful, and so human—which is even more evidence of your mortality."
I smiled. “You reminded me of that with Meegan. I binged everything you posted in an hour. Then, I dumped a concerning amount of money into the coins so I could read the rest behind a paywall.”
“You could have emailed me, you know,” she teased.
“Yeah right. What could I say? Hey, Noah, I’m the girl who used to tell you your anatomy was shit and your stories were lazy. Can I have free copies of your comic you’re probably only getting pennies on?”
“I would have answered back I’ll think about it,” she joked with a laugh.
I shook my head. “Too polite for your own good.”
“I would have never gotten back to you, though,” she defended.
“Oh, that’s sticking it to me.”
 “Just let you wonder about that cliffhanger until you forked up the cash.”
“You deserved the cash,” I insisted. “After I got hooked, it reminded me of why I started drawing in the first place. Something so simple, but I still forgot it. I did this so I could comfortably make my art on the side. My Inkmic comic will never pay the rent or reach the audience of big-time companies, but with Harpy, I can still create. Because every time I released a chapter, I was reminding someone, somewhere, that not choosing, being “greedy”, is an option. They’re not disgusting or weird. They’re human. They're worthy.”
Noah blinked rapidly, and it took me a second to realize she’d gotten emotional.
“I hate that anyone made you feel less than human,” she said in a low voice. “If I’ve ever done that--“
“No,” I cut in. “Never. You’ve made me feel a lot of things, Pastel, but never less than. You’ve never seen me as less than. If anything, I was more when I didn’t deserve to be.”
“You’ll always be more to me, whether I want you to be or not.” She didn’t sound disappointed over the matter. In fact, it made her smile. Pride bloomed in my chest.
“Keep saying stuff like that, I might become wrapped around your finger.”
“Was the photo booth, awkward first kiss, and helping you dig yourself out of burnout not enough?” she teased.
I chewed on my bottom lip, trying not to smile too wide. “It's getting there.”
"There you go again," Noah complained. "With the voice and the eyes and the nonchalance."
"I only keep doing it because it works on you." I leaned forward and hooked my hands on the hem of her shirt. Noah's smile faded when her gaze landed on my hand.
"Doesn't it?" I asked to be sure. As much as I felt like I understood her, there were still parts of Noah that were foreign to me. I needed to tread lightly, make sure each step ahead was one we both wanted to take.
"It does." She nodded, looking back up at me.
I tugged on her shirt, a silent request for her to match my lean-in. As soon as she did, I kissed her. The night air was still cold and smelt of salt. Her lips were soft, warm enough for me to never want to part.
"Now that you know I have been a secret fan of your comic," I whispered against her mouth when we pulled away for a breath. "And I know you've always been a fan of my work…"
"That so?"
"Don't try to deny it," I said. "Which one of my characters do you like best?"
"This is a hard question, considering I barely have time to read what others write." She placed the back of her hand on her forehead, feigning exhaustion. "You know, since I'm a highly in demand artist and all. God, it's so draining."
I laughed. "Fine. Then tell me a favorite character in your own work."
"I'm just playing around."
"No, actually, I like this idea better. Which character of yours is your favorite?"
Noah sighed, swaying her head back and forth as she thought. "It's Rae."
"The goldfish?"
Noah frowned. "He's not just a goldfish. He's a loyal companion, a little guy surviving in a mermaid community that often overlooks him because of his size. Plus, he's cute. Every cute character gets extra points in my book."
I coughed, trying not to laugh in case she was being serious. "Noah, really? I'm trying to understand you better, and you say you like the goldfish?”
“I knew you were trying to be sneaky with that question. What are you going to do with what you learn, huh?” She ran out of napkins, so she tossed a cold fry at me instead. "How are you going to weaponize the information?"
"I'm not interested in weaponizing anything," I promised before kissing her again to make sure she felt the sincerity.
Her eyes remained closed when I pulled away, and I smiled at how comfortable she looked, how calm the space between us had become.
"I like Kyla," she said and opened her eyes. "From Red Rain."
"My warrior?" Kyla was a grumpy side character who only got occasional dialogue during the side quests my fantasy characters went on. "She's horrible at everything."
Noah's smile lit up her face. "And yet everyone still loves her. Her mentee always stands up for her. Her captain still believes there's potential there. She's almost forty and doesn't have everything figured out. I like that she's trying. I like that people love her even though she's not the best she can be yet. It gives me hope that…I can be loved even though I'm not at my best yet. Even if I never live up to that potential, you know?"
I placed my hand on top of hers. "I know."
Noah flipped her hand over so our palms faced each other. My mind swarmed with questions—I wanted to know why she didn't think she'd reach her potential.  Why did she seem weighed down by sadness when she mentioned being loved? Were her nerves as sensitive as mine when our hands touched? I traced the lines on her fingers, trying to figure out where to start. She watched the shapes I made, her fingers catching mine ever so often to give me a squeeze.
"Can I be honest with you?" Noah whispered, beating me to the question.
"Of course."
"I think we can find you a better special place," she said and laughed when my mouth fell open.
"What are you talking about? This place is incredible."
"Its magic might be lost on me. Maybe I'm the problem. Maybe I don't get the appeal of concrete and grime."
"You just have to keep coming. It'll grow on you."
She pressed her lips together, trying not to smile too much. "I could do that…as long as you don't mind the company?"
"If it's you, I don't mind at all." I wanted her, wanted us. The realization was a soft, small wave that barely reached my ankles, and I was going to wade in further, be completely engulfed in whatever an us would look like.










  
  Chapter Sixteen

Noah


By the time I got home for the night, I was still too excited to even think about sleep. Amaya had already turned in, so talking her ear off wasn't an option. Even if it was, I wasn’t sure I could put into words what I was feeling. Talking wouldn't burn my energy like art could. 
I ignored the small ache in the middle of my hand as I picked up my pen. The sting had been bothering me on and off all night; I could ignore it better once the pen hit the paper. As soon as I started getting lines down, I lost all sense of self and time. Pain, sadness, and desperation have always been great motivators. The memory of Sage's smile, her hand on my thigh, fingers brushing my cheek, was a hell of a lot more powerful. I couldn’t let her know, or I'd never hear the end of it. I wanted to let her know, because maybe she felt the same. My heart drummed at the idea of her feeling even half of what I felt tonight.
I hunched over my desk until the sun peeked through my misaligned blinds. As soon as I felt the heat of the morning on the side of my face, I panicked at how long I'd spent drawing. Amaya was awake and rummaging around in the kitchen; she called my name after a few minutes like she usually did, asking if I wanted half of her bagel.
"Morning." I joined her in the kitchen and prayed my lack of sleep wasn't obvious. I'd completed a full chapter for my comic in record time. I'd done the sketching, line art, and color faster than a normal sleep cycle. My hand throbbed, acknowledging the feat. I massaged my palm, too thrilled to worry about the pain.
"How long have you been up?" Amaya tossed me a glance over her shoulder from where she stood at the oven. "I thought I saw your light on when I passed by."
"I don't know." It wasn't exactly a lie. I didn't know where the time went from when Sage dropped me off to when I sat down at my desk.
"Ballpark."
I cleared my throat, ready to change the subject to something far more interesting. "She kissed me."
Amaya's brow raised. "She kissed you? Sage kissed you?"
"Yup." I was breathless as I remembered how many times we'd done it. I grabbed a cold water bottle and pressed it to the back of my neck to calm down. 
"Woah, wait." Amaya turned off the stove so she could give me her full attention. "Isn't she the girl we hate? The one who used to make fun of your sketchbooks in college? The one who didn't want you on her team in the first place?"
"She wants me there now…I'm about ninety percent sure." I tilted my head to the side, considering.
Amaya coughed out a dry laugh. "You were just ranting to me a few weeks ago about Sage defacing your sketchbook."
“It wasn't defacing.” I shook my head. “I might have exaggerated at the moment. Sometimes, doing that feels natural when I'm dealing with her."
Amaya threw up her hands. "Damn it, Noah. How the hell am I supposed to root for you two if I don't know the real story? Is the girl toxic or not? Wait, don't answer that. I can figure it out with one question."
I scoffed, amused. "Yeah? And what's that?"
"Does she still ride that bike?"
My smile disappeared as I rolled my tongue across the inside of my cheek. Amaya pointed at me with her spatula.
"I knew it," she declared. "Bad news 101. Has my shitty dating life taught you nothing?"
"It's technically not that bike. It's a new one."
"It's a bike, Noah. That's more than enough."
"You know, you sound more like a mother every day."
She wrinkled her nose and turned back to start frying our eggs. "Shut up. I do not. I sound like a friend who's leaving for six months and worried about the one person she cares about in the world."
"Aw…wait, you're leaving me?" I leaned against the counter next to her. We'd barely moved into this place and still had to finish painting our living room and framing her creepy Halloween masks.
"I got the special effects mentorship in Cali." She beamed. "Found out last night."
"Amaya, that's incredible! I'm so proud of you." I squeezed her tight and spun us around. "Why didn't you tell me sooner?"
"Because I wanted to tell you in person." She poked my side. "But then you woke up looking like shit and fawning over enemy number one."
"Sage isn't enemy number one."
Amaya gave me a look.
"For now," I assured. "We are at a truce."
"Kissing someone is more than a truce," Amaya grumbled.
"You are going to be so great." I hugged her again. "You have to send me photos every day. I want to feel like I'm there, like I'm in the studio with you again and freaking out over what horrors you can mold into clay."
"Changing the subject," she scolded with a smile. "But it's to my favorite subject, me, so I'll give you a pass this one time."
I laughed and started helping her put our meal together. We ate on our balcony, where Amaya reenacted her reaction to receiving her dream news. It included jumping on furniture and crying face down on the carpet. She had me laughing so hard, I didn’t pay much attention when my phone rang, and I mindlessly picked it up. Usually, my mom called on weekend mornings to check in. Sage's voice on the other end made me jump. Amaya's eyes widened, thinking it was bad news.
“Did I call at a bad time?” Sage asked.
“No, not at all.” I tucked a twist out of my face.
Amaya let out a big sigh, realizing who it was, and I waved for her to keep quiet.
“So, what did you think about the chapters?” Right after I finished, I sent them over. Knowing Sage, she could finish them and have solid critiques ready in less than an hour. My stomach turned as I prepared myself for the notes. How bad would it be? Had my night been a complete waste?
“Ever heard of The Treehouse?”
I blinked and switched the phone from one ear to the other. “Uh…no. Is that like an art theory?”
She laughed. The sound reminded me of last night when the carnival lights made her dark skin glow and her brown eyes melt. I chewed on my lip, trying not to want to be near her again so soon. Unfortunately, I couldn't deny how deep that desire ran.
“Close. It’s kind of a restaurant slash museum.”
"Kind of?"
"It's an experience, one better lived than recounted."
“Oh…” I scratched my temple, and Amaya joined me on the couch when she heard the nerves in my voice. She tried to press her ear against the other side of the phone, but I nudged her away.
“You free to meet me there tonight?” she asked. "I could text you the details."
“Yes,” I said a little too quickly, then cleared my throat to add more calmly, “That sounds good.”
Sage laughed again. The sound was lower and softer, and I imagined the smile that went with it. It would be small, with her mouth parted slightly. I was going to get to see that tonight. I was going to see every stage of her blooming laughter. Reality had never had me this giddy before.
 “I’ll see you tonight,” Sage said.
“Can’t wait.” I winced at my perky voice and hung up before she could offer a teasing remark.
“Did she just ask you out? The girl you’ve hated since college asked you out?”
I hid my face in my hands. “Yes, and I sounded so…"
"Fucked," Amaya said with a laugh. She didn't look even the slightest bit disapproving. "You are a goner. You're fucked."
"God, I am." I groaned.
"Good for you," she said seriously. "Anyone who makes you smile like that deserves a second chance."
I peek through my fingers, shocked. "You don't give those."
"Correct. But for you, I'll always make an exception."
"Are you just saying that because you want me to do your hair before you leave?"
Her hesitation made me snort and shove her.
"Only partly." Amaya laughed. "Come on, you know I'm this close to having a bald spot from last time. You're the only person who doesn't make my braids too tight."
"Fine." I sighed dramatically. "I'll do it if you promise to help me get ready for tonight…and let me wear that dress you got from France."
She groaned. "Deal. But you better not spill anything on it, or so help me God, you'll be my hairstylist for the rest of our lives."
"Seems fair enough."

      [image: image-placeholder]The Treehouse was on the opposite side of town, making the drive far longer than my hand was used to. By the time I pulled into the packed parking lot, my wrist throbbed with a vengeance. It was the longest the pain had lasted, and the hardest I've tried to ignore it. 
I knocked back a painkiller before getting out of my car. It'd take about a half hour to kick in, and I was going to push through every minute.
You got this. It's like conditioning.
I was training myself to be stronger, like a runner in a marathon. There were so many artists like Sage who had my workload and got through it with little to no pain. My wrists needed to build up strength. My body—along with my mind—needed to build up endurance. I needed to make this work.
My phone vibrated with a call. When I saw the ID, I almost didn't pick it up. But after a quick scan of The Treehouse's entrance and no new messages in my text thread with Sage, I figured I had a minute to spare.
"Hey, you didn't call this morning." I leaned against the car as I spoke.
"Your Dad stopped by," Mom said, sounding out of breath on the other end. "He's still here and you're on speaker, say hi!"
I laughed at her excited energy. "Hi, Dad."
"Hi, Noah," he sang my name, drawing out the syllables like they were a lullaby. "How are you?"
"I'm good–"
"I was just telling him about your little comic," Mom interrupted.
My jaw tightened at the word "little." Little comic was what kindergarteners made during art class. It was what dinner guests created when someone wanted to play Pictionary.
"It's not exactly little, Mom," I said with a laugh in my voice, because that felt like a vital inclusion. I didn't want either of them to say I was catching an attitude. Even if I thought the little was dismissive, my attitude would get in the way of my claim. My tone would overshadow an issue I wasn’t even sure I should make a big deal over, one I sometimes wasn’t even sure was an issue.
"I was just telling him how great it is you get paid for doing something fun," Mom said. "It must be so relaxing to be an artist."
"Oh yeah?" I huffed out another laugh.
Dad was always better than Mom at catching on to a mood. Not better by much, but the attempts were appreciated. "You are having fun, right, Noah?"
"I am." I smiled, trying to infuse more happiness into my words. The nerves in my hand were pleading for attention. I flexed my fingers, only to make things worse. "It's just…saying it's fun like that kind of makes it not sound like a job. Which it is. It has its ups and downs like any other job."
"Honey, of course it's a job," Mom said. "All I meant was it's far more fun and easier than most things people get to do in their lives. That's something to be proud of."
"Yeah, I know, but when…" I took a breath. This wasn't a big deal. Why did I have to make it a big deal and be so sensitive about it?
"I wouldn't mind not having to do paperwork, that's for sure," Dad added. "But, remember, Noah, if things don't end well there, you can always go back to school. There are so many things you're good at doing."
"Yeah, I guess…" I trailed off when I saw Sage a few paces away. She'd parked her bike closer to the front of the lot. My mouth felt dry when I saw her baggy black cargos and cropped green turtleneck. Her hair was pulled into a low puff, with loose curls hanging in front of her ears. The whole look was simple yet effective in capturing my attention. Her outfit revealed enough skin to remind me of how much I wanted to be back in that photo booth again, pressed up against her, the outside world far, far away.
"Hey." Sage's voice was smooth and easy.
I nearly dropped my phone from how she was smiling at me. "Hi."
My parents were saying something, but I was staring at Sage with a silly grin and pounding heart.
"Sorry what?" I blinked when my mom spoke louder.
"Are you okay?" she asked. "We asked you what you were up to and all we got back was heavy-breathing."
"I'm good. Sorry, I just…got distracted," I said quickly and had to turn away when Sage bit on her lip to silence a laugh. "I'm not up to anything."
"Then do you want to see a movie with us?" Dad asked.
I rubbed the back of my hand on my forehead. "No, not tonight. I'm busy."
"You said you weren't up to anything," Mom reminded me.
"Not yet. I have this…thing I'm going to do later. Later meaning in the next few minutes."
"Are you sure you're okay?" Mom asked, suspicion wrapped around every word.
"Leave her be, she said she's busy," Dad said in a lower voice, one meant to be heard by only her.
"I know, but you know how she gets. I don't want her holed up on a weekend." Mom's voice was supposed to be lower too, but she was never successful on the front.
"I do, but I thought we agreed we weren't going to push her," he said.
"Guys, can you wait until I hang up before you start discussing me? Thanks," I said flatly.
"Sorry, honey," Mom said. "We love you."
"I love you guys too. Now, I have to go." I turned back to Sage with a shy smile. "Sorry. My parents. They're…caring."
She laughed. "Sounds like it. They wanted to hang out?"
"Yeah, a movie or something." I shrugged and looked down at my phone to see a text from my mom. She assured me that I could still join if I wanted, that in case I changed my mind, they'd be at a showing in the next hour.
"We could reschedule if you prefer?" Sage asked.
"No, no," I said so quickly, I stumbled over the words. "Definitely not. I want to be here, with you, doing whatever it is this place has to do."
"You sure? You don't sound convinced," she teased.
I rolled my eyes, and we started walking toward the entrance. "I'm sure."
"You said they're caring." Sage tilted her head to the side as she considered the word. "But that didn't sound like a good thing in your book. Do you not like when people care about you? I have heard that not being cared for builds character, though the long term effects don't make it seem worth it."
I laughed. "No, I enjoy being cared for. My parents just…do it in their unique way."
"There's that negative connotation again." Sage opened the door for me. I stepped into a dimly lit restaurant with enough indoor trees to make it feel like I was stepping into a rainforest instead.
"How many in your party?" the host asked us.
Sage held up her fingers. "Two."
She nodded and gave us two small glasses. I couldn't mask the confusion on my face when I took mine.
"Have you two been here before?" the host asked.
"I have." Sage nodded and looked at me. "I'll explain it to you."
"Very curious about why I would need an explanation about a restaurant."
The host laughed. "You're in for a treat. Have fun."
Sage grabbed my hand when I frowned at the host's statement, and I curled my fingers around hers, even though pain spiked up my arm. I bit down on my inner cheek to stave off a groan.
“The Treehouse is an experience,” Sage started. She led me down a hallway where the walls were filled with intricate, gold framed oil paintings from top to bottom. Every painting in the room was a landscape. Oceans and mountains. Rivers and forests. The colors were bright, loud in their celebration of the mundane.
"So I've been told." I stopped in front of an ocean painted purple.
"We eat while we walk and look at the art." Sage let go of my hand but kept close enough for me to feel her body heat. "There are multiple buildings all surrounding this one fake tree. They connect with bridges in between. Each building has a different art theme, and they change all the themes every couple of months."
"That's such a cool idea," I murmured while still taking in the hall. "Do you come here a lot?"
"Once, which is how I know we probably won't be able to go through all the rooms."
"Why? Too many?" I stopped marveling at the art to look at her. My cheeks burned when I realized she hadn't been staring at the paintings as intently as I'd been. Instead, she'd been watching me.
"Some of the rooms are high," Sage said. "Lots of stairs to climb. The suspension bridge can get pretty shaky. I know how you feel about heights. I thought this place was still somewhere you'd enjoy, even if we didn't get to see it all."
I brushed at the corner of my mouth in case her staring was because of something on my face. "I'll tough it out. I can manage."
She shook her head. "No, you don't have to."
"I want to. I want to see as much as we can. Besides, I'm not a coward." I gave her a look. "Shouldn't you know that by now?"
"Eh, the jury's still out on that," she joked. "But if you want to prove it…"
"And here comes the peer pressure." I smiled. "I thought we were too old for that?"
"Speak for yourself, Pastel."
"Fine. How can I prove myself?"
"Tell me what's up with your family? They invite you out, and you look like you were going to punch something. I didn't think a Disney princess who fed ducks during her lunch break would ever result in punching something. Hell, I've angered you, and the worst you've done was pout."
"I'll have you know, I don't just feed him, he keeps me company."
"See, that. You easily made friends with a forest creature. You're sweet. Not someone who throws punches."
I laughed under my breath.
"You don't have to actually share," Sage said in a gentle voice. "I'm mostly teasing."
"No…" I took a breath. Complaining about my family had been something I avoided over the years. Besides Amaya, I had few friends who I felt comfortable sharing my problems with. Amaya's family was never really around, so it felt ungrateful to complain. I was lucky, and I knew that deep down. I also felt deep down that if I complained, the universe might retaliate. Take everything away from me.
"They're nice," I whispered.
"And?" Sage nodded, eyes so soft and non-judgmental. I felt warm, surrounded by art in a dimly lit hallway with a woman who was more beautiful than anything captured on canvas. She looked at me like I could never say anything wrong—except she'd seen me be wrong. Sage had seen me ruin artwork and tremble with anxiety during class critiques. She'd seen my frustration in meeting rooms, knew I overthought every line I put down. There was no reputation to uphold or ruin with her. I was safe. She'd seen me and she was still here. I was safe.
"And I feel like they don't really see me," I said and closed my eyes for a second, embarrassed. "God, that sounded melodramatic."
"No, it's okay." Sage stepped closer. "Keep going. I want to know. I want to understand why you look like two different people when you talk about them. One part of you is gracious, the other part sad."
"That's exactly it." I nodded. "I've been trying to make my art career work for so long. They've supported me in so many ways, but there's this deep fear that I'm going to screw this up. When they talk about my job and my work, there's always caveats. I know they're just waiting for me to strike out. They're waiting at home with open arms, and that messes with my psyche. I can't figure out how to tell them that it's not helpful. They are the people who know me best in the world, so if they don’t believe in me, then why should I believe in myself?"
"Because—much to my displeasure most days—you're an incredible artist."
"Did your insides catch on fire a little as you admitted that? There might be a pig flying outside, too. We probably should find a window."
"Yeah, I'm a little on fire. I'll manage," she said. "The pig can wait, though, because I'm about to make hell freeze over."
We laughed.
"I mean it, Pastel," she said with a smile. "Your work's amazing. You have a track record to prove it. It's long and impressive. I knew from the moment I started drawing in your sketchbooks back at school that you were going to make it, that I'd be fighting within an inch of my life to keep up with you one day."
"What?" My eyes widened at her confession. "Stop playing with me."
"How am I playing with you?"
"You knew from the moment you drew in my sketchbook?"
She shrugged, not understanding. "Yeah."
"Sage, you were taunting me," I said.
"Taunting you?"
My smile fell slightly as I took in the seriousness of her eyes. "Yes, taunting."
"Don't get me wrong, that does sound like something I'd do."
"You don't say."
She held up her hand. "But I can promise you, the sketching wasn't taunting you. I was having fun. And…also, kind of looking for my first queer friend. I had a hunch about you, but I couldn't be sure."
I laughed. "What?"
"I didn't know how to ask people back in college. I barely knew how to ask myself," she explained. "The drawing was fun. I thought we were having fun until you started glaring at me during class and giving my pieces low scores during our silent critiques. After the third straight one-star, I figured it was time to wrap that shit up and move on. I can take a hint."
"I only did that because I thought you were making fun of me. And you were!" I snapped my fingers as I remembered. "You told everyone I was afraid of art, that you were surprised I was still there."
"I mean, I was surprised." Sage rocked back and forth, looking guilty. "But I should have had a better filter and been aware that those art school kids liked to gossip."
I huffed. "So you're saying baby queer Sage was too nervous to ask a girl if she liked girls?"
"Yeah. I mean, weren't you?"
"Not really. I just always ask." I shrugged.
"Well, we can't all be that secure that young."
"I am incredibly special, you're right."
Sage smiled and let me have that one. "I should have drawn kissing girls in your margins. That would have gotten the message across. Plus, you deserved that."
"I did deserve that," I agreed. "Can never have too many kissing girls."
"Exactly. You also deserved to give yourself a break, like you do now.” Her gaze flickered to my hand. “You don’t believe you’re going to make it, so you're pushing yourself hard. Too hard, Pastel. I don't want you to break."
"I-I'm fine." I tucked my hand behind my back.
"You flinched when I grabbed your hand earlier. Smallest twitch of your mouth. It's the same one you get when you drink your tea too quickly in the office. You're too polite to complain out loud. That twitch is as close as you get."
"Wow, someone's obsessed with me," I joked.
"I know my competition like the back of my hand." Sage closed the remaining distance and kissed me. It started gentle and evolved into parted lips, evoking a noise I was quick to stifle, because this wasn't the place.
"Can tonight be about fun?" Sage asked in a hoarse voice when we pulled back for a breath. "I know you want your notes on your chapter, but we have all night. Right now, I would love to watch you enjoy yourself and forget about the stress of work, family, and competing."
I nodded, eyes still half closed, my mind still in a lull after her kiss. "I'd love that."
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"Come on, let's go back," Sage comforted me when I stopped in the middle of the bridge. "I told you we didn't have to do this."
"We're. Doing. This." I clung to the railing, shaking like a toddler who'd just learned to walk.
"You don't have to prove anything, I swear." Sage was ahead of me, within arm's reach. "I didn't mean to pressure you."
"You didn't."
"I think my sheer presence pressures you sometimes."
"You think too highly of yourself," I said and tried to take a step forward. The bridge groaned under the movement, and I paused again.
"I'm going to get better at this date thing," she said with a sigh. "I should have chosen dinner and a movie, something that doesn't have a vein popping in your forehead."
"There's no vein in my forehead," I grumbled.
"Wanna bet?" She offered me her hand, and I grabbed on, thankful for something solid and steady. Instead of urging me toward her like I’d expected, Sage came to me. She pulled out her phone and flipped the camera to us. I was a panicked mess, but at least my hair was still cute and holding up well in the humidity. Sage looked perfect beside me.
"Let's take a photo," I decided. "I want to have leverage whenever you inevitably protest about doing something for me."
"No fair, I told you this was voluntary," she complained with a laugh.
"Doesn't matter. I'm being brave because you like this. So when the shoe is on the other foot, I want to have this as proof that I'm willing to go the extra mile."
"Fine." Sage wrapped her arm around my waist, securing me against her. I felt safer in her grip, finally able to relax for a second. She snapped the photo and surprised me at the last minute by turning to kiss my cheek.
"You look really beautiful tonight," she whispered in my ear. "Scared or not."
My stomach flipped at the compliment. She kissed me once more, and my nerves melted along with me.
"I feel better," I said once she put the phone down. Her arm remained on my waist.
"Really?"
"Yeah, my heart's not racing and the air's really great up here."
"You like that I'm holding you," she said with a knowing smile.
"That's a perk, sure." I nodded. "But, come on, look at that view."
The tree in the middle of the building was something straight out of a science fiction movie. Its trunk glowed, green and purple vines twisting around it. I felt like we were on some distant, radioactive planet. We were high enough to see other suspension bridges below us, decorated with yellow lanterns. Not many people were here, so the place nearly felt abandoned.
I got so comfortable, I became daring enough to peek over the side. Sage's grip tightened on me, suddenly more afraid than I was about me falling.
"I'm good," I said. "I just wanted to see how high up we are. It's not…too bad."
She kept a protective hold on me as she peered over too. "No, not bad at all."
I looked at her, eyes widening. "Wait, are you nervous now too?"
"What?" She blew out a breath. "That's…no."
"Sage."
"Okay, maybe a little. Maybe I only came once because I got a bit freaked out. Maybe I forgot about how high these things went and I kept going because I was trying to be brave for you. Because I knew how much you'd love this tree. It reminded me of some of your work in your fantasy comic, the one about the dwarfs and forgotten woods."
"Sage, that comic's on my old Tumblr. Deep in the archives." I'd abandoned it years ago.
"I might have needed some content when I ran out of your chapters on Inkmic. Sue me."
I laughed, too flattered to care about how it made the bridge rock. "Want to take the elevator down and eat somewhere not suspended a hundred feet in the air?" I asked.
She laughed. "Could we?"
"As long as you lead the way and don't let go."
"Done and done," she promised with one more kiss. 












  
  Chapter Seventeen

Sage


The concern I’d felt for Noah wasn’t like the one for my family. It didn’t squeeze my chest so tight that I couldn't breathe, but it did settle in my stomach, twisting around my insides so I didn’t get reprieve unless she was in my line of sight. 
She was pushing herself too hard. The fire burning in her eyes was the same one I had years ago, but instead of wanting it again, I remember how dangerous it’d become. I want to warn her about how fast it could spread and how much damage it could leave in its wake. I didn’t, though, because if she was anything like me —and the more time I spent with her, the more I realized how alike we were—she’d push me away. Noah ate, slept, and breathed her stories. There was no end in sight until next month, when the finalists were announced and we sent off the first issues of Leisah for final edits.
“Here.” I placed a mug wrapped in a cozy on Noah’s desk. She was hunched over her tablet, hand moving quickly across her work. Gone was the woman who'd been laughing in my arms on a bridge. She barely looked away from her screen as she murmured a thank you.
I almost went back to my desk before noticing sweat on her brow. “Hey?”
“Hm?” There was a splash page on her screen. She was drawing the tiny details of Leisah’s new super suit.
“Are you getting sick?”
Noah looked up at that question. She realized her brow was soaked and pulled out a few tissues from a pastel pink plastic box. “No. I’m good. I get a little overheated when I’m excited.”
She didn’t look excited, though. There were dark circles under her eyes. Her nails were uneven and chipped with lavender polish.
I looked around the office before whispering, “Maybe you should take a break. I can take on the rest of the panels you need to finish for the day.”
“And let you take the credit?” Noah scoffed. “Not a chance.”
The words were supposed to be teasing… I think. The little bite around the edge had me wondering otherwise.
“This isn’t about credit. I’m…worried about you.”
She frowned as she looked up at me. There were too many people around for me to grab her hand. I didn’t know what we were, so I damn sure wouldn't be able to explain physical affection to anyone. She didn't seem to know what we were either, preferring to keep it that way until the competition was over. I didn't mind the wait, but I did mind that she wouldn't talk about her pain.
I could be falling into bad habits again, being the fixer of those around me. I was starting to wonder if that was so bad. I’d been so resentful of the role, I'd run from it for months. Maybe it wasn't about the role at all but instead, balance. As I tried to help Noah, I wasn't bogged down by guilt or resentment. To have her lean on me felt like it'd strengthen me, not break me. She didn't want more than I could give her. Whatever I offered seemed to be enough.
"I'm good," Noah promised.
I reached out, hooking my fingers around the cuff of her cardigan. The yarn was a fuzzy, cozy yellow, matching the sun.
"Okay." I clutched the cuff for a second longer before letting go. I'd run out of excuses to stay on her side of the cubicle, so I moved back to my side, still concerned.
We worked for hours without looking up from our screens. Noah had an occasional moment of mumbling, but other than that, she was silent. I tried to lighten the mood halfway through the day by drawing in the sketchbook we basically share now. Once I deposited my latest drawing on her desk, she barely looked at it, giving me a half-hearted smile before turning back to her work.
My worry briefly disappeared when she tugged me into an empty conference room to kiss me. The action was a surprise that I refused to question.
"I'm okay," Noah whispered between kisses. "You're okay. We're okay."
I couldn't help but notice how hitched her voice was. She was trying to convince herself, and I let her have the fantasy for now. 
By the end of the day, I'd prepared a speech to convince her to take the night off, but I didn’t get a single word out, because my phone buzzed with a call from Ash. My breathing went shallow. Ash never called me. He still hadn't responded to any of my messages about the savings account. For some reason, I had a feeling this wasn’t about that.
"What's up?" I answered in a low voice. People were getting up from their desks, saying their goodbyes, getting into last-minute chats for the day. I turned away from the aisle and bent over my desk to create some privacy. Noah's chair squeaked, a telltale sign she'd turned to me. I didn't look up, focused on a drawing Marissa made for me at the beginning of the year—me with a black cat and a witch's hat. She thought I was a witch when she first met me, and I played into the character, since she seemed to love it. I imagined having magic powers as Ash broke the news about TJ. I didn't realize he was done until the call ended, and Noah's hand was heavy on my shoulder.
"What happened?" she asked. 
"Nothing." My throat felt as if it was about to close soon, so I forced myself to say the next part quickly. "I can't stick around tonight."
Noah nodded. "Okay. Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?”
I opened my mouth ready to deny it, but then I made the mistake of meeting her gaze. Something unfolded in me. All the barriers I'd put up felt ready to cave, because I didn't want a single one of them against her anymore. She had been the one person who pushed me to become better these past few months. If I didn't let her in then, would I ever let anyone?
Loneliness had been a blessing in my past, kept my anger at bay and my frustration to a minimum. Yet, here I was, tempted now more than ever to break my rule for her. She was better than lonely; possibly as safe, if not more so if I woman-ed up and gave her a chance.
"It's my brother," I confessed as I stood up and started packing my bag.
"Is he okay?" Noah helped with straightening up my desk. She moved things with ease, knowing exactly where I liked to place my extra pens and wired headphones, a clear marker of her paying as much extra attention to me, just as I had been doing with her.
"He's in the hospital," I said. "Stable, but my other brother, Ash, sounded scared."
She picked at her nail as she asked, "Is there anything I can do?" 
I rested my hand on hers. "Take lots of breaks, and don't forget your stretches."
Her eyes softened. "I meant for you. I could come with you."
My stomach churned at the thought of her having to see how I acted around my family. I felt so weak around them, and that was nothing close to the Sage she was used to seeing.
"I'm fine," I told her. "I'll figure it out. I always do."
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I could see the fear in Ash's gaze, and it's a time machine, transporting me to when we were kids. He was the baby brother through and through, me the big sister who knows how to solve everything. The weight came back, and I gathered every bit of strength left to hold it in place.
"What happened?" I asked once I stopped in front of them. My voice was rock hard, steadier than the pounding in my chest. I planted my feet into the ground, promising myself I will be unmovable.
Mom stared at the wall across from her in silence. There were paintings of neutral-colored blobs floating in a white space—hospital decor's neutrality should be relaxing, but it always came off as sinister to me. I didn't like the idea of art being safe. I knew the soft colors and shapes were supposed to invoke a sense of calm, but all it did was make me want to tear it off the wall.
"He got into an accident last night," Ash said. He squeezed Mom's shoulder before nudging his chin for me to follow him, and I glanced at Mom once more. It didn’t look like she was going to move from her spot anytime soon, so I followed my brother to the corner of the room.
"You called me at five," I said, trying my best not to sound accusatory. "Why did you wait so late?"
"Because we didn't know until about an hour ago." Ash's mouth barely moved as he spoke. Like me, he did his best to remain calm.
"An hour ago?" I echoed.
"Yeah, because…" He swallowed and tried to clear his throat. "They couldn't ID him until they tracked down his wallet."
My heart dropped. "The accident was that bad?"
"I didn't recognize him," Ash said in a low voice.
I pressed my lips together, trying to keep my emotions at bay. "How did it happen?"
My brother sighed and rubbed the stubble sprouting on his jawline. He was taller than me by a few inches, but for some reason, I still felt as if I could pick him up and carry him somewhere far less scary.
"He was street racing."
Confusion morphed into anger and then disappointment. I placed my hands on my hips and looked around for a second before I answered. I couldn't be quick to anger; not now and not here.
"I thought he stopped all that," I said when I finally felt able to speak without blowing up.
TJ was a thrill seeker. Combined with a knack for understanding cars, he figured out how to make quick cash on the side. The racers weren't sticklers for safety, and they sure as hell weren't above racing dirty.
"He needed the extra cash because of…me." Ash couldn't meet my eyes, so he opted for a spot on the ground.
"I could have guessed that much," I said, my blood pressure rising again. "What's going on with you? Why haven't you answered any of my calls?"
Ash stuffed his hands in his pockets. "I was trying to figure shit out before I talked to you because I knew…I knew…"
"What?" I snapped. "What did you know? That T was going to cover for you? That he was going to go back to bad habits because of you?"
"That you'd look at me like this." He gestured to my face. "Like I'm someone your perpetually disappointed in. It's the same look you've given Mom and Dad our entire lives, the one you started to give TJ after a while. I didn't want to be hated by you. I wanted to be different." Ash finally met my gaze, and the hurt in his eyes made the brown blur like chalk on a rainy sidewalk.
I was all twisted inside with a new level of guilt and shame. "I don't look…"
I stopped myself, because I couldn’t lie about it, not anymore. I didn't think the disappointment could be seen on my face, but somehow, someway, throughout the years, my cracks began to show.
"You're disappointed and hurt," he whispered. "I was trying to make sure I didn't add to that kind of pain." 
I wished my lungs were filled with dirt. Being in the ground was more appealing than knowing I'd made Ash feel so afraid.
"That's not something should worry about," I said in a voice that didn’t have much energy.
"But it is." He straightened a bit, sure of this one thing. "I should worry because we let things go too far. We expected you to fix everything. I wanted to figure out my own stuff for once before coming to you, Sage. So, I took out a few loans, something to hold Mom and Dad over while I tried to go to school, but the money ran out and the bills kept piling up, so I asked Faye for help."
His girlfriend, the one whose eyes shined with a genuine love for him. I didn’t know if true love existed, but if it did, I would bet everything on them. No matter how many times they broke up, they found their way back to each other.
"I thought I'd be able to pay her back in time, but I couldn't. She panicked after a few days and told me she'd taken the money from her dad."
My eyes went wide. Faye's dad was a no-nonsense congressman who had tried to get Ash away from his daughter by any means necessary.
"He threatened to take me to court," Ash said.
"Under what charges?" I laughed humorlessly. "His daughter taking money out of his account?"
"You know he's way smarter than that. Even if he couldn't win, he'd find a way to put me in front of a judge. I couldn't afford that, so I took the money from our joint account to pay him back and shut him up."
"Faye should have known better," I grumbled.
"I shouldn't have put her in that position."
"I was getting to that next." I wiped my hand over my face.
"You look exhausted," he whispered.
"I'm fine. Had a few long days at work." I glanced back over at Mom. "How is she doing?"
"As well as to be expected."
Which meant not well at all. I swallowed a groan and tried to formulate a list of things I needed to do to fix this. It'd start with taking Mom back home to rest. The hard waiting room chairs had to be wreaking havoc on her back. I'd have to talk to the doctor about TJ, ask about his current state and recovery, and then there was…
I did another quick scan of the room. "Where's Dad?"
When Ash didn't respond immediately, I whipped my head back to him.
"Huh?" I pressed.
"I don't know." He twisted his mouth to the side.
"You gotta be kidding."
"He was here earlier." Ash quickly tried to cover for him. "But had to step out, and…he's not answering his phone. He looked scared. He'd been crying. You know how he hates hospitals."
I shook my head. Like most kids, I hated the idea of either of my parents being moved to tears, but once again, he wasn't here when we needed him. "Has he really been sober? Or was that TJ telling me what he thought I wanted to hear?"
Ash's silence makes me scratch checking on Dad off the 'to do' list.
"It's hard on him, you know," Ash said. "Dad wants to get better. He has. It's not complete sobriety, but it's as close as he's ever been, and TJ wanted you to feel like we were good without you."
They weren't good without me, but with so much anger boiling in my veins, they wouldn't be good with me either. Ash had already admitted to being afraid to talk to me. TJ wanted me gone for good if I didn't go back to the agreeable version of myself. Now, Dad was MIA, Mom was staring at a wall, and I was as upset as I was all those months ago when I stopped responding. Nothing was changing. Something needed to change.
"You paid Faye's Dad back," I said, forcing myself into autopilot. "What else do you need money for?"
"Sage–"
"No more games or hiding stuff. The fact of the matter is, you guys can't do this alone. As tired as I am of being the one swooping in, that's my job. I will suck it up as long as you guys do. We don't have to like it, but we have to do it. So, tell me: what else do you need?"
He stared at me for a moment before eventually opening his mouth. "A couple hundred for my car. It's in the shop. I need it to get to work."
"What kind of work?" I asked as I pulled out my phone.
"I know this guy who does lawn work. His kid's away at school, so he has a spot on his team for me."
"Nothing shady about him?"
"No. He's boring. The job is boring, but it pays pretty well."
I nodded and sent over four hundred to his account. "Is that enough?"
Ash checked his phone and nodded numbly. "Yeah. More than."
"Good. Save the rest," I instructed. "Go get your car and get to work. On your break, send me your resume so I can look over it. You're not doing spotty lawn jobs for long. Unless that guy wants to hire you full-time, you're applying for something more permanent. I don't care what it is, but it has to require you to clock in and out regularly."
I was done handling them with kid gloves. If I was stuck in a shitty situation, then they'd have to take active participation in it, too.
"Got it?" I asked when Ash stared at me blankly.
"Yeah, yeah." He nodded. "I think so."
I shook my head. "No thinking. Just doing."
"I'll do it, Sage. I promise."
His voice was earnest, eyes full of hope for my approval—I almost pulled on his ear like I used to do when we were younger. It was the only form of affection either of us showed each other, but I couldn't bring myself to give anything more than a stiff smile.
"Go on." I waved my hand toward the exit. "I'm going to talk to the doctor and then take Mom home."
"I shouldn't be long," he promised. "Day's over, but I know the mechanic. I'll be in and out and drive back to the house."
"Good." I nodded. "No pit stops. I need you to stay with her tonight."
I could do a lot of things, but being trapped at home wasn't one of them. I needed to get a good night's rest in my own space—sleeping in my bed was how I planned on holding on to my sanity.
Ash hurried out of the hospital while I waited with my mom for the doctor to come back out and give us updates. She answered simple questions but never took her eyes off the wall.
Suddenly, I was ten all over again. She'd just gotten news of Dad going on another drinking binge and proceeded to clam up. I had to wash, clean, and cook for the boys, walk them to school in the morning and pick them up in the evening. She hadn’t moved all day.
When we finally got an update and I concluded there was nothing us sitting in the waiting room would fix, I took her home. Ash was there with takeout on the table, and I hung around for a bit longer; it felt wrong to leave so quickly. As soon as Mom went into her room and shut the door, I was out.
My escape to my bike was made in record time. I willed myself to keep my cool until I stepped into my apartment, but frustration tears were already on the horizon. As I fumbled to tug off my helmet, my phone buzzed with a text. I didn’t check it for a second, breathing in and out to prepare for more bad news. The next sound was a ring, and the name on the caller ID surprised me.
I wiped my face, even though no tears had fallen. With a quick clear of my throat, I answered the call.
"Hey, Pastel," I greeted in what sounded like a relatively normal voice for me. "Everything okay?"
"That's exactly what I was going to ask you." Her voice was soft, so I don't know how it pierced my chest when I heard it.
"So we're doing post-work wellness checks now? This relationship is getting serious."
"Yeah, it is."
My heart pounded. "I didn't get the memo."
"That's because I made the decision all on my own."
"Look at you," I teased. "Throwing your weight around."
"Sage, are you okay?" she asked in a tone that made me feel like it would be fine if I said no.
"Of course." I pushed the receiver away from my mouth to release a shaky sigh. There was always something about a genuine 'are you okay' that nearly made me break down.
"Really?" Noah persisted with determination.
I swallowed and whispered, "No."
"What do you need?" Noah asked. There wasn’t any hesitation in the offer, more willingness in the tone than I felt I'd ever deserve. "I'll get it for you, do it for you. Whatever it is."
"No, I got everything under control," I said, ready to take back the confession. "Besides, you shouldn't be worried about me. You should be thinking about resting that hand—"
"It's fine," she cut in. "As long as you don't ask me to draw your panels, it's fine. I'm resting it. Now, what do you need?"
I tried to remember the last time someone asked me that, but I kept coming up blank.
"Sage?" Her voice lowered to a whisper. "Please, tell me how to help you. I want to help you. What do you need?"
"You," I said with my eyes closed, afraid of what that meant, what it could mean for my future. Our future. Partners were meant to be leaned on, but I’d never needed to lean. People needed me, but that didn't work in reverse. It felt embarrassing for it to be reversed. I would rather be there for her than her for me.
"What does that look like?" she asked.
"Maybe we can hang out," I suggested—that seemed easy enough, like I wasn't asking for much. "You could come over to my place, or I could come over to yours. I'll order anything you want to eat."
"Mm." She considered it for a moment. "Okay, make it your place. I've never seen you in a place not connected to art. Who knows if you even exist outside of the art world?"
"I'll send you my address so you can find out."
I heard the smile in her voice as she said, "Deal."
I counted down the seconds until I saw her smile in person.

      [image: image-placeholder]Cleaning wasn’t a thing when you didn’t have many belongings. I moved some of my stuff around in preparation for Noah, only because I felt like that's what you were supposed to do when you had company. I returned some books to the shelf, folded the one throw blanket I owned, and fluffed my couch pillows before running out of things to do. I’d never been too self-conscious of my space. It was a place I crashed in after work. But as soon as Noah walked through the door, I became acutely aware of how boring the place looked. 
She was in the same outfit she wore to work: a pink maxi skirt and white sweater vest. Her hoop earrings and glasses were gone, hair pulled in a high puff with a few strands escaping the tie.
"I don't think I've ever seen you without glasses," I said as she studied my living room. The pink wire frames had grown on me—I liked watching her push them up her nose with one finger or use them as an impromptu headband.
"That can't be true." She spun around next to my coffee table, taking in the sights. Her hands were occupied with a concerning number of bags, one of which smelled amazing.
"It is." I joined her side, helping set her things down.
"Is it weird?" she asked.
I shook my head. "No, just different. I can't decide which I like better."
"I'm cuter with them," she said with a shrug. "They make my features more symmetrical."
"That so?" I tried to swallow my laughter at how matter-of-fact Noah sounded. Thank God she was here. A quiet home was usually my safe haven, but tonight, I couldn’t imagine being alone.
“It’s so,” Noah confirmed as she started unloading her bounty. "Now, I didn't know what you'd like, so I kind of whipped up a bit of everything."
"What?" I smiled as she laid out pink Tupperware. "You made all this?"
There were at least ten containers, varying in size but all stuffed to the brim. I recognized rice, greens, and barbecue chicken, but the rest of the dishes were foreign, with numerous ingredients.
"When I don't know what to do to make people feel better, I cook." Noah placed her hands on her hips, studying her handiwork like she was still unsure.
My throat was tight and only got tighter when she said, "I also got you some comfort things, just in case the food wasn't enough."
"Really?" I tried to remain calm, even though my mind raced. Was this what it felt like to be taken care of? To be looked after?
"Yup." Noah smiled as she unpacked another bag and held up a black blanket with skulls on it. "Felt it fit your vibe."
I laughed. "Why? I mean, you're right on the vibe fit, but why a blanket?"
"Because it's fleece," she said, like that explained everything. When I gave her a blank stare, she continued, "Fleece blankets are the ultimate comfort item. Trust me, I cozy up under mine every chance I get and start to feel better instantly."
I smiled, accepting the blanket. "This is…all of this is really sweet, Noah."
She waved her hand like it was no big deal, and I didn’t know how to convince her otherwise.
“So…" Noah looked around my living room. "Did you move in recently?”
It took me a second to clear my throat and deposit her gift onto the couch before I answered. “I’ve lived here for about four years now.”
I watched as she walked to the glass sliding doors that led to my patio. There wasn’t any furniture; the only sort of decor out there was a dying houseplant Tyson had gifted me last Christmas.
“Four years?” Noah frowned. “And I thought my place was depressing. At least I’m not trying to live in a void of nothing.”
I laughed. “Thanks.”
“You haven’t even tried to hang something up?” She waved her hand at the wall; the subtle wince in her brow wasn’t lost on me. Nor was how she pulled her hand to her side, keeping it there as she continued to make a list of things I could put on the eggshell white walls.
“I never thought I’d stay here for long,” I confessed after her rant.
“Why’s that?”
“Moved around a lot as a kid.” I closed the distance between us again, and when I reached for her good hand, Noah let me have it without protest. I gently pulled her toward the couch. The cushions were pretty beaten up from how much I slept on them, but it was comfortable enough to sink into after our long day.
“Did your parents move a lot for work?” Noah asked.
“Nope. I wish.” I’d fully planned on giving her hand another massage. Somehow, I managed to entwine our fingers instead. I brushed circles around the back of her thumb; it was hard to imagine that months ago, I’d planned on having her removed from my team. Our team.
“They got evicted from more places than I can remember,” I said while staring at our hands.
“And now, you don’t decorate because you’re afraid of that happening to you?”
“No, I never got used to the idea of putting things in this space. It doesn’t feel right.”
“How else will you feel like you’re coming home?”
“My art’s home. Everything else is temporary.”
Noah took a breath. We were close enough that I could feel the rise and fall of her shoulders. I didn’t look up to meet her gaze yet; I liked the low stakes of holding her hand and studying how nicely our fingers fit together.
“Is that a sentiment bred from something that happened today?” Noah asked. “Or a cornerstone of belief?”
“The latter.” I finally looked up, and we were a breath away. “But it’s strengthened by today.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Her gaze flickered to my lips. I didn’t feel like going into depth about my family right now; it was safe to say she’d appreciate doing something else, too.
“No,” I said simply. “Did you want to eat now?"
“I-if you're not hungry right now, I can hold off.”
I smiled at her nervous stutter. “Are you okay?”
“Perfect.” She nodded, and I tucked a coil behind her ear, an excuse for my hand to linger. Noah leaned into my touch as my fingers journeyed from her neck to her cheeks. She turned her head to kiss the back of my hand, and I feel heat rising in between my legs. As she continued to kiss my hand, the heat intensified enough for me to crave pressure against my mouth as well.
I leaned forward to kiss her exposed neck, and Noah's moan of approval made me gently bite down on her racing pulse.
“Can I keep you for the night?” I asked between kisses that trailed down her neck and toward her collarbone. I tugged her top down a bit to expose more skin. The yarn stretched, revealing the beautiful brown skin underneath. "Show you how grateful I am for your cooking and your gift?"
“I’d like that,” Noah whispered. Her fingers had found their way to my shirt, but she couldn’t figure out the vest. I bit back a laugh when she failed at unlatching the clips. Noah threw her leg over my lap as she tried to free me from my top. The closeness didn’t help the attempt, but it sure as hell made us both desperate for more.
“Take this off? Please?”
I’d never heard a plea sound so sweet. We’d come such a long way, miles removed from even a few months ago, when we couldn’t stand sitting across from one another.
“We’ve gone from glaring across a meeting room to dry humping in my living room,” I teased in a low voice.
Noah laughed while still yanking at my top. “Who’s dry humping?”
“I assumed it’d be you in the next few seconds.”
“Bold of you to assume it’d be me.” She lifted herself up so she was properly on my lap.
“You’re on my lap, Pastel.”
“And your hands are on my ass,” she shot back.
I tilted my head to the side, realizing my hands had, indeed, found their way to her ass. She arched her back in what I’m sure she thought was a subtle movement, and I smiled, loving how each cheek felt on my palms. The little wiggle she did to try and get me to squeeze her was adorable.
“It’s a great ass,” I said as I used it to pull her closer. “Couldn’t resist.”
Her laughter faded into a soft gasp when I kissed her. Noah’s fingers played with the hair at the nape of my neck, twirling the coils in rhythm with our breath. I burned with the need to have us both naked and my face in her pussy, but I was also enjoying the buildup. I felt like this hadn’t been something in the making since the carnival, but since college. How many times had I looked at those hips and thought they were too beautiful to not paint with my fingers?
Noah rocked her hips against me, giving in to the dry-humping allegations. I parted my lips and offered my tongue as a thank you. I didn't feel like I deserved a woman like her on top of me, but I was damn glad she was there.
“Holy crap,” she murmured, pulling away from my kiss and tilting her head to the ceiling as she enjoyed the sensation of grinding against me. I leaned back into the couch, admiring the curve of her breast and hips. My hands ran up and down her body, too needy to be satisfied with feeling just one part.
“I'm going to need some help, Sage.” She fumbled with my collar, still struggling with its removal.
I laughed and nodded, taking off my vest without any more delay. My nipples poked through my sports bra, the outline more prominent than they’d ever been. Noah swiped both nipples with the pads of her thumb, and the moan I released from the sensation came directly from my core. She was back to her grinding, but the clothes between us became less tantalizing and more annoying with each second.
“This next?” I asked and waited for her enthused nod before taking off her top. Her bralette underneath was pastel pink, lilacs printed on the fabric. I placed a firm hand in the middle of her back, holding her steady against me as I sucked on her nipples through the cotton. She whimpered, her fingers sinking into the roots of my hair as she held me close against her.
Sometime between my transition from one breast to the other, her hand had found its way inside her underwear, and Noah played with herself while I played with her nipples.
“Getting impatient?” I pulled away from her.
“Only a little.” Her shoulders sagged in disappointment with my mouth removed.
“I want my fingers to be the ones fucking you. I want to be the one taking care of you.”
She smiled and arched into me. “So what’s the holdup then? A girl has been waiting for months.”
“Months?” I hooked my fingers into her waistband, pulling her skirt and underwear down in one go. She lifted her legs, eager to get the clothes of the way, and I quickly tossed them behind us, making her laugh.
“I might have imagined you eating me out under my desk…once or twice.” She tilted her head to the side, looking off into the distance as if she still wasn’t sure. “Thrice.”
“You’ve been down that bad?”
Noah traced my lips with hers before answering. Anytime I tried to press against her for an actual kiss, she pulled back with a smile. I learned quickly that if I stayed still, she’d give me the tip of her tongue to suck. She was too adorable for her own good, controlling me with that sweet smile and glossy lips. Noah tasted like bubblegum chapstick and felt like a summer evening when the sun’s finally set so the real fun can begin. I needed to make her come in every way possible. She deserved it.
“So, are you, it seems,” she taunted with another chaste kiss.
“I’m not shy about hiding it,” I agreed. “When I’m into you, I’m into you.”
“It’s safe to say all those years ago, you weren’t?”
I nodded, a little ashamed. “You were so annoying, Pastel.”
She threw her head back to laugh. “I love your honesty.”
“I love your laugh.” I cupped her chin, pulling her close so our lips nearly touched. “And your growth. You don’t take shit from anyone. You never should have, especially from me.”
Noah nodded, eyes hooded with warmth and desire. “I know.”
“You’re so beautiful—your body and your determination. Thank you for telling me to fuck off,” I whispered.
Her smile is wider. “I’d never say it in so many words.”
I nodded in agreement. “But in your glares.”
“I could give a whole speech with my eyes,” she agreed as she pressed her forehead against mine for some intense eye-to-eye.
“I don’t doubt it.” I tickled her side, making her fold over in laughter. “Now, are you going to let me give you an orgasm with my fingers before we move to mouth? And a combination of both after.”
She pressed into me with a sigh. “Yes, to all of the above.”










  
  Chapter Eighteen 

Noah


“Wet them for me,” was Sage’s demand when I laid across her couch. Two of her fingers sat on my lips, and I opened my mouth, willing to take them in. My tongue swirled around her, forcing her to release a moan that sounded as desperate as I felt. 
I’d come to her place to keep her company after what I assumed was a difficult day. It’d be silly of me to say I didn’t think anything would happen between us, but I didn’t think it’d be this. Some kissing, maybe cuddling, but not me stretched out naked on her couch, ready to do whatever she ordered.
Sage sounded sad over the phone. I’d spent hours after work debating whether to call her or not. I was glad I finally caved and shocked when she wanted to see me. I could live off the fire in her touch, survive off the heat of her mouth on my neck as I wet her fingers.
“That’s so pretty,” she whispered once she pulled back to watch me.
I moaned around her fingers, knowing full well it would make her need more. My pussy had been ready for her since I walked through the doors. Her apartment was so bare, with the only interesting thing in it being her. The lack of personality made me even more excited to feel her.
Sage was letting me in, showing me who she could be outside of art, and that person was lonely—afraid and far more unsure than she let on. To be privy to her fear of creating a home was a layer I’d never seen coming, and fuck, I wanted more. I wanted her kisses along with sorrows, body along with dreams. I wanted to share that pain in the voice she had over the phone, let her escape it for a moment with my mouth on her clit.
“I want to make you happy,” I murmured around her fingers.
“Mm?” She removed the hand to hear me more clearly.
“What can I do to make you forget some of the day?” I asked.
Sage smiled. “Do what you’ve been doing all this time. Give me your smile and laugh, and the cute move you do with your hips.”
“This?” I asked, a little confused at my basic shake.
“That,” she confirmed, eyes darkening at the movement. “It makes me want to bend you over so I can watch your ass.”
“All you have to do is ask.” I gave her fingers one more lick before flipping over, Sage moving so I had space to arch my back. Her groan made my pussy clench as I gripped the edge of her couch, trying not to demand her tongue this early on, when it seemed like she preferred to take her time.
“Do you mind if I touch?” she asked.
“I don’t mind,” I assured, appreciative of how she didn’t make any assumptions about what I liked and wanted. “I’d prefer it.”
Her warm hand cupped my ass, squeezing and rubbing the cheeks. I bit down on my lips, eyes closed at how the sensation of her hands so close yet still so far from my pussy made me want her to give me everything.
“How do you feel about spanking?” She parted my ass, making my pussy lips open too, wet from sweat and anticipation.
“I don’t mind it,” I said in a strained voice.
“Would you prefer I not?”
I considered it for a second. “I’ve only been spanked a couple of times. It’s not bad, but also not something I think about. If you like it, I don’t see why not.”
“I love it.” Sage rubbed calming circles on one of my ass cheeks. “But don’t be afraid to tell me if you don’t. I’ll stop when you give me the word.”
“Okay.” I nodded and pressed back into her so that I felt her crotch against my skin. She was still clothed in a sports bra and her baggy pants. I needed her to take everything off, but I could also appreciate how much attention I was getting, since I was the only one with my pussy exposed.
“Give me your best,” I dared.
“Bend a little more for me.” Sage placed a hand on my lower back. I followed her instructions and closed my eyes, readying for the smack. Instead of force against my ass, I felt two fingers slip inside me. The moan I let out was louder than I ever thought I was capable of, and my nails dug into the cushion, no doubt leaving loose threads in their wake. I moved back, trying to take her fingers deeper, only to receive the spank I’d been expecting earlier.
“Just bend,” she ordered. “No moving.”
The sting of the spank made my clit swell. What was happening to me? I moved back again to test her and myself. When the next smack came down harder, I whimpered with need.
“I like that,” I whispered, my shock wrapped around every syllable. I liked it because it was her, the woman who tried to tell me what to do and how much work I had to put in to become as good as her. I liked it because she was arrogant and bossy, and at one point, the bane of my existence. Not in a million years did I think I’d literally bend over for her. I’m sure she had a similar sentiment when she bent forward, replacing her fingers with her mouth.
Our moans were simultaneous, hers one of hot desire, mine of body-shaking pleasure. I widened my stance, trying to make it easier for her to eat me from the back. Her tongue circled between my lips, swallowing every drop I had to offer. Her fingers found my clit, rubbing slow, lavish circles like we had all the time in the world. It was going to be a long night if she kept doing that.
“Sage,” I pleaded when she pulled away. "No. Don't stop."
She laughed, spanking me again, and I let out an exaggerated cry. “What was that for?”
“For being a good girl and letting me taste you.” She tugged at my waist gently, pulling me up so my back pressed against her chest. “Spanking can be as much a reward as it is a punishment.”
She kissed my neck with tender care as her fingers squeezed my breasts. I’d never wanted to be consumed with someone as much as I wanted to be consumed by her. I tilted my head, my mouth parted for a kiss. Sage indulged me as one of her hands sneaked between my legs, the circles she made firmer than before. My pussy was wet enough to make noise now, and it didn’t take long for me to make sure her fingers were slippery. She used the excess to lubricate my breast, and I watched her fingers on my nipples, coating me before turning me around to clean me off.
Sage sucked both my nipples with her eyes closed, and I brushed my fingers across her jaw as she did it. I murmured encouragement, a jumble of words weighed down too much with lust to make much sense. She didn’t seem to mind the nonsense, though. Whatever I said made her finally remove her sports bra.
Her breasts were far larger than mine, sinking without the support of a bra, areolas wide and beautiful. Her nipples hardened so much, I didn’t even know how she managed to go so long without stimulation. I was determined to fix that, returning the favor.
She gasped as soon as my mouth made contact. For the first time since we’d known each other, Sage sounded soft and sweet. I loved it. I loved that I was the person she trusted to let behind the curtain. The way she looked down at me with those dark eyes hinted she felt the same.
“Use your teeth a little?” Her request was given through hooded eyes, and I was more than willing to please her. I applied a little pressure and received the world’s sexiest groan.
I moved to the other nipple, mimicking the pressure and receiving an even more thrilled response. Her head tilted back, and her body shivered against mine. God, tonight was going to be fun.
She wanted me to crawl in the bed first when we finally decided we needed more space, and I felt like I looked clumsy as I clawed at the sheets. Her sigh indicated disagreement—when I flipped over on the bed to see her gaze, it possessed the kind of danger I never thought I’d be able to invoke in someone with my smiles and kind words.
“Can you relax on the pillows for a second?” Sage climbed onto the bed, balanced on her knees, keeping her distance.
I leaned against the plush, silk pillows. The fabric was chilled, and I relaxed into them, grateful for the temperature change. Much like the living room, Sage hadn’t done much decorating. The black sheets and drafting table shoved into a far corner did give the space some character, though. I noticed an old acoustic guitar on a gray bean bag, a stack of poetry books on her near-empty bookshelf.
“So she is more than a drawing machine,” I teased.
“What’s that?” Sage finally crawled to me, done with the unnecessary space between us.
My heart beat ten times faster when she wrapped her arms around me again, and I felt like I was where I was supposed to be once more, a feeling I’d only ever gotten with a pen in hand. It was both too much and not enough, and I pulled her down to me for a kiss before whispering, “You do stuff besides art.”
“Occasionally.” She nodded in agreement. “Like now, for instance. I occasionally spend my free time making pretty girls orgasm.”
“I haven’t had one yet,” I teased. “So that’s yet to be determined.”
“Well, if that’s what it takes for you to believe me.” Sage laughed and kissed me. “Then I better get to it.”
Goosebumps ran up my arms from how she stared down at me. Her finger circled my cheek for a moment as she took me in, and I loved how beautiful her patience made me feel, like she wanted to savor every second.
“I can’t believe you’re here with me,” she whispered before she gave me a deep kiss, biting my lip before pulling away.
From that point forward, I knew I’d refuse to be with anyone who didn’t savor me.
Sage kissed my chin, neck, chest, belly. She played with the soft hair on my pussy, whispering something about how sexy it is and how beautiful I am.
“Can you take your pants off?” I asked before her mouth covered me. “I want to have easy access…for later.”
She laughed and did as I asked as her pants slid off easily. As soon as I saw how much her panties had ridden up her ass, I stopped her from removing them too.
“They look hot ridden up like that. I want to enjoy the view,” I explained, enticed by the outline of her pussy. The wet spot around her clit would be the death of me. "Plus, I want to use them later."
“Always planning a few steps ahead,” Sage said.
“You used to hate that about me,” I reminded her.
She made a soft noise of agreement. “It’s sexy in the bedroom, though. Please don’t stop.”
Her mouth was on my clit before I could respond, and everything else sunk away. We were in another universe together, one painted with our clashing colors and our need to be better than yesterday. All the energy we’d poured into our rivalry evolved into a keen awareness of one another’s needs. Sage interlocked her fingers with mine, sensing I liked the romance of hand-holding. I pressed my hand on the back of her head, guessing she'd like to feel how much I wanted her.
“That’s perfect,” I said as she swirled her tongue around my clit. Sage was slow and steady with her licks, eating me out with everything she had, using her tongue and lips to trigger differing sensations.
I glanced at our entwined fingers, obsessed with the straining veins and contrasting brown. Her dark brown was close to the shade of the night sky in the darkness of her bedroom. When I tried to clutch her harder, a twinge of pain ran up my forearm, reminding me of my injury. Sage felt my wince and pulled back.
“You okay, Pastel?”
I smiled at the nickname and how precious it made me feel. “I’m fine. It was my hand.”
She went to release it, but I refused to let her go.
“I can’t squeeze,” I explained. “Don’t let go though. I need to hold on when I come. It makes me feel like you’re with me every step of the way.”
“Of course I’m with you every step of the way,” she promised and held my hand with a looser grip.
I smiled, feeling both grateful and sad. Her promise was beautiful, exactly what I needed in the moment. It was also what I wanted yesterday and what I’d crave tomorrow. I wanted Sage by my side every step of the way, both in this bed and when creating art, in life when dealing with our families, able to be ourselves around each other. Could she give me that? After pushing everyone away, could I be the first person she pulled in?
This wasn’t the time to get emotional. I tried to drag my mind back to what was important, but Sage seemed to sense my distraction. She maintained eye contact as she started licking my clit again, and I used my free hand to trace circles on her cheek. We’ve moved from dirty to sweet. I loved feeling both, but the sweet was what tipped me over the edge. We stared into each other’s eyes as I climaxed.
“I’m coming,” I told her while holding her cheek.
Her eyes softened, as she continued to help me through the wave. I gently rocked my hips, riding her tongue as the orgasm traveled throughout my pussy, rippling down my thighs and up my belly.
“It’s…still…” I gasped as another orgasm bloomed; I couldn’t get enough air in for an actual sentence. Sage pressed one of my thighs to my chest, opening me wider so she had more space to play.
When I finally stopped shaking, she ventured away from my clit and down my vulva. Her tongue got dangerously close to my back entrance before making its way back up.
“Not sure if you’re a fan of that,” she said sheepishly, with clear indication she was.
“I am.” I nodded with half-closed eyes. “But not now.”
She smiled. “Then what now?”
“Your turn.”










  
  Chapter Nineteen 

Sage


I would have been fine with bringing Noah to climax until her body was too tired to continue, but she seemed as determined to give as much as she received. 
“Can you sit in between my legs?” she requested once her breathing steadied.
I gave her pussy a kiss before pushing myself up. Her laugh turned into a moan when I kissed both her nipples, flashing my tongue out for good measure.
“Careful,” she warned. “I might need your mouth on me again if you keep that up.”
I grinned. “Promise?”
Noah smiled up at me, looking too good to be true, too beautiful to not have all the orgasms she desired. She still tasted like bubblegum when I kissed her. The little squeal she made when I circled my thumb over her clit was adorable.
“Let me play with you for a bit,” she said.
I sighed, feigning disappointment. “Fine.”
Her arms encircled me when I rested my back against her, and Noah massaged my breast slowly while kissing my neck.
“I have some oil in the side table,” I said in a low voice. “If you want.”
“I will always want.” She sounded excited as she leaned over to open the drawer. It didn’t take her long to retrieve the oil, along with my small vibrator.
“Would you be opposed to me using this?” Noah asked as she turned it on for a second to test the setting.
I shook my head, my core warm at the sight of my toy in her hand.
“Yay,” she gave a quiet cheer as she set the vibrator next to us. “I knew tonight was going to be fun.”
I hummed in agreement, pleased she said as much out loud. I’d been with enough partners to know sex didn’t always feel like something fun and exploratory. Sometimes, it felt downright daunting. Doing this with Noah felt right; not easy —work was still involved in reading body language and getting into position—but right.
“I’m glad I’m doing this with you,” I whispered as I readjusted myself so our bodies aligned better. Since she was a few inches taller, that height appearing more in her torso, I was able to tuck my neck underneath her chin. I enjoyed the feeling of security there, and she made it feel even safer when she hugged me close and kissed my temple.
I loved the ebbs and flows of being in bed with her. It matched our moments out of bed: one minute, we were hot and relentlessly on each other and then the next, calm and understanding with soft affection.
Noah continued to kiss my temple as she poured oil on her hands, rubbing her fingers over my nipples, just the tips of them first, before lowering her hand until her palm covered me.
“Your breasts are gorgeous.” She laughed a little. “Is that cheesy to say?”
“I like the compliment when it comes from someone like you,” I assured. “It’s nice to be reminded that some people like them, especially when I grew up thinking they looked weird.”
“What?” Noah nudged the back of my ear with her nose, providing comfort as she asked. “Why?”
“The areolas are large and a bit misshapen.” I shrugged. My insecurity about them rarely popped up these days; I only thought deeply about it when I was topless in front of someone for the first time. Even then, it wasn’t as distracting as it used to be when I was younger.
“They’re gorgeous,” she said a final time before moving her hands down my stomach. It was my turn for my breath to hitch as she got closer to touching my pussy.
Noah’s fingers lingered at my waistband, coming through on her promise, teasing me, tugging on the fabric. My clit strained against it, and as I grew wetter, the dark circle on the cotton spread. Noah moaned in my ear at the sight; she used three fingers to circle me through the underwear while kissing a sensitive spot behind my ear.
I reached up to hold the back of her head close to me as my other hand found its way down to join hers. She let me cover hers and set the pace of her circles.
“Fuck,” I whispered when she brought her free hand to my neck, squeezing gently.
“Is that okay?” she asked.
“Mmhm.” I couldn’t use words anymore. Everything was jumbled, my body ultra-stimulated. I tried to process her hand rubbing my clit and her nipples hard against my back.
“There you go,” she encouraged softly when I moaned. “Ready for the toy?”
I nodded, nearly in tears at how turned on I was. She squeezed my breast as I yanked my panties to the side.
“Hold them,” Noah instructed. “Keep your legs wide for me.”
With my breast in one hand and the vibrator in the other, Noah was prepared to make me lose the little self-control I had left. I watched the toy circle my clit, vibrations already making my back arch—and then she changed the speed after a few seconds.
“Getting a feel for it,” she explained with a smile in her voice. “Is that okay?”
I could barely think straight, so I didn’t know how I responded with a clear, “Yeah, that’s fine. I never go past the first speed.”
“Me either,” she said. “Tonight feels like the kind of night to try, though. Who knows when we’ll get another chance?”
Her words gave me pause. As long as she was willing to put up with my bullshit, every day was when we’d get another chance. I was hers…if she wanted me. She had to know that. I'd let her know that.
The tension in my clit briefly distracted my pending worry, and I melted into the feeling, letting it take over and leaving the more difficult stuff for a clearer-headed version of myself.
“I’m getting close,” I whispered as she switched the vibrator to a quick rhythm that made my toes curl. My clit didn’t stand a chance with this setting.
“You like this one, don't you?” she asked. "Kind of wish you were grinding against my face instead."
“It's perfect.” I nodded quickly as I rocked my hips and nearly came at the thought of her face between my thighs right now. “Don’t change the setting. Please, don’t change it, Noah.”
“I won’t.” She pressed her lips to my temple, kissing me while circling the vibrator faster.
I moaned and squeezed her thigh in the hopes she’d tighten her grip on me. “I need you to make me come. Please, I can’t take it.”
“I will.” She squeezed her arm around my waist and held me as steady as she could. “Trust me. I can make you feel so good if you trust me. I’m going to take care of you, Sage. Make you come on all your toys and then my tongue.”
“Fuck,” I hissed at her words. “Fuck.”
I was a mess when I came, my body out of control, thighs closing around Noah’s hand, essentially trapping her as I ground against the vibrator. The climax was shattering, but I didn’t want it to stop. My clit begged for a reprieve, but my body needed to feel every second of this moment. It had to see it through.
I moved so much as I exploded that Noah loosened her grip on me, in case I needed to get away. I grabbed her thigh and pulled her with me as I rolled onto my side, and she followed my movement without missing a beat. The toy remained on my clit as I gasped for air while lying sideways. She continued to circle it, causing an irreversible connection to form between me and her. How was I going to unravel this? The answer was, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t, not unless forced to, and even then, a part of me would always belong to her.
“It’s you,” I groaned into the pillow. “It’s always you. No matter where I go.”
The realization was a light bulb, the words not the prison they used to be. She’d always been the way out. A beginning.
“What are you saying?” Noah pulled away, concerned. “Sage? Are you okay? Was that good?”
“It was perfect.” I turned to her and pulled her in for a kiss, and she made a noise of amused surprise before relaxing into my kiss.
“Really?” She smiled with her eyes closed like the sweet cartoon princess she was.
I kissed her nose. “Really.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Noah was talking to someone when I woke. I was still naked under the sheets, and I rolled over to expose my chest to the cool air of the fan turning above. I was hot, and I missed her body pressed against mine. 
She was somewhere in my living room; I could hear her feet scraping against the hardwood as she paced back and forth. Her voice was too low for me to make out, but the tone was annoyed. I’d been around her long enough to make that out at any volume.
I leaned over the edge of the bed, trying to get a peek. She’d stopped pacing for a second. Her edges were fuzzy from the heat and all the effort we put in last night. She chewed on her nail, giving a nonchalant 'mmhm' to whoever was on the other end of the phone.
Somehow, she realized I was staring, and Noah glanced over her shoulder to meet my gaze. My cheeks warmed at how I'd been caught being nosy, but she offered me a teasing wink and put up one finger, indicating she'd be done in a second.
"No rush," I said in a hushed tone before flopping back onto the bed. My phone buzzed on the nightstand, and it took me a moment to remember I had a whole life and a crisis to solve.
I snatched up the device, unlocking it with bated breath. There were only two notifications, one a text from Ash telling me he was going to the hospital later with Mom. So far, nothing had changed with TJ's state, but the doctors expected he'd wake up soon once his pain meds wore off. Dad still hadn't responded to any messages. No surprise there.
My other message was an update from Inkmic. The leaderboard had changed. I sat up when I saw kraken was firmly cemented in first place, Noah hot on my neck in third. Only three hundred votes separated her and me.
"Morning." She bounced on the bed.
I smiled, despite my nerves being in overdrive. "Morning, Pastel."
Noah was grinning from ear to ear. "Did you see the update?"
"Mm." I nodded and glanced back down at my phone. A quick, cursory glance revealed my audience didn't like my latest chapter. Hers did. Kraken's…well, obviously, they ate it up.
Noah's smile faded when she noticed my mood. "You're upset? With me?"
"What? No." I locked my phone and tossed it to the side.
"It's okay if you are." She remained at the bottom of the bed, unmoving as she spoke. "This thing happening between us…it's going to cause some issues because of what we do and who we are. I know last night probably felt like a distraction from doing more for your chapter."
Even though I shook my head, I knew she was right. Dating her while wanting to beat her was a conflict of interest. If she won and I was bummed, it wouldn’t feel like a win because she'd feel bad for me and vice versa. Caring about each other opened up a whole other world of hurt.
"We'll figure out how to manage it so it doesn't cause issues," I decided and reached for her. "And this is more than a "thing" to me."
Noah grabbed my hand and let me pull her into my lap. She'd put on her underwear but was still topless, and I admired her as she cuddled close to me.
"It's important," I whispered.
She rested her head against my collarbone. "It's important to me, too."
"In that case, we have to find another word to use besides "thing," I teased as I tickled her side.
"Okay, okay," she said through laughter. "We will."
"The drop does scare me," I said when I stopped tickling her.
Noah craned her head to meet my gaze.
"But I don't want that fear to get in the way of my happiness for you," I continued. "You're so high on the leaderboard. It's incredible progress. I'm proud of you."
Her eyes light up before they got misty, and I frowned at the reaction.
"Are you…Did I say the wrong thing?" I asked.
"No, you were great. That was sweet." She wiped the corners of her eye and sat up straighter so she could get a better handle on her tears. "And exactly what I needed to hear."
"Need anything else?" I had a few hours before I planned to head to the hospital.
Noah pulled back to look at me. "Yeah, actually."
I raised a brow.
"Can you play that?" She pointed to the guitar.
"Umm." I rocked my head back and forth. "Kind of."
"Can you play it for me? Like, right now?"
I made a face as I scratched the top of my head. "I…I don't know if you want that. I'm not very good, and by not very, I mean not at all."
"Please. I'm sure you're great. I love the sound of an acoustic guitar and I want to hear you play." She pouted, and I couldn't resist kissing her bottom lip.
"You're too cute to deny," I murmured against her before giving her one more kiss. "But please, don't be too disappointed."
She clapped prematurely as I got off the bed. Before grabbing the guitar, I went to my dresser to pull on an oversized tee.
I was and still was a serial hobby abandoner. Every year, I got it in my mind that I was going to live a healthy life, one full of activities that didn't involve my career. Art as a job could get complicated because of how much it intersected with my emotional well-being. Unfortunately, nothing else stuck. I wasn't patient enough to become good at anything that didn't have to do with drawing.
"Can I make a request?" Noah asked as she moved to the edge of the bed, swinging her legs off the side. "It's from this game called The Last of–"
"I only know one song, Pastel." I held up a finger. "One. That's all you get."
She sighed but nodded. "Maybe you can learn it later?"
"Not likely."
"Someone's a party pooper," she said under her breath.
"Silence, please. Genius like what you're about to witness needs silence."
Noah snorted as I picked up the guitar and pretended to be interested in moving the knobs at the end of the neck.
"You good?" Noah asked when I spent a little more time stalling.
I cleared my throat. "Yup. All good."
She smiled and rubbed her hands together, like she was getting ready to witness a masterpiece.
"This is a little song I like to call…Hot Crossed Buns," I said. "Sing along if you know it."
Noah's smile gradually faded as I started playing. I didn't remember which strings correlated to which notes, so the song ended up being more of a remix. When I tried to sing a few lines, fully committed to the bit, Noah placed her hands on her cheeks.
"You're not singing," I noted halfway through the song.
She snorted, trying to hold back a laugh. "That's because I don't know the words."
"You're shitting me."
"I know the words to Hot Cross Buns," she said. "But who's crossed?"
"Oh fuck, are you serious?" I asked. "I thought my teachers were saying crossed all this time."
She laughed now. "Oh, my God."
"What?" I was still strumming because I thought I found a decent rhythm.
"I finally found something you suck at. It's a historical moment, one they'll be talking about for ages."
"This is the thanks I get for putting myself out there?" I stopped playing and tossed the guitar back on the bean bag where it would continue to collect dust. "I'm being vulnerable with you, singing in front of you and getting lyrics wrong—which is brave."
Noah's eyes widened, afraid for a moment that she'd truly offended me. She started to smile when I got close enough to climb on top of her.
"It is brave," she agreed between the kisses I bombarded her with. "You are brave and did a wonderful job singing those wrong lyrics and playing that beginner-level melody. Screw me or anyone else who says otherwise."
"I'd prefer just screwing you," I said. She laughed as I knocked us over, the springs of the bed squeaking from our weight.
Noah wrapped her legs around my waist. "Good. Me too."










  
  Chapter Twenty

Noah


The high I was on only got higher when I went in to work, Tyson waiting at our cubicle. I beat Sage in from the break room and told him she was on her way. We all got in the habit of checking in with each other during the morning to ensure we were on the right track. 
"I need to speak to you," Tyson said in a lower tone than usual. "Alone. Want to follow me?"
My stomach dipped, mind going to all the bad places before the good. I nodded at his question, even though there wasn't much space for a no.
I tried to study Tyson's body language in the hopes I could figure out if it was good or bad news he was ready to share. The slope of his shoulders was unusual, his walking pace moderate enough to assume he was in no rush, nor was he dreading the end destination. He even took the time to greet a few fellow editors.
By the time we got to the Bloom Room, my pits were sweaty. I kept trying to run through all the good that'd happened to me in the past few days. I'd caught up on all my Leisah work. Our team was on track to ship everything on time. I'd gotten to third place on the Inkmic leaderboards. Then, there was Sage and everything that happened between us. We were better than I ever thought we'd be together. The memory of a few nights ago was on replay and never failed to make me feel ten times better. If I wanted to be calm, I thought of her.
"Do you already know what I'm going to say to you?" Tyson asked with a smile. He leaned against the boardroom table and turned to me, his arms across his chest.
"What?" I blinked, bringing my vision back into focus.
"You're already smiling like you heard the news," he said simply. "I know rumors spread quickly around here, but I didn't think they'd go that fast."
I shook my head. "No, I don't know what you're talking about."
"Oh, well, good." He nodded. "I wanted to be the first to tell you."
"Tell me…?" I shifted my feet. Sitting might have been wiser, considering how antsy I felt.
"Every year, the board wants pitches for new lines,” Tyson started. “Usually, established head artists are the only ones to get requests. This time around, I got a request for one artist, and it happened to be you."
I couldn't feel my knees, chest, hands, anything. "Me? Noah? Not Sage?"
Tyson chuckled. "Yeah, you, Noah. A lot of people have been enjoying your work, – including a few board members. They know how much you've put into re-vamping Leisah. I've given firsthand accounts of how many of your edits we've used and how much the beta readers prefer your changes."
"I…I don't know what to say. What does this mean?"
"It means, if you have a story to pitch, I will work with you to make sure it has a shot at going to print."
"My own story? No comic revamp? Something new?"
This was the dream; a bigger audience than Inkmic could ever touch, a mainstream audience where I could finally be on the shelf in stores, places my family could visit and see my name. I'd have something tangible to prove my work wasn't going to waste.
Tyson's smile was wide. "Yes, your story. I know this is a lot to process. You don't need to make a decision now or give them an answer. We have about a month to decide what we'll give them. Also, if you'd prefer working with another editor to get a feel for a different feedback style, I won't be offended."
I shook my head. "No way. I want to work with you."
His shoulders relaxed, and for the first time, I realized he was as excited and nervous as I was. Having an artist on his team pitching for their own story had to be a huge win for him. Tyson would no doubt be my editor, thus also giving him the opportunity of a lifetime.
As excited as I was, my mind wandered to Sage. Tyson noted my frown. "What is it?"
"I'm so grateful for this opportunity," I prefaced with a smile. "I am, but can I ask, why don't they want Sage? Or us both?"
Tyson's expression clouded over for a second before he realized he needed to keep things professional. "I can't go into too many details about her. What I can say is it's a business. They want you."
My frown remained, but I nodded, trying to understand. "Okay. Um…I need a few days to sleep on it, but I should have an answer for you by next Monday."
"Of course. No rush. Remember, we have a month before having to give them any type of answer," he reminded me. "These kinds of things can be slow moving."
"Right. Thanks, Tyson. For looking out. It means the world to me, truly."
His smile was a bit shy. "I always do that for my artists. There's no doubt in my mind you guys are the best at what you do. Now, we are finally getting a chance to prove it."
"Right." I nodded, and the crushing weight of expectations lowered onto my chest. "We'll prove it."

      [image: image-placeholder]Sage knew something was off from the moment I came back to our cubicle, but she didn't press me. I tried to smile and keep my head down as I figured out how to share the news. It was good news, but much like earlier, with my rise in the leaderboards, it doubled as bad news for her. She'd wanted this pitch opportunity. If I hadn't come here, she'd have it. I didn't want to go back to how things were between us, but God, would it be easier to be on opposite sides again? 
While I stayed silent throughout the workday, Sage drew in our now-shared sketchbook. The mermaid had ventured outside of her old community and into a new lava one. The waters were hot, nearly burning her, before she got the help of a local mermaid used to the temperatures.
"I like where it's going," I whispered during my break from line work.
She didn't look up from her sketch, in the zone as she nodded. "Really?"
"Yeah, it's shaping up to be a star-crossed lovers' romance, which is something I didn't think you had the guts to write," I teased.
Her hand paused over the tablet, a small smile on her mouth. She kept her eyes on her work as she said, "Guts isn't the word I'd use."
"What is?"
"Patience," she said. "Tolerance."
I snorted. "You make it sound like writing romance is an uphill battle."
"Isn't it?" She was joking, but a small grain of truth could be detected in her tone.
"Sage?" Tyson was finally out of his meetings for the day. He nodded in my direction before looking back at her. "Can you follow me?"
My stomach dipped. Sage didn't even stop drawing.
"Am I in trouble?" she joked. His silence made her look up with a furrowed brow.
"No." Tyson gave her a half-hearted shake of the head. "But I need to talk to you."
"Okay…" She glanced at me, but I couldn’t stand the pressure. I turned back to my work, even though the break timer said I had five more minutes. Seline peeked her head over the divider when the two finally disappeared toward the meeting rooms.
"You know what's going on?" She drummed her nails against the plastic.
"Not really," I mumbled.
"I saw you talking to Tyson earlier. You can't fool me. Spill."
I dropped my pen and wiped my hands over my face. "God, I'm about to lose it."
"That bad?"
"No, it's not bad. I might be pitching for my own story soon," I gave in with a groan.
Seline disappeared for a second, something crashing on her side of the wall. Harry voiced a complaint that she brushed off before hurrying over to our cubicle. She lifted herself on top of my desk, legs swinging back and forth.
"This is incredible! You've been here, what? Five months?"
"Almost six." My laugh was shaky because I wanted to be excited. This was a huge deal.
"You are incredible." Seline squeezed my shoulder. "Why aren't you smiling? Jumping for joy? Telling us all to fuck off and not give you grunt work? You could own this section of the office."
"Woah, slow down. It's a chance to pitch, not a six-figure deal."
"Yet," Seline corrected. "But that's next."
"Maybe…"
"Jeez." She sighed. "This is about Sage and whatever's going on between you two, isn't it? I told her not to shit where she eats, and I think the same for you."
"It's not that easy."
"Why? Because she's pretty with an attitude?" Seline waved her hand. "I can find six of her down at some bar by the beach. You should join me. We'll get her out of your system."
"No." I shook my head. "I can't. There's no other person I want. It's her…Always has been."
"Always has been." Seline rolled her eyes good-naturedly. "Yeah, yeah. You young folks are so romantic. What happened to playing the field? Taste testing?"
"I'm almost thirty."
"Yeah, young," Seline insisted. "Come back to me when you're in your mid-forties and can't feel your back after sitting for more than an hour."
"And wondering life's true meaning," Harry called from the other side of the wall.
"It's food," Seline told him. "Always."
"I've been leaning toward family, would you believe it?" I joked.
"Yeah, leaning is a keyword. You're on the fence. Might as well lean on over to food." Seline hopped off my desk, ready to get back to her own space. "Be happy about this, Noah. No matter what's going on between you and Sage, if she has half the brain we think she does, she won't hold this against you. You two should be mature enough to cheer for each other, and if not…well, I'm going bar-hopping this weekend and I can always use a wing-person who actually knows how to drink."
"I have a sister who depends on me," Harry defended.
"Oh, excuses, excuses. Next, you're going to be saying you need to be a good influence on her."
"Uh, yeah, you pretty much hit the nail on its head."
Seline snorted and gave me a wink before leaving.
She was right—I should be happy. I shouldn't be ruminating over what could go wrong and how this could make Sage feel. I planned to support her through thick and thin and hopefully, she planned to do the same. My stomach twisted at the possibility that she wouldn't be able to, or worse: she'd pretend, and the resentment would fester until it poisoned all the good that had begun to grow between us. 










  
  Chapter Twenty-One

Sage


I wasn’t as focused as I needed to be on what Tyson was saying. I got a text that my brother was finally up. Ash wanted to have a family meeting, something only I'd scheduled in the past. Everyone except Dad agreed to meet after I got off work. I was nervous and I didn’t know why. There was always something on the horizon with my folks. I could never tell what, and that had started to eat me up more and more. 
"They don't want to hear a pitch from you." Tyson's words were a steel rod to the gut.
I made a noise of confusion. We were in one of the glass conference rooms, the one closest to the art stations; our usual room was taken. I wished Tyson had kicked whoever it was out, because I couldn’t emote here without the rest of the office watching.
"I'm sorry, what?" I sat down but didn't kick my legs up on the table like I usually would. I wanted to do the opposite of stretching out. The fetal position wasn’t appropriate, so I opted for one knee up.
Tyson joined me, sitting in the seat next to me. His sitting was the world's worst sign. My throat was too tight for me to swallow.
"They aren't interested in hearing a pitch from you for the upcoming quarter," Tyson repeated in a soft tone. "I tried, Sage. So hard and often. They–"
"Why?" I think I knew. I knew and I couldn’t be mad at it, because she was the better choice.
"There are only so many projects they're willing to look at." Tyson sighed. "And because of what happened with your…."
"Mental health crisis," I filled in. "You can say it. It's not a bad word. I'm not going to have a tantrum or anything."
He gave me a look that made us both smile. Our amusement wasn’t long-lasting, but I appreciated its brief guest appearance.
“I’m a risk,” I said. “They found out about what I did, didn’t they?”
Tyson looked outside of the glass before answering. “No. I don’t think so, but your disappearance paired with the deletion of company files was concerning. They don’t want to bet on you on the off chance you bail when they need you most.”
I chewed on my bottom lip and nodded. There was no real excuse for what I’d done. The world had become so black and white, I didn’t see consequences anymore.
“I know. You’re right,” I said with a sigh. “And I’m sorry for that, for the situation it put you in, Tyson. I can never thank you enough. I know I’ve been difficult to work with, but I’m going to get better.”
He smiled. “I know, and I appreciate it, but none of your apologies will change their minds. If you want to know what I think…”
I nodded earnestly. “Of course I do. I understand they’re not going to regain faith in me overnight. I’m willing to work my way up again.”
A flash of sadness crossed his face. “I don’t think they’re going to want something from you, Sage. You’ve been here for almost a decade, grunt work and guest spots. You’ve proven your worth, but they don’t want to hear it. Now, with your break as fuel, they have enough of an excuse for another decade of putting off working with you. They like the stuff you produce, but they are not a fan of you and how you produce it. It’s a politics game, and you’re not a politician.”
I was all hollowed out inside. “Okay; what am I supposed to do with that?”
“I’m saying this as a friend,” Tyson explained in a gentle voice. “Not as your editor. If I was just your editor, I’d want you to stay with me until both of us were ready for retirement. As your friend, I want you to have everything you deserve.”
My chest ached with the care in his tone. I’d been a bitch to him these past few months, but he’d never stopped trying, never stopped reaching. I needed to be better. For him, for my family, for Noah. For me.
I would be better for me.
“You need to leave,” he said. “I hope you win Inkmic’s competition, but if you don’t and you stay, nothing’s going to change. That rut you got in before is going to come back with or without Leisah. You’re the kind of artist who needs space to grow. You stopped growing here ages ago.”
“Leave,” I repeated in a whisper. Such a simple word. Such a daunting task.
“Leave,” Tyson confirmed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Noah was fidgeting when I came back. I needed a moment to think, so I only smiled at her before getting back to work. 
I used to be the queen of planning. I could figure out any problem when given enough time. The problem-solving worked better on paper, but even after I pulled out a notebook and tried to write a list of steps, my brain wouldn’t compute. I dug my nails into my palm when I realized I was numb again—numb like I’d been that day before I set fire to my life.
“Hey,” Noah’s voice pulled me out of my spiral.
I took a deep breath, hoping my panic wasn’t noticeable as I turned to her. “Yeah?”
“Can we talk about it?” Her eyes were rounder than usual. She was scared to approach me; I hated myself for it, because I knew I’d helped make her hesitant to talk to me in the past.
“I feel like I won't be able to think straight or do anything right today if we don’t talk about it,” she rambled.
“Just give me a bit, Pastel?" I asked softly. "I need time to think and…figure out my next move."
"Of course." She nodded and was quiet for a moment before saying, "Can I just make sure you're not upset with me?"
"Why would I be upset with you?" I turned to her. "Unless this was your plan all along? Try to distract me while you impress the higher ups?" It was a joke, but her frown immediately let me know I said the wrong thing.
"I'd never take this that far for something so…" Noah shook her head in disbelief. "Do you really think that?"
"Of course I don't think that," I whispered. I wasn't exactly in a consoling mood, but I needed her to know I cared about her. I cared about us.
"Then why would you say something like that?"
"It was a joke."
"A bad one and very mistimed."
"Sorry my humor isn't up to your standards," I said, trying to keep my voice light, even though annoyance pushed against my chest. "I just got informed that what I've been working toward for most of my career isn't going to happen. So, I'm not exactly in the right mindset to entertain you."
"You are upset with me." Instead of her usual sad look whenever she got disappointing news, she glared at me, anger making her shoulders stiffen and chin tilt.
I sighed. "Noah, the world's not going to end if someone's upset in your presence. Relax. I will figure this out and get back to you."
Her jaw tightened, and I stared back as the words settled between us. I replayed them in my mind and heard how condescending I sounded.
"Look–"
"No." She shook her head. "You're right. I should relax."
"Pastel…"
Noah turned back to her desk. "Talk to me when you've got everything figured out. I know how you enjoy doing that on your own."
My heart sank at how easy it'd been to push her away, how easy it was to turn back to my work and not have to worry about having a difficult conversation. I thought it’d be simpler to figure this out on my own. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I was supposed to be better than this, but that idea was harder to reach than I thought it'd be.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You look like shit,” TJ said as soon as I walked in the doors. 
“Wow, someone’s projecting.” I tossed a bag of burgers and fries on the table near his bed. “No hello?”
He scoffed. “Stop playing. You hate hellos.”
His face was swollen; probably not as bad as it’d been when he first came here, but still bad enough that I wouldn’t know it was him if he hadn’t said a word. The hurt feelings between us weren’t exactly water under the bridge, but there was an unspoken understanding. TJ could barely move his mouth, but the slight twitch of his lips was enough of an apology for me.
“You’re right,” was my apology. I sat in the empty chair next to his bed, Ash in a wooden chair on the opposite side of the bed. Mom slept in the tiny loveseat near the AC unit, wrapped in a thin hospital blanket and her winter coat.
“How long have you guys been waiting?” I asked.
“Since this morning.” Ash closed the book he’d been reading. I hadn’t seen him with one in hand since high school; it was an interesting change, a good one if it meant he’d keep the drama in his life on a page.
“You took your precious time,” TJ teased as he grabbed a burger from the bag. “As always.”
“I was working.” I paused for a second when I realized I was hurtling towards more clipped, angry responses. My mind was still wrapped up in the argument I had with Noah. I needed to fix it, but I didn't know how. Being on bad terms with her made everything uncomfortable; I couldn't even sit still, constantly readjusting as I thought of going to her.
I took a deep breath and finished. “But I’m here now.”
“It’s fine.” Ash leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. We made a small U shape between us, and it took me back to when we were kids, trying to figure out what to eat for the night. Ash always wanted something sweet, but TJ needed something greasy, and I thought adults were onto something when it came to vegetables. We’d figure out a combination of all three, the kitchen a mess with pancake mix, sausage juice, and potato shavings. Like most humans, I was prone to remember the bad, but when the good parts seeped through, I was a goner. I didn’t miss childhood. It was too scary not knowing what to do next and not having the tools to do it. I did miss the simplicity of it, though, how I could fix everything with a smiley face on the fried batter.
“You’re smiling like you’re happy I almost died,” TJ said around a mouth full of burger. “Shit, this is good.”
“Hey, slow down,” Ash complained, knocking the side of the bed with his book. “You’ll rip the stitches, and that nurse will be back to take that trash away from you.”
“I’m smiling because you didn’t,” I said softly. They both looked at me; admittedly, my tone was far gentler than ever before.
“I have seven lives,” TJ reminded me. “There was never anything to worry about.”
“You’re down to three, max,” Ash grumbled.
“He’s right,” I agreed. “And don’t think because I’m feeling a little emotional that I’m not upset.”
“Can I finish my food before you start lecturing me?” he complained.
I shook my head. “I’m not lecturing.”
“You’re not?” they asked in unison.
“Nope.” I’d made a lot of decisions on the ride over, most of which involved doing what was best for me. It was hard, and I knew I was going to feel like shit after, but it had to be done. If I didn’t make a change now, I would go back to my burnout state. Next time, I might not be so lucky.
“Then what are you going to do?” TJ lowered his burger, no longer starved.
“I’m going to listen to whatever plan Ash has,” I said simply.
Ash’s laugh is awkward and stunted. “I don’t have one.”
“You called a meeting.” I leaned back into my chair, hoping the relaxed position would let them know I was taking a back seat.
“I thought that’s what we should do. It’s what we always do,” he explained.
“I always do,” I corrected.
“There she is,” TJ joked.
I made a noise of disapproval. “No. I’m not…I can’t run this show anymore. I have nothing left.”
TJ frowned—or at least, he got as close to frowning as he could get. Ash looked down at his book, playing with the already-bent corner of the cover.
“I wish I did.” I swallowed, trying to gather my thoughts so everything made sense, so they knew I was serious this time. “When I went ghost, I sat in my apartment for weeks, alone. I couldn’t get out of bed. I couldn’t take care of myself. No food for days until my body started begging me. Even then, I gave it the bare minimum it needed to survive because I wasn’t sure…I wasn’t sure I wanted to.”
There it was, the thing I’d been most afraid of. I hadn’t wanted anyone to know I’d gotten to that point, passively suicidal and thinking my death would at least help my family get a large sum of money from my company’s life insurance policy.
“Sage.” Ash pressed his book to his chin as he tried to figure out what else to say, but it’s TJ who got words out first.
“You didn’t say anything.”
“What was there to say?” I shrugged. “That I wanted to die? How was that helpful?”
“You didn’t have to be helpful,” he whispered.
“Oh, but I did. Who else was going to keep the lights on?”
They were quiet, and they wouldn’t look me in the eye anymore. I wasn’t as ashamed of the truth as I thought I’d be; there was a calm relief that unraveled in my chest. My visions had become far more colorful since going back to work, but now, I was processing the blues in TJ’s blanket more. The paper wrapper of his burger was a brighter yellow than I originally thought, Ash’s tee shirt a deeper red. The black and white I'd gotten used to during my lowest moment was gone.
“The money in the savings account is for whatever you guys need,” I said. “After today, I’m not depositing anything from my check anymore. If you guys need more cash, I’ll offer one freebie a year."
The offer felt like a fair one—I'd gone back and forth on the ride over. No part of me could separate myself from them entirely, but I could start with this boundary.
"The endless flow of money stops today." I paused for a moment to consider if I wanted to go this far. I had to. It was this or infinitely repeating the same loop. "Because I need to figure out what I want without being scared out of my mind that you guys won’t make it. You guys can make it without me; I’ve just never given you the chance. This is your chance.”
They didn’t say a word at first, the AC was the only noise in the room, whistling between us.
"I think it's kind of selfish for you to say this when I'm in a literal hospital bed," TJ said, point blank.
"T," Ash warned.
"I do. What, she's the only one who can speak her mind?" TJ threw a hand in the air, or rather, half threw a hand in the air before wincing from the pain.
"My timing isn't the best," I agreed. "But I don't know when else to say this. I can't wait for the perfect moment to share something with you guys."
"Anytime one of us isn't fighting for their life is great," he snapped.
My fingers curled into a fist. Maybe this was selfish. Maybe I should have taken smaller steps. It was always all in or all out with me. Happy mediums didn't exist in my world.
"Go," TJ said. "It's easier when you go."
"No," Ash tried to stop me as I stood up.
"It's fine." I waved him off. "He's right, at least for now. We can talk about this back at the house. I'm not leaving for good, just for now."
"Sage." Ash followed me to the door, still clutching his book like a life raft. "Come on."
"It's just for now," I repeated before leaving. "I promise."
I hadn't expected a welcome agreement; TJ wasn't the kind of guy to reflect when necessary.  Ash, though gentler, wasn't going to up and start dealing with his shit on his own, no matter how much he wanted. Giving them tough love felt awful. The chasm that would widen between us would make me sick to my stomach, but the relief of not having to come up with some life-saving plan made me relaxed enough to register the midnight black shade of my bike. I could see the vibrancy in my favorite color again. That alone made this worth it.










  
  Chapter Twenty-Two

Noah


The sinking feeling in my chest after my argument with Sage wouldn't go away. I texted her with a request to meet at the parking garage, and her response was a simple 'okay.' I turned that four-letter word over and over in my mind until my stomach churned along with it. Our argument had been tame compared to some blowouts in my previous relationships, but the quiet frustration that seeped through Sage's words hurt me far more than yelling would have. She'd looked at me like I was some kid incapable of understanding the big words at the adult table, like I couldn't fathom logic or think through problems. 
She was there before I arrived. I didn't know whether to be relieved that we would be able to jump right in, or anxious about not getting a minute to think of a game plan.
I didn't know what I wanted to say—all I knew was I didn't want to lose her, but I also couldn't bear the thought of art being a recurring issue in our relationship. Neither of us could survive without our comics, and when one of us inevitably got in the other's way, the sadness would evolve into an anger that'd cut like it had this morning. I wouldn't be able to take that for long, and I doubt she could either.
"Hey." My greeting was soft as I joined her at the edge of the lot. Sage's elbows were on top of the concrete wall, her gaze toward the ocean. The cool night breeze urged her scent my way, and I wanted to curl up next to her. Still, I held firm in my position a foot away from her.
"Hey." Sage nudged her chin toward the empty lot in front of the ocean. "They're starting to build again. It's going to be another hotel."
"Exactly what we need," I said sarcastically.
She sighed, still staring at the lot. "Yeah, exactly."
The small waves lapped at the shore, and the last bit of sun painted the water orange. I chewed on the inside of my cheek, trying to formulate something to trigger the conversation we needed to have. Sage cleared her throat after a couple of minutes, beating me to it.
"I wasn't upset with you." She finally looked at me. "I was upset with how I ruined my chance after dedicating years to Harpy. I might have been jealous, though, unsure how to deal with that since I'm also so proud of you."
My throat tightened at the sincerity in her eyes.
"Falling in love with someone who wants everything I do in the art world isn't something I thought would ever happen," she continued. "So, yes, it was hard, and I couldn't vocalize that immediately. The conflicting emotions made me defensive. I shouldn't have snapped at you."
"I pushed you too much," I said. "It was a reflex. I didn't want resentment to take control, and the only way I knew how to do that was to force you to talk. When you decided to figure it out on your own, I thought that meant you didn’t see me as capable of understanding.”
She frowned. “Noah, I know you’re more than capable. I’m just used to being the one coming up with the game plan alone.”
“I understand, but…" I looked down at my hands, trying to figure out how to tell her I needed to be heard or else I couldn't do this. I couldn't do us.
"But I can't do that anymore," she finished for me.
I looked up, brows raised at the ease of her confession.
"Doing everything on my own is what got me into my mess in the first place," Sage said. "I'm sorry you were reaching for me, and I pushed you away. It was instinct. That’s not an excuse, but…I hope you understand and know that I'm going to be better. I have to get used to this, get used to having someone to lean on. Give me some, I promise, I will."
She picked at her nails as she talked. Sage kept trying to hold my gaze, but her eyes kept shifting back to the lot or the sky above. This was the first time I'd seen her afraid—afraid of what I'd say, that if her words weren't enough.
"I'm sorry too," I whispered. "I shouldn't have tried to pressure you to talk. You weren't ready. I was feeling insecure about their decision and my place at Harpy and…my place with you."
"What do you mean your place with me?"
I shrugged. "I can't help but wonder if our relationship would work better if we didn't want the same things out of our career. It feels impossible that we'd stop comparing ourselves to each other. Because of that, I can't help but wonder if we'd be better off apart."
Sage watched me and stayed quiet for a minute.
"This won't be the first time something like this will get in between us." My body felt heavy. The more I spoke, the more I tried to convince myself that separating could be what's best for us. "We want to be on top and we'll always get in one another's way. That's not the makings of a healthy relationship."
Her fingers were shaking now, but Sage tucked them into her jacket pockets and stepped away from the wall. I watched her walk a few paces away.
"You really think that?" She turned back to me, the hurt in her eyes like the beginning of a summer storm. Quiet, dark, and necessary. "That we are better apart? After all of this?"
I blinked rapidly, trying to stave off tears. "I think so."
"You think?" Sage came close again. "Or you know? Because Pastel, before you break my heart, please know."
I massaged my neck as pain sparked up and down my spine. All I knew for sure was that I was falling in love with her. The feeling had taken hold of me, and even if we ended now, I knew it wouldn't let me go.
"Because I know I want to be with you," she said firmly. "I know I want to see your smile and hear your voice every day. I know I want to help you feel seen and heard. I know not a day goes by when I won't work hard to give you everything you deserve. I know that you want me to have everything I deserve. You're never going to make things easy. You'll never sugar coat things. I know when we're together, we are petty assholes, but we're also something beautiful, something far bigger than the art. I can't believe I'm saying this, but Noah, we can be bigger than the art. I know that."
My vision was a blur, the overwhelming hope in her helping to revive my smaller spark. Maybe this could work. We'd hit bumps along the way and struggle with our insecurities, but the possibility of us together was too beautiful not to want it.
"All I know is that I want to be with you," I whispered. "Even with all this fear, I want to be with you."
"Then that's enough," she promised. "Knowing that is more than enough."
I nodded and closed the distance between us. She welcomed me into her arms, and I cupped her face, tilting her up for a kiss.
"I can't bear the thought of us getting closer and ruining this," I whispered against her lips. "It terrifies me to lose you after all this. I don't want to hurt you, especially unintentionally."
"You won't," she promised and kissed me again. "Because we're going to talk. No more simply sketching on each other's notes. We are going to work through the hard stuff together. We just have to be open to trying. Will you try it for me?"
I nodded and brushed circles on her cheeks. "I will. I'll give it everything I have."
"So will I," she said. “I'm so sorry I ruined your moment earlier. I am proud of you. You deserve the pitch. They’d be lucky to have your stories.”
“Don’t apologize for that." I pressed my forehead to hers for a second. "This was about both of us. Your disappointment is as important as my excitement."
She smiled, thankful for the validation. "What do you think I should do after we ship Leisah? That's what I thought I needed to figure out on my own, what I should have asked you, because I genuinely need your perspective."
I frowned and pulled back to get a better look at her.  "What do you mean?"
"Stay or leave Harpy?" she asked. "Tyson thinks I should leave."
My heart dropped. "You want to leave?"
"No…" She paused to consider. "Maybe?"
"But why? We…we're making something great." I felt numb at the thought of her saying goodbye right as we were getting things started.
"I know, but I've been there for a long time, and I'm starting to think I've learned everything I needed to at this point. You did say you were surprised I hadn't moved on."
"You're going to take a newbie's advice on your career? This is my first staff job, remember?"
She laughed, and I was so happy that sparkle had returned to her eyes. "You're far wiser than you give yourself credit for. Yes, I'm going to take your advice."
I nodded and took a deep breath as I considered her question. "How did it feel when Tyson told you to leave?"
Sage chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. "Scary at first. After a few minutes, I started to feel curious about what that'd look like. I could do whatever I want, make the stories I like to tell twenty-four seven. The possibility is terrifying and wonderful."
I smiled and kissed her forehead, the uptick of her voice enough of an answer for me. Underneath her nerves was undeniable desire.
"You should take a few days to be sure. Never rush into anything," I said. "But I think you already know the answer. I know I'm going to support you either way. Whatever decision you're going to make will be the right one."
She nodded, shoulders visibly relaxing. "I've always been good at making the right calls."
I laughed. "Really?"
"I have you, don't I?" She held me tighter against her.
My stomach did a few back flips. "You do, Sage, you really do."
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"More. Can I have more?" I rolled my hips, meeting her movements with hunger. She pulled her fingers out of me anytime my body tensed, almost spilling over the edge.
"Only because you were such a good girl today," she teased, voice calm and controlled.
After we'd made up in the parking lot, I asked her for a bike lesson. I wanted to learn how to ride so she could be a passenger every now and then. Sage deserved the chance to let go. I wouldn't always be able to give that to her when it came to art or with her family, but I could try when it came to learning how to ride her bike.
After a few laps around an empty parking lot, I felt capable enough to venture outside of the garage. The brake and acceleration seemed simple enough. I managed to get past one traffic light before freezing and needing to switch places with Sage. She laughed, waving away my apologies when someone beeped for us to get out of their way.
"This is so embarrassing," I'd said. "I'm so sorry."
"You did good. Don't worry about it," Sage had said.
"I wanted to at least take you along the beach for a bit."
She'd smiled. "I know exactly how you can make it up to me."
So, here we were, back at my apartment—she'd wanted to judge my place like I'd judged hers. She hadn't spent much time judging, and I hadn't spent much time complaining about it.
"Please," I whispered as I buried my face into the crick of her neck. "Let me come."
"Could I taste you first?"
"Deal," I promised.
With a quick change of position, she was between my legs. As soon as her tongue made contact, I didn't last another second. I was careful to keep my hands above my waist, not wanting to slip up and grab her hand. Sometimes, there wasn't much of a difference when moaning in pain or ecstasy. Something told me she would be able to tell the difference, so I couldn't risk it.
Sage climbed up to join me when she was done, holding onto my waist, pulling me close. Her thigh pressed against my clit as our bodies shifted, and I gasped at the surprise spark it sent through my belly. My body wasn’t satisfied yet.
"Go on," she encouraged hoarsely when she felt my tremble and pressed her thigh firmer against me. "You want more from me? Take it."
I whimpered at the invitation. I started to rock my hips, riding out the aftermath waves of pleasure. The pressure of her against my clit had me moaning again, and she kept herself steady as I shivered against her.
"God, this feels so good."
"Slow down, Pastel," she whispered between kisses. "I'm not going anywhere. Take your time. I'm yours, so take your time." 
I met her gaze, the eye contact causing another ripple of pleasure to run through my body. I loved this woman. Every hard edge and coarse look. All her mean glares and smug smiles. She poured every ounce of herself into everything she did, despite being lonely while doing it.
"It's you and me," I promised before kissing her. I was going to take care of her with everything I had. Whatever happened at Harpy and with the competition, I was going to take care of Sage so she could ride shotgun whenever she wanted. She deserved rest. She deserved to not had to think about saving everyone.
 My finger dug into her ass as I placed my thigh between her legs, matching her position. My clit swelled more than I thought possible post-climax as the feel of her warm wetness met my skin. She grinded against me too as we fell into sync. Sage rotated between sweet laughs and low moans as I kissed her neck.
"Are you close?" I asked.
She nodded, eyes half closed as her hips circled faster.
"So am I." I did my best to keep up with her pace, our conversation devolving into unintelligible pleads and strangled breaths.
"Come with me," Sage begged. "I'm close. Please, come."
I nodded, not thinking I'd be able to, but as soon as I felt her body tensing against my own, I shattered. We held onto each other, kissing our way through the orgasm. The wave was barely over before I snaked my hand down to circle her clit, encouraging her second orgasm of the night. She cried out my name, clutching onto me as I told her how much I wanted to fuck her on her bike one day. 
"Damn it," she laughed once her body stopped shaking.
I laughed too. "Good?"
"Perfect," she murmured and pulled me in for a kiss.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sage’s gentle hand stroked my face to wake me up. She’d said something, but my mind was only half awake, unable to process anything more than touch. 
“What?” I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand in the hopes my vision would clear.
“Someone’s at the door,” she said. As if summoned, there was another knock.
I shot up, cursing at the dizziness brought on by the sudden movement. Sage took her time sitting up to stretch, arching her back and reaching her arms into the air gracefully. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was waking up in a 5-star hotel bed with 500 thread count sheets and satin pillows.
Her face showed no sign of puffiness or sleep in her eyes. In fact, I’d argue she looked better in the morning than she did last night. My eyes were wide as she gathered her twists into a loose ponytail.
“Are you kidding me?” I whispered, voice too hoarse to enunciate.
Her hands fell from her hair. “What?”
“You look like a painting when you wake up.”
She laughed and kissed my nose. “Flattery will get you everywhere. Now, about your door. Also, your phone’s been buzzing every other minute.”
“Crap,” I muttered as I tugged on my discarded shirt and a pair of sweats. “I meant to be up earlier.”
“Is something wrong?” Sage asked, concerned as she watched me scroll through my missed calls and texts.
“Very.” I hopped out of the bed and hurried to the bathroom to wash my face.
“What is it?” She was in the bathroom entryway, her hands on both sides of the door frame. I tried not to get distracted by how her arms tensed when she leaned to one side.
“My birthday,” I said.
“Your…birthday?” She stared at me in silence as I ran around the apartment, trying my best to clean up before the next phone call came. I dismissed it with a swipe.
“I forgot to get cups.” I groaned under my breath. “And plates. Liana’s going to kill me about the plates. She hates eating on the plastic ones.”
“I’m sorry.” Sage reentered the room with her hands on her hips. “When is your birthday?”
“Today,” I said while folding up the blankets.
“Today.” Sage shook her head as if the concept was the most confusing thing she’d ever heard. “As in the one we’re currently living?”
“I didn’t realize there were other options. Please, do share. I’d kill to live in some parallel reality right now.”
“When were you going to tell me?” Sage asked. She sounded upset, but she at least helped fold the blankets. We went for the same one, moving in sync like it was second nature. Despite my anxiety, I smiled at how easy it was to work with her.
“It’s not a big deal.” I shrugged and tossed the stack of blankets on my desk.
“Not a big deal?” Sage snatched her shirt over her head and pulled on my shorts. Her ass looked far cuter in them than mine ever had, and that alone deserved a smack, so that’s what I did.
“Hey,” she said.
“What? You can dish it out but can't take it?” I teased.
She grabbed my waist, pinning me against her close enough to kiss but not leaning in to do so. “I’m not the one who needed that.”
I laughed. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”
Sage walked, forcing me to do the same. My back met the wall, laughter fading in exchange for a surprised gasp.
“How sorry?” She raised a brow.
“I-I can’t get into this now.” Damnit, I wanted to. Instead, I resisted, and I wiggled out of her embrace. “I need to get you out of here.”
She frowned. “Why?”
“Because that’s my family on the other side of that door. And you and I…”
“What?”
“Clearly had sex last night.”
Sage’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh. That.”
“Oh. That,” I mimicked and jumped when the banging got louder, paired with my phone vibrating in my pocket.
“Noah, we’re adults. They’re adults. It’ll be fine,” she promised. “Unless…you think it’s too early for a meeting.”
I frowned. Did I? I wasn’t the type of person to wait for the perfect time to introduce my family to my girlfriends. Actually, I’d been prone to do the opposite, because I wasn’t good at keeping good things to myself. Sage was hands down a good thing.
“I don’t want you to feel like you have to.” I stopped buzzing around for a second to stand in front of her.
Sage smiled. “No, not a chance. I’d love to meet the people who raised my nemesis. They’re key in my research to take you down. Gotta start on the inside.”
“I knew all the cuddling and sex was a ploy.”
She kissed me. “Keep your enemies close.”
“Alright, you can stay.” I took a deep breath. “But I have to warn you…they talk a lot and have a lot of opinions.”
“Good thing I’ve been sitting next to you for months now. I’ve had enough practice.”
I laughed dryly. “Yeah, we’ll see about that.”
With one final look in the mirror at the top of my stairs, I went down to open the door for my—understandably—annoyed family. Liana shoved a plastic case of birthday cookies into my chest.
“Jeez, Noah.” She pushed past me. “If you’re going to take a million years to open the door, you could at least clean off your walkway. We’re standing in dust and mosquitos.”
“Contrary to popular belief, I don’t control the mosquitos,” I called after her.
“Happy birthday, sweetheart.” Dad kissed my forehead and offered me a large pink bag. “You using that lock I got you?”
Before I could answer, he’d brushed past me too, taking note of the creak in the stairs and a water-damaged spot on the wall.
“Oh, this isn’t a good sign,” he said, noting a crack at the base of the staircase. “I can get Jimmy down here to look at that.”
“Don’t call Jimmy!” Liana yelled from upstairs. “He doesn’t work for this place. Call it into the complex. It’s their job to keep this shitty place up to code. Also, who is this girl, Noah?”
My cheeks burned for Sage, who, to her credit, answered in a calm, polite tone.
“Girl?” Mom had sat back down in her car, so it’d taken her a minute to come up the walk. I posed for her photo. It was the least I could do, considering they’d waited so long.
“Happy birthday, my beautiful girl,” she sang before pulling me in for a hug. “You have a new girlfriend?”
“Don’t be weird,” I begged as I ushered her in. “Please, none of you be weird!”
“Weird?” Dad asked. “Who’s that? No one here has that name.”
“Ha ha,” I said deadpan once I’d cleared the stairs.
Sage stood leaning against the back of the couch, looking as cool and calm as ever. I’d been about to spiral into a full panic before locking eyes with her; she smiled at me in her easy way. What was once pompous was now my lifeline. Without even touching me, she made me feel like I wasn’t alone and reminded me it was possible I’d never be alone again.
Liana, with a disapproving frown, studied the clutter tucked into the corners of our apartment. Dad shook Sage’s hand, complimenting her on her grip.
“She’s cute,” Mom whispered.
“Don’t take a picture,” I warned.
“I know how to handle myself around strangers, thank you.” She bumped her shoulder against mine before joining my dad in getting every bit of information out of her.
“We’re not eating here,” Liana announced after eyeing my row of Funko Pops.
“Why not? We’ve brought the food in.” Mom gestured to the bags in Dad’s hand and the plastic container in mine.
“Noah doesn’t have plates…” Liana side-eyed my kitchenette.
“I’ve been a little busy,” I said.
“It’s fine,” Mom said with a look of sympathy. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was looking at an injured puppy in the rain.
“Yeah, don’t be so hard on your sister,” Dad chimed in. “Life of an artist is a struggle.”
“Like you’d know,” Liana mumbled with an eye roll.
Agreed, but I couldn’t say so verbally. To side with my sister, even slightly, would be the greatest kind of defeat.
I could feel Sage trying to catch my eye, but I was too embarrassed to look back yet. They’re not even saying anything that bad, but I knew where it’s going, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to stop it.
“Speaking of work, Sage is co-head of the Leisah project. She’s one of the best artists at the company. Her work won a ton of awards, and her fans are pretty rabid—in the good kind of way,” I said, feeling a little lighter at being able to brag about her. Who would have thought bragging about Sage would bring me joy?
“Fascinating,” Liana said as she looked down at her phone, scrolling through places to eat nearby.
“Oh, so you’re an artist, too?” Dad nodded. I can tell by the way he raised a brow that it was a red flag for him. I wanted to launch in full scale to defense, but Sage opened her mouth before I could.
“I am.” She smiled easily as she spoke. “Got lucky.”
“Nothing lucky about the paycheck,” Dad joked with a light chuckle.
Sage’s smile didn’t change, but something in her eyes did. “It’s a pretty good one.”
“How about we not talk about money—” I tried.
“The little comics you draw,” Mom spoke over me. “Are they in stores? Noah always shows us stuff, but it’s only on the Internet.”
My jaw tightened. I dumped the plastic container on the counter and grabbed a glass of water to cool myself down.
It’s not a big deal. It’s her not understanding technology. Do not take it personally.
“We have print runs.” Sage nodded. “Go into any comic bookstore, and you’ll see our work, but digital copies outsell physicals six to one. Having art online is vital for a modern artist, and Noah is really good at keeping up with her community. She’s nothing like me when it comes to that. Her community loves her for who she is outside of work. That’s hard to do when you’re in a sea of content.”
We locked gazes for a second, and I sent every 'thank you' and 'I’m so grateful you’re here’ to her telepathically.
“You should ask that community for donations,” Liana said. “Help with moving costs?”
“That’s a good idea.” Dad nodded.
“No, I have a salary,” I told them. “A full-time salary.”
“That helps you afford…” Liana looked around. "What, exactly? Because you live with a roommate, and you don't have utensils."
“Oh, my god.” I hitched out a fake laugh. “You guys can’t be serious. You’re doing this now? In front of someone who I wanted you to meet?”
Mom moved closer to me, holding her hand up like I was going to bite. “Doing what, sweetheart?”
“That?” I waved at her. “This?”
“You’re having a tantrum,” Liana said in her annoyingly calm voice. “And you’re blaming us. We stood outside for twenty minutes in the hot sun on your birthday.”
“Yes, and I appreciate the gesture of cupcakes and breakfast sandwiches,” I said. “But then you guys come up here and start acting passive aggressive—”
“How are we acting passive-aggressive?” Mom was close enough to touch me now, and I shrugged off her hand.
“Little art,” I said to her as I looked at Dad. “Nothing lucky about that paycheck. You need to ask the community for donations. I—"
“I think you’re being dramatic,” Liana cut in. “No one’s being passive aggressive--”
“Let her finish,” Sage said in a hard tone.
We all looked at her, and her expression was far too cool for my family. Sage was the definition of unbothered, and that gave me strength.
“What?” Liana asked like she didn’t hear correctly.
“She was talking, and you spoke over her.” Sage gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Look, I don’t mean to get into family business—God knows I have my own—but as an outsider, I can see that Noah lets you complete a sentence. You can and should do the same.”
Liana’s mouth dropped open. I was sure words were supposed to come out, but nothing did.
“I was saying…” I paused, looking at all the eyes on me. This had to happen. I had to be brave enough to push through this, to at least tell them how I felt. If the aftermath was a storm, then I’d get through it. I could get through this.
“Even if I didn’t make a lot with art like…ever, that doesn’t mean you guys get to shit on it.”
Mom took a breath, and I closed my eyes for a second, embarrassed about cursing in front of her even at my age.
“No, no,” I said, mostly to myself. “I meant that. I like to say shit, Mom, and occasionally hell. Damn, too. Fuck is very therapeutic.”
Sage was the only one nodding in agreement; the rest of them look confused and a little concerned.
“I’m not six. I’m not drawing stick figures and lopsided butterflies anymore, but even if I were, so what? It’d still be art. If people liked it or felt something when they looked at it, it’d be art,” I ranted, feeling stronger with every word. “What I do isn’t little. No, it’s not changing lives, like what you guys do. I’m not innovating new ways to help the environment, or implementing changes that’ll form the lives of generations to come.
“Maybe when I’m dead, my art will be buried in the sea of things on the Internet, but that doesn’t mean what I do isn’t important now. Because it’s important to me, I need you guys to treat it as important, too. Because when you don’t, I feel like crap—no, I feel like shit. You treat me like I’m some kid drawing with crayons on your kitchen counter. So, yes, it is passive-aggressive when you downplay my success. I am successful. Not in the way you guys are, but it still counts. So, you’re going to start treating me like that, or at least with common decency and politeness, for the love of God.”
I was out of breath by the time I finished. My parents and Liana stared at me with shocked looks on their faces while Sage smiled, unguarded and proud.
“So,” she broke the silence. “As we let that sink in, should we start on those breakfast sandwiches?”










  
  Chapter Twenty-Three

Sage


The latest results were in: we had one final round for the competition. Kraken was in first place. Noah was in second. Me in third. Only fifty points separated me from Noah, one fifty from me and kraken. A win was possible, but I wasn’t losing sleep over trying to find a way. In fact, I was sleeping better than ever. My last chapter was only half done, and that didn’t trigger any pain in my chest. Life was full of color again, and I didn’t want to make it fade, so I did my best not to push myself. 
Letting go of shit actually worked. I wasn’t completely at peace with my decision to cut my family off, but I was at peace with how I didn’t get anxious about pulling up my bank account. There was still organization to do when it came to my finances, but I didn’t have to penny-pinch in fear of an incoming emergency. The real test would come if or when something big happened and they asked me for help. Staying strong in my decision was going to be the most difficult thing I've ever done.
I gave everyone their space for a week. Ash kept me updated about TJ, and Mom kept me updated about Ash. Dad was still MIA.
After watching Noah find her voice with her family and them taking it relatively well, I wanted to try again with my folks in the hopes we could at least be on some sort of speaking terms. The goal wasn't to burn my already-charred bridge to ash.
“I didn’t know you felt like this,” Mom said. She’d been the quietest out of the three of them when I repeated the reasoning behind my decision to stop helping with the finances. Her silence made the small guilt I’d always carry grow. “You’ve always been so strong and capable. I thought you liked helping.”
“I did like to help.” I adjusted myself on the couch, plastic rippling underneath me. My fingers kept shaking, so I folded my hands together and squeezed to keep them still.
TJ was still bandaged up. He couldn’t move much on the couch, and emoting wasn't an option, but I could still tell he was pissed at me by the cold look in his eyes.
“When I was a kid,” I explained, “but I don’t have anything left to give, and I need…have needed help for some time.”
“Help,” Mom repeated with a small, sad smile. “I remember you used to push me away whenever I tried to help when you were younger. It used to make me so sad when you did that. You never needed me. I admired you for it.”
“I did need you,” I said. “I didn’t know how to ask. A part of me thought if I did, you guys would be disappointed in me. You'd look at me and finally see that I wasn't strong enough to hold us. Most days, I'm barely strong enough to hold myself up, so I pushed you all away because I didn't think I was brave enough to not be strong, but I’m done pushing.”
“And we’re done pulling,” Ash spoke up. “Right?”
His question was for both of them, but his gaze was on TJ. Our brother was slow to give in, but a slight nod eventually came. I was surprised at how it helped untangle some of the knots in my stomach.
“I always thought you didn’t need us either,” TJ confessed. “So I let you handle everything.”
“We know better. Now that you've told us, we know. We hear you.” Mom straightened her back as best she could and reached for me. For the first time since I was small, she pulled me in for a hug, and I folded into her, enjoying the warmth and familiar smell of childhood. I didn’t cry, but I got as close to it as I thought my body was capable. With my face buried in her shoulder, I finally got the support I’d starved myself of for years. It was funny how all I had to do was finally accept I wasn’t built to carry so much weight. I thought it’d feel more shameful, but it was the furthest thing from it.
I was proud, and I was finally free.

      [image: image-placeholder]Noah wasn’t in the office on Monday morning. I didn’t think much of it because we’d spoken the night before, but as the minutes turned to hours and Tyson continued to stop by our cubicle, I started to worry. 
“Something’s wrong,” I said when she didn't pick up my third call.
Tyson was at her desk, chewing on his nail as he thought. “Have you met her family? Is there anyone to contact?”
“I’ve met them, but we aren’t exactly in exchanging numbers territory yet.” I dialed again, and it went straight to voicemail. Fuck this.
“I have to go,” I said as I shut down my computer.
Tyson didn’t give me any protest. “Keep me in the loop, okay? She didn't give me her daily update."
It was hard to swallow. Noah was the only one who abided by that team rule—she took her reports seriously, and she  even made little, unnecessarily cute illustrations to go with them. She loved her fucking daily updates.
The drive to her apartment felt longer than usual. With each mile, I got more anxious and reckless. After nearly running a stop sign and getting flipped off, I had to pull over for a few breaths. I was no good to Noah if I ended up in an accident.
I’d managed to calm my breathing by the time I pulled into her driveway. Her blinds were still drawn, the car still in the driveway. I knocked at a respectable volume for the first time—used my fist the second.
"Noah!" I stepped back to call up to her. "Can you open the door? Or send a text? Something?"
No answer. I was sweating as I banged on the door again, still trying to call. Straight to voicemail. What had she said her mom did for a living? It was something to do with botany and public gardens. I could possibly call those kinds of places and ask for her.
My plan came together slowly as I Googled all the gardens in the city. Right as I was about to call the first one, Noah's front door unlocked.
"Sorry it took me so long," she said in a low voice.
I jumped into a hug before she could say anything else. She barely wrapped her arm around me, and once she did, it was only a limp one, while the other remained pinned to her chest.
"What the hell?" I pulled back and cupped her face to get a better look at her. Noah's eyes were bloodshot, her usually glowy skin dull, like it hadn’t seen the sun in days.
"Why aren't you picking up your phone?" I asked.
She blinked slowly, like she didn't understand my words. "I was asleep."
"At nine AM?" I frowned. "On a Monday."
"I…I…" Her breathing became more labored.
"Hey, it's okay." I shook my head. "Come on, let's go inside. We can talk inside."
She led the way up the stairs. I noticed how she kept one hand against her chest during the whole ascent. At the top of the stairs, I reached for it, only to be pulled away from.
"It's your hand," I whispered.
She couldn't bring herself to answer verbally—I got a nod before she looked away, mouth twisted in embarrassment.
"I meant to call out today, but my alarm must have not gone off," she explained. "And I took something to help me sleep because I couldn't sleep all night. The medicine must have kept me under through the calls."
"Why couldn't you sleep?"
She blinked a few times, trying to gather her words. "It's bad, Sage."
My stomach dropped at the fear in her eyes. "Let me see?"
Noah shook her head and almost stumbled back. I held up my hands in the hopes she wouldn't be so afraid. The look on her face killed me: wide-eyed and shaking. The whole time, she wouldn’t move her hand.
“You can’t touch it,” she said in a firm voice.
“Noah…”
“You can’t. I barely can. Every time I move, the pain is almost blinding. The medicine helped at first. At least, I thought it did and would, but when I woke up, it was worse than before."
"That's because you weren't treating it," I said in the calmest tone I could muster. I didn't want her to think I was judging her. "You were numbing it."
"I think…I fucked it up, Sage. I should have told you sooner. I should have stopped sooner."
Her eyes were teary, and I wanted to pull her into me so badly.
"Why didn't you?"
"Because I needed to finish everything. I needed to prove it to myself and everyone else." She laughed dryly, only to stop when the movement jostled her hand. "You already come to the rescue with your family. My family always rescues me. I wanted to do something for myself, to win this competition and launch Leisah, to finally prove that all the time I spent was worth it. Prove that I'm worth it."
"Noah, I've never seen helping you as coming to your rescue," I said. "Because you do nothing but try to come up with solutions yourself. Ever since you've come to Harpy, you've been solving problems on your own. Problems I could never have solved. Regardless of the competition or Leisah, the time you put in matters. You are worth it, with or without the art."
I inched closer, more cautious this time.
"I wanted to be good," she said without any strength left in her voice. "I wanted to finish strong. If my damn hand held on a little longer, everything would have been fine. There was only one more chapter until the competition ended. I was almost done, but I can't even pick up a pen without feeling like I'm going to throw up."
"You are not picking up a pen until we see a doctor." I was close enough to hold her face—she was burning up. I didn’t know if it was from her anger, anxiety, or something connected to the pain in her hand, but whatever it was, we needed to figure it out soon.
"I need to take something else," she said. "It's been long enough that I can. After that, I'll tape my hand up and see how it feels to hold something."
"No," I said firmly. "You're potentially going to injure yourself permanently. You're not going to keep pushing yourself, thinking it's the only way. Noah, you've done enough. You have and always will be enough, with or without the win. Without Harpy. Without me."
Her eyes widened. "I don't want to be without you."
I smiled and nodded. "Me either, and that's why we're done trying to give everything. We're going to start asking for help. Together."
Her eyes softened—there was relief for her in my permission. I'd familiarized myself with the feeling, and to be able to pass it on to her made me so happy.
"Where are your keys?" I asked. "We'll take your car to the hospital."
Noah nodded, her expression relaxed with acceptance. "Kitchen counter."
 


 










  
  Chapter Twenty-Four

Noah


After three hours in a waiting room and an x-ray, I learned that if I hadn't stopped drawing last night, I might have caused permanent damage to my nerves. The doctor was shocked at how I managed to still hold a pencil, let alone draw, when my carpal tunnel was the worst he'd ever seen. 
"At least I'm for sure winning in something," I'd joked. The doctor wasn't impressed, and neither was Sage—who I thought would at least crack a smile. I was trying to take her approach to this problem; as long as we were in the doctor's office, anyway. Back in the car, though, I gave into the silent tears. Sage murmured words of comfort the entire ride home, but I was overwhelmed with regret and fear about my future as an artist, embarrassed Sage had to find me like that. Instead of going back to my place, she took me to hers so I wouldn't be alone.
"Did you tell Tyson about the new chapter?" I asked before being able to lie down. Talking about work provided an escape from my more pressing issues.
"I did," Sage said gently as she tucked my twists over my shoulder. "He's got it all under control. I'll finish whatever line art you didn't get to."
"It's only two panels," I assured her as I climbed into her bed. "I saved them to our shared drive."
"I'll get to them, Pastel," she promised. "Now, rest."
“Shit," I said abruptly and squeezed my eyes shut.
“What?” Sage's hand was on my shoulder in an instant.
“I didn’t finish the line art for my last chapter. It’s not ready to post. I’m so close to kraken, but without the votes for a final chapter, I don’t stand a chance," I rambled.
“Noah,” Sage begged. “We will figure that out later. Please, lie down.”
The worry in her gaze made a new flower of guilt grow inside of me. Sage looked like Amaya when she found me in my dorm after multiple all-nighters. She didn't know what to do or say to me, and I didn't know how to explain to her that I was trapped in a cycle of getting stuff done or being afraid of never doing anything.
I nodded at Sage, deciding to follow her instruction. Still, I already felt the dread bubbling in my core. Once I closed my eyes, I’d think about Inkmic, about how long the doctor said I couldn’t draw or even hold a pencil. What had I done to myself? Pushed so hard I broke. The worst part was, I still feel like I’d failed in some way, like I wasn’t supposed to crack under unrealistic pressure.
“Thank you,” I said before Sage could leave.
“You don’t need to thank me.”
“You’re the reason I didn’t pick up a pencil today.” I was genuinely about to try and draw again. I’d been ready to risk everything.
“I’m pretty sure the pain wouldn’t have let you even if I didn’t show up.”
“No.” I stared into the distance. “I would have pushed through until it was too late.”
Sage was quiet for a moment before sitting on the bed, blocking my staring contest with the wall. “What’s going on up there?”
“I’m going to be a better partner than this.” I met her gaze, determined. “I swear. Things have been so…much. I’m sorry that I didn’t take care of myself.”
“Do not apologize about that.” Sage frowned. “Don’t apologize for any of it.”
I looked down at my hand for a moment. “The last thing I want to do is be an anchor in your life.”
Sage cupped my chin and nudged me gently to meet her gaze. “I have never and will never see you as an anchor. I wouldn’t have lasted another week at Harpy without you. You made me want to be better to impress you.”
“I thought it was to beat me,” I teased.
She shrugged and laughed a little. “That, too. Point is, you're allowed to have your own shit going on, your own hangups and struggles when coming into this relationship. We both need to work on asking for help and slowing down. We need to understand that we can't do everything.”
I smiled. “You don’t say.”
“It’s going to be a hard change. It's not going to be overnight or linear. Regardless, I’m glad I get to heal with someone who knows how it feels to be torn apart.”
My eyes were stinging again. I didn't think she'd pull away, but I had expected to be handled with kid gloves, like everyone did. When Sage looked at me, she didn't see someone who couldn't handle themselves. She saw an imperfect woman who—though had a lot of issues—could make it to the other side.
"I'm glad, too.” My good hand covered hers. “I didn’t know I was lonely before.”
“It sucked,” Sage agreed and picked up my hand to kiss it. “Now, please—rest for me?”
I nodded, my brain feeling far less weighed down.
“I’ll be here when you wake up,” she promised.

      [image: image-placeholder]The pillow was wet from tears when I woke up. I hadn’t cried in my sleep since college, and it was a sure sign that I was at the bottom of my tolerance barrel. The meds I'd taken before I'd gone to sleep were starting to wear off, and pain throbbed in my palm. The reality of my situation reintroduced itself once I wiped the sleep and tears from my eyes. 
There was noise coming from the kitchen—pop music on the speakers and something frying in a pan. I padded to the living room to find Sage stirring something with one hand while holding her phone in the other.
Her place looked different from when I went to sleep. There were colorful throw blankets on the otherwise- empty couch. Prints were still in their plastic, leaning against a basic coffee table, waiting to be hung on the wall. Most impressively, there were lilacs. Lots and lots of lilacs—on the coffee table, dining table, and chairs. Overflowing bouquets at the bar. From what I could see, pots of them on the balcony.
My footsteps finally caught her attention, and Sage turned around with worry in her eyes.
“I didn’t wake you, did I?” She set her phone down, giving me her full attention.
I shook my head, still trying to take everything in. “What…what are you doing?”
“Making dinner,” she said, and in a lower, more embarrassed voice, “After burning the first two.”
I would be far more interested in the burning if I hadn’t felt like I stepped onto a fairytale set.
“Um, I’m referring to the billion lilacs all over,” I did a three-sixty turn, “everywhere.”
“You said they were your lucky flower.” Sage put a lid on her pot.
"I did." I nodded with a small smile. The flowers looked fresh and smelled like my childhood bedroom during the summertime. I'd spent so much time at my little green desk, drawing fantasy stories about girls kissing, and. Mom always made sure I had a fresh vase of lilacs.
Sage came up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist, and I relaxed when she pulled me into her chest.
"I don't believe in luck," she whispered.
"Here we go," I teased.
"I wasn't finished." Sage kissed my shoulder. "I don't believe in it, but you do. Even though I think everything you've done is because you're an incredible human being and artist, these flowers help you believe that too. So, I'm going to shower you with them for as long as you want."
My cheeks warmed, and I turned around so we were face to face. Sage had an oil stain on her shirt and a dot of flour on her nose, and I brushed it off with my thumb before kissing the spot.
"Thank you," I said before kissing her. "It's beautiful.”
"Not a blank canvas anymore." Her eyes were bright with excitement from my approval. It was adorable, and I couldn’t help but kiss her again, slower as I tried to imprint my thanks on her skin, along with a thousand sorrys, even though I know she didn’t need them.
"I can get on board with this." Sage smiled when I pulled away.
"Decorating or kissing?"
"Both. Especially now that I’m dating an artist who’s good at both."
My smile faltered, a stumble in what should have been a flawless step forward.
Sage frowned. "What is it?"
"I'm scared." My hand tightened on the extra fabric of her shirt, trying to remind myself that she was here with me.
"Of what?" Sage's grip tightened. "You're here. You're with me. You're safe."
I melted at those words and how sure she sounded of it all.
"I have to step away from work," I whispered, so afraid that as soon as the universe heard me, it'd take away my gifts. That's what I had to untangle—the urgency of it all.
"I let myself get lost in it. It's happened before," I confessed. "The only thing that brought me back was time away."
"That's fine," Sage assured. "Great. You're doing what you need to do."
"Not what I want," I said.
She smiled. "Most of the stuff artists do to stay healthy isn't what we want. I'm happy you know what needs to be done and proud that you're strong enough to do it."
I nodded, feeling a little better about the decision. "It's this, or work till my hand is permanently damaged. If that happens, I won't have a choice. My body will decide for me."
"Exactly." Sage kissed my forehead. "But before you let it all go, I have another surprise for you."
"I've been showered with flowers and a home-cooked meal." I was smiling so hard, my cheeks hurt. "What else could a girl want?"
"How about some help finishing her final chapter?" Sage let go of me, starting toward her abandoned phone and boiling pot.
My brows furrowed. "What? You didn't…Sage, I didn't want you to finish my chapter. It was Leisah's work that took priority, and that's too much for you on top of everything else. There's no point in both of us working until our hands break."
She shook her head. "No, I know. I told you—we're not killing ourselves for this anymore. I called in help."
"Help?"
"Yeah," she said. "And it was so hard to ask that I almost threw up multiple times during the process."
I laughed. "Really?"
"Really, but I got through it for you," she explained. "Now, reinforcements are on their way."
"Reinforcements?"
"Our team. The one we should have leaned on since day one instead of trying to crush each other in our battle of egos."
I smiled at the description. "Ah, that one."
The doorbell rang, and Sage gave me a smack on the butt before hurrying past. Tyson, Harry, and Seline filtered through the door, dressed in sweats and hoodies like they'd just rolled out of bed and decided to hurry over. Despite the dark circles under their eyes and collective yawns, their voices were excited.
"We brought espresso," Seline announced, holding the to-go carriers up. "And music, because we know you ladies like that sad shit, and we're not vibing in that somber mood tonight."
"How's the hand?" Harry stopped in front of me with a small bouquet of lilacs. My heart could have burst from his kind voice and the blush on his cheeks.
"It's pretty bad," I said. "Like not drawing for the next few months bad."
He frowned. "I'm so sorry, Noah. Truly."
"It's my fault." I accepted the flowers and stepped into his hug. "But thank you; for the flowers and for coming."
"Of course," he whispered in my ear, giving me a squeeze before letting me go. "We couldn't imagine not helping you see this through. You'd do it for us."
"I'm not great at art on paper," Tyson confessed with a laugh. "But I'm here for whatever you guys need. Food runs, water refills, music changes."
"No one is touching the music," Seline said with a pointed look. "I have to deal with you a-holes at work, and we’re out of office right now.”
"This is my apartment," Sage reminded her with a good-natured smile. "So, technically, there's still a hierarchy but continue."
"No one touches the playlist," Seline doubled down. "Let me have this. I'm stuck on this team, so let me have this."
"When are you going to admit you turned down an offer to switch to the Six?" Tyson raised a brow at her.
"No shit?" Sage laughed.
Seline's eyes widened as she shot Tyson a look of betrayal.
"She loves us too much," Tyson insisted with a shrug. "Can't leave."
"I'm touched," Harry noted with a genuine smile.
Seline made a face before fake gagging. "The only reason I turned it down is because Tyson was right: no one's going to put up with my BS like you guys. Plus, I'm not giving up morning runs to color work by douchebags who can barely tell a good story. Leisah's going to run circles around everything else at Harpy."
We all exchanged smiles when Seline continued to grumble under her breath. I chewed on my lip while I watched them, trying my best not to cry at how they all were willing to give up their night for me. Seline set up her phone with Sage's Bluetooth speakers. Harry was quick to aid with the cooking in the kitchen, dad mode activated. Tyson started clearing the flowers off the desk so they'd have space to draw.
I was itching to pitch in, not sure where I could be useful. Sage noticed and immediately shook her head.
"You're resting tonight," she said. "And once I get the line work done, I'm resting, too. We're taking naps on naps."
"That's going to be hard for me."
"I know." She nodded. "Which is why I invited one more person who might help you relax while we work."
I raised a brow. "Who?"
Sage nudged her chin toward the window. "She pulled in a few minutes ago. Told her she could sleep over if it came to it, and it looks like she took me up on the offer."
I went over to the window to find Amaya's flashy rental in the parking lot. She was struggling to unload a sleeping bag and her luggage while I laughed at how uncoordinated she was.
"She's supposed to be out of town," I said under my breath.
"I asked if she could fly in for one night." Sage joined my side at the window. "I told her you needed the support, that it was important. She agreed."
I let the tears flow this time. Amaya, with her sixth sense abilities, knew I was being emotional and looked up at the window. She waved when she saw us, cupping her hands around her mouth to yell.
"Are you going to help or watch in the background?" she asked. "It's giving Micheal Meyers energy. Think this goes without saying, but I'm not a fan."
I laughed and then looked back at Sage. "Thank you, for…all of this. It's incredible. You're incredible."
Sage nodded and made an 'okay' sign with her hand. She pressed it over my heart as she said, "I got you, Noah."










  
  Chapter Twenty-Five

Sage


The night was the loudest and longest I'd ever experienced. I'd gotten so used to my apartment feeling big and echoey, but with everyone here, it felt smaller than I expected. I was surprised at how much I didn’t mind it, especially with Noah there, constantly brushing past me or smiling in my direction. 
It took three times longer to complete her chapters than it usually would. I blamed it on the fact that everyone was far more interested in talking than getting work done, but for the first time ever, I didn't mind the chatter or slow pace. The excited voices of my co-workers and friends were a comfort I'd long taken for granted. I kept feeling a tightening in my chest when I remembered what Tyson told me, and how I was going to be saying goodbye to these people. I'd been so caught up in myself these past months, I hadn't taken the time to properly let anyone in. Now, just as I was getting better, it was almost over.
"All I said was the Six is the best thing to come out of any comic company since ever," Amaya shrugged like it was commonly agreed-on knowledge.
"Tell me she didn't just say that," Tyson begged.
"See?" Seline nodded in approval. "That's my kind of girl."
"You're going to start a war, Amaya," Noah warned with a laugh. She'd curled up on the couch with her friend while the rest of us were spread out between the dining table and desk.
I finished her chapter's line art a half hour ago. Since my chapter was already done and ready to be posted, I had more than enough time to sketch without aim. I'd chosen Noah as my subject. She was wrapped in blankets and the arms of Amaya, and my melancholy was muted anytime I looked at her and saw her calm smile.
It'd been terrifying to find her panicked yesterday, to imagine how hard she had to push herself, seeing how broken she had felt.
Art had that power over us. It was too beautiful to let go, but too dangerous to hold onto sometimes. Finding our way to the middle ground was thanks to the people around us.
"How was it?" Noah had gotten up from the couch while our friends continued to argue with the team about Harpy's impact on the industry.
I raised a brow, confused and a bit surprised at how quickly she'd snuck up on me.
"The pages?" She played with the frayed edges of her blanket.
I smiled. "They were beautiful. A perfect ending."
Noah let out a relieved sigh, and the small light in her eyes brightened despite her obvious need for more rest. "You think so?"
"Perfect," I insisted. "Tied up your loose ends but still left it open enough for more. Is that the plan? To write more?"
She nodded earnestly. "I have so many ideas, things that'd take at least five volumes to tell…if I win."
"If you win," I agreed with a knowing smile. "I still have something up my sleeve."
She made a face. "I know."
"You want to see it?"
"No." Noah shook her head. "I'll get in my head about it and want to fix things, even though I can't. I'll wait like everyone else. I know whatever it is, it's going to be incredible."
I reached for her. "Sit here for a second."
"On your lap?" She looked toward our distracted guests, who were too busy bickering to notice any public display of affection.
"Humor me." I nodded, still holding my hand out to her.
She chewed on her lip for a second before lowering herself. I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her firmly against my chest. Noah relaxed against me, the steady flow of her breath on my neck.
"If you win," I whispered. "I'm going to be so proud of you…and still a little salty."
Noah laughed. "Same."
"But whatever happens, can we promise not to let it get in the way of us?" I asked.
Her good hand clutched the collar of my shirt. "Nothing's getting in the way of us, not even the art. Not anymore. You're too important to me."
I swallowed, unsure of what to say and how to say it without sounding out of breath, but she surprised me by kissing my cheek. My skin burned when she pulled away. If she asked me to buy her the moon right now, I would.
"I can't wait to give you everything," she said, as if she could read my thoughts. "When I win, I will."
Despite being completely enamored, I laughed at the cockiness. "I'll run the tab up."
"New bike?" She raised a brow.
"Oh, definitely," I confirmed. "Throw in a customized helmet for yourself."
"How generous," she teased.
"We'll ride into the sunset…at a moderate to slow pace," I promised.
"End up at an art shop somewhere and splurge on every pen and pencil they have to offer. I've been wanting to get into oil painting. I could get a gouache set, too. Watercolor. The whole lot. Just us, enjoying the process without a deadline."
I nodded, imagining Noah and me painting together on a lazy Saturday with nothing to look forward to but time together. "Sounds like a dream."
"It will be," she promised.

      [image: image-placeholder]"Not yet." Noah's hand rested on my chest. I was in between sleep and awake. We'd somehow made our way to bed at a decent time. Our team and her friends stayed the night, finishing the chapters and deciding a movie marathon was the next logical move. Noah and I had slipped out halfway through the second movie, prioritizing sleep over crying at yet another Pixar score. 
It was second nature when I reached for my phone, and I blinked away the blurriness of my vision to see an equally sleep-hungover Noah rubbing her eyes.
"Why?" I asked. The results wouldn't be finalized until the end of the week, but we had a good feeling of who was going to win by the first night of votes. No one had time to catch up now. Whoever was in the lead would most likely stay there, unless something unprecedented happened.
"Just for a second." Noah pushed herself up on her knees as she smiled down at me. "Let's enjoy life without knowing for a second."
"Okay. I can do that." I nodded and reached up to readjust her crooked bonnet. "How'd you sleep?"
"Good…when you weren't elbowing me in the face," she teased.
"I did not, did I?" I groaned when she laughed. "I'm sorry, Pastel. Did I hurt you?"
"No. I had a few jump scares to wake me up, is all. After getting elbowed in the forehead in hour three, I started getting used to it."
"You're very adaptable," I said.
"It's one of my best qualities."
We laughed, and the bed shook underneath us, springs sounding like the beginning of a good song. I wanted this to be our norm—waking up together laughing, our bodies sinking under the blankets, protected from the world.
"I think I've decided to leave Harpy." I don't know why I said that—it was the perfect thing to say to ruin a perfect moment. The words had been on my tongue since last night, though. I felt like the decision would soon become something bigger, and I wanted to share it with her first.
Noah placed a hand on my cheek. "Are you sure?"
I nodded. "I am."
"Good." She smiled. "You've been too good for that place for a long time. Your comic will run circles around their silly lineup."
"Really?" My smile grew. "I remember you saying otherwise."
"I can be wrong." She rolled her eyes. "And jealous."
"You can."
"Hey." Noah pulled her hand away, pretending to be offended.
"Joking," I said. "Kinda…"
I pulled her to me for a kiss. What started as an 'I'm sorry' turned into an 'I want to take your underwear off' quickly, and she let me. I played with her clit until she begged me for more.
"You gotta be quiet," I warned her before sliding underneath the covers and finding my way between her legs. Noah was the queen of quiet. The only way I knew she'd come was from how her thighs tightened and back abruptly arched.
"Good?" I asked when I pulled away.
"Incredible," she corrected with a lazy smile before giving me a chance to practice the art of quiet climaxing. I wasn't as skilled, having to bite down on a pillow as her tongue made me come undone. She continued to eat me out until I couldn't take the trembling that had taken over every inch of my body.
"That's a sneak peek of our dream life," she reminded me as she climbed on top.
I smiled up at her, gripping her waist and enjoying her warmth. "It's already exceeding expectations. Now, are we ready?"
She pressed her lips together and took a deep breath as I gently squeezed her. The results still mattered to me, of course. I still would love the money and the space to prove myself, but there was no clock. I didn't have to save my family. I was free to do things at my own pace, free to not have to hope that art could save me. I was finally wise enough to realize that I could save myself.
Yes, I still wanted to win, to show the world I was the best. If I didn't, though, I wouldn't break. Not by a long shot. I knew who I was now, who I wanted to be going forward, how grounded I was in being okay with letting go.
"Should I look, or do you want to?" I asked.
"You." Noah nodded and chewed on her nail. "You look."
I gave her one more smile before reaching for my phone and unlocking it. With a swipe, I refreshed the page, and the leaderboard updated. The winner was clear, ahead by more than two thousand votes.
"Well?" Noah asked.
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  Chapter Twenty-Six

Noah


"I love you. I'm deeply, painfully, forever in love with you." 
I nearly choked on my water from laughing, and Tyson grabbed a few tissues from my box and handed them to me.
"She's taken," Seline reminded him as she spun around in the otherwise-empty office space beside my desk. "By your best friend."
"Sorry to disappoint," I said sarcastically as I wiped the sides of my mouth.
"You didn't." He shook his head as he scrolled through his phone to show me what made him fall in love. "You never do."
"Eh." I tilted my head back and forth, thinking of a list. Seline seemed to be of the same mind, going a step further to vocalize some.
"She almost fucked up our season two pitch for Leisah. We nearly got shelved because she wanted to bring in more romance," Seline pointed out.
I held up my hands. "It was an honest mistake, okay? I read the room wrong." The room being a test audience who hated a good time. Not everyone had taste.
"She forgot her gift for Harry on Christmas," Seline continued.
"I didn't forget," I grumbled. "I left it on the bus. Sue me for trying to lessen my carbon footprint."
"Look." Tyson held out his phone for both of us to see the headline.
Leisah's resurrection is exactly what comic fans have been waiting for.
I grabbed the phone from him to continue reading the rest out loud. "Head artists Sage Montgomery and Noah Blue breathe new life into an outdated character. Leisah isn't a strong, two-dimensional superhero who always saves the day. She fails. She's weak at times. She asks for help when necessary. It's inspiring to see a strong Black woman not have to be strong on her own…"
I scanned through the rest. The article ended with sharing the news that there's a film in the works—something that had only been briefly considered in meetings. Nothing solid, but with the good reviews, it was feeling more like a possibility.
"Did you send this to Sage?" I asked.
"It was the first thing I did," Tyson nodded with a wide grin. "We killed it. This is one of hundreds of rave reviews. Don't even get me started on the audience feedback. Noah…"
He looked around the office before leaning into us. Seline and I leaned in too, literally on the edges of our seats.
"The first print run sold two times as much as Captain," he said. "And the digital copies, Noah. God, the digital copies. We are whooping his ass."
"Holy crap." I laughed with excitement—Tyson was practically glowing.
"Let's go," Seline cheered. A few people from the Captain and Six teams looked our way, their expressions full of disdain. Oh, it was on. Like us, I was sure they didn't take kindly to not being number one at Harpy, but they were going to have to get used to it. I didn't plan on moving out of the way anytime soon.
"We have work to do," he said, breathing unevenly from the pure joy we felt at a job well done. "A lot."
"We do," I agreed.
"There's the outline," Tyson said quickly. "We need to start on the storyboard. Do you think you can have something done by Monday? Not the whole thing, of course—just something to show us?"
"I can't," I said without hesitation.
Tyson's shoulders slumped. "Why?"
I pushed my chair back to point at my calendar. "Vacation time. I have two weeks, remember?"
The disappointment on Tyson's face was a simple flash, but its appearance didn’t make me feel guilty like it once would have. I remembered how much work I'd put into getting my hand well, how many therapy sessions I had to go through before admitting my people-pleasing problem was my responsibility to fix. Boundaries weren't just for others. I needed them for myself, too. I'd harmed myself in ways others couldn't. Mending would always be my job.
The itch to work wasn't easy to ignore some days. Thankfully, I had the best accountability partner, one who happened to be texting me to clock out.
"Speaking of vacation." I shot a quick text back to Sage before turning off my computer. "I love you, too, Tyson. And you, Seline. And you, Harry!"
He hummed his acknowledgment, too deep in work to pull away yet.
"Which is why I'm so thrilled to be working with you guys again," I said. "When I get back from vacation."
"Of course." Tyson nodded, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. He didn't press; he'd never press. Even more reason to love him.
"Guess I'll work on my other assignments…which are also a part of my job," he said, mostly under his breath and to himself, no enthusiasm in his voice. Seline and I laughed.
"Yeah, that's probably a good idea." I patted his shoulder before leaving the cubicle.
"Can I keep your seat warm?" Seline called after me. "It's so much more comfortable than Sage's old one."
"Knock yourself out." I turned around, walking backward as I spoke to them. "When I get back, we're killing season two. You guys better be ready."
"We stay ready," Seline assured as she fell into my seat.
"We'll be here." Tyson smiled. "Ready for whatever you have in store."
"Love you too, Noah," Harry added. His delayed response made us all laugh.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sage's face lit up the second she saw me. She didn't try to hide it, and I didn’t hide my excitement either. As soon as I saw her, my pace turned into a light jog. 
"Hey, Pastel." She laughed when I jumped into her arms. It was a little awkward hugging her while she straddled the bike, and I pulled back a little so she could swing her leg over to give me a proper hug.
"Did you see?" I asked while still squeezing her against me.
"I did." Her voice was muffled from burying her face into my neck. "Congratulations, Miss Best New Artist."
I laughed. "It's our win. We brought her back."
Sage nodded and pulled me in for a kiss—she tasted of mint and smelled like spring. "We should celebrate. What do you think about burgers and the beach?"
"You mean the actual beach this time, not an abandoned parking garage overlooking it? We get to touch the water and everything?"
Sage laughed. "Hey, stop acting like I never take you anywhere nice. That abandoned parking garage is a perfectly respectable place. They repainted the parking lines last week."
"In that case, there's probably going to be a line to get in from now on."
She snorted. "You driving?"
"If you insist." I exaggerated a sigh before pulling on the helmet she offered me. After a few months of practice, I'd gotten better at riding the bike. I never went more than a few miles over the speed limit, though, my fear of crashing lingering anytime I grabbed the handlebars. Still, I enjoyed the freedom of it, and the way Sage's arms wrapped around me. She'd often spread her arms wide behind me, enjoying the opportunity to let go for a moment and not worry about where she was going.
I liked being able to do that for her. After she left Harpy, I was determined to make sure she'd get every chance to enjoy life without having to steer all the time.
"Your bags all packed for the trip?" I asked. "I've got the whole itinerary planned, with plenty of time blocked out for naps. My folks are going to be a few days late, so we'll have the place to ourselves."
"All packed and ready." Sage wrapped her arms around my waist, squeezing me tight against her. "You still cool with my family crashing?"
"If you want me to say no, I'll say no." The light changed, and I started forward. Sage didn't respond until we got closer to the beach. The sun was low, the waves too lazy to get higher than a few feet.
"I don't want you to say no," Sage said.
I wasn’t entirely convinced. At a stop sign, I placed my hand over hers.
"We're…still getting used to things."
I nodded. "So are we. Vacations are great for that. Forced proximity. Problem-solving opportunities. Maybe even a torrent confession over a bonfire."
She laughed a little. "You're not selling this."
"It's going to be great," I promised as I pulled into a parking space close to the boardwalk.
"I hope so." She removed her helmet and helped me with mine. "I thought being without them was easy, but after seeing how things could change in our family if we all worked together, I don't know. Walking away now, after they know how I feel, is harder somehow."
"You love them." I squeezed her shoulder. "And you see the potential because they love you and they're trying to be better for you."
Sage's family had taken huge steps in supporting themselves. They didn't call her for every issue, and she did her best not to insert herself, even though the desire was a pull I had to help hold her back from. While I kept her from old haunts, she helped me stand up to mine. My parents were doing what they could, too, including trying not to overanalyze everything I did. Liana was a different story, and she'd always be. There would always be a sinkhole between us, something impossible to cross alone. We might never cross it, but at least our parents were a bridge. She had them, and I had them. That'd have to be enough for now.
"Have you heard from your dad?" I dared to ask.
"In Saint Pete," she said. "With my grandma. He needed some time and space to escape."
I frowned. "Sorry, Sage."
"It's a good thing. He's doing better, actually sticking to routines," she said "Plus, with him gone, my brothers aren't poisoned with hopes and nonsensical dreams of becoming millionaires overnight. The guys stepped up. Interviews and suits. Consistent paychecks now."
My fingers entwined with hers. "Good."
"Very," she agreed with a small smile.
I didn't give Sage her hand back as she packed our helmets away. She let me lead her down the boardwalk, and we slipped out of our shoes to feel the cool sand between our toes. She laughed when I started running toward the ocean.
"Come on," I called from the edge of the shore.
"It's freezing." She shook her head. "I'm more of a 'look at the water from a distance' person, as you know."
"It's not that…" I gasped when the ice-cold water kissed my feet. "That bad."
"You're already shaking," she noted with an amused smile.
"Am not." I hid my hands in my pockets. "Even if I was, it'd be from anticipation for our vacation."
"Come back here so I can warm you up." Sage opened her arms to me.
"I'm fine."
"Well, I'm not, and I have something else to tell you," she said. "Something good."
I perked up at that and willingly abandoned the ocean for her warm embrace.
"Better?" she whispered in my ear.
"A little." I smiled as she added kisses to her warming technique. "Was the good news a trick?"
"Nope, just a lovely excuse." She pulled her phone out and opened her email. "Woke up to this."
I grabbed the phone to get a closer look, and the email's sender caught my eye immediately as I laughed in disbelief.
"This is real?" I looked up at her before continuing.
"I cross-checked the email." She nodded, barely able to contain her smile, the light in her eyes bright and proud. I didn’t know how she kept this in for so long. "And asked him to message me using his social media to be sure."
"Sage," I said, shaking her shoulder.
"I know, I know." She laughed.
The email header read: Collaboration opportunity?
Sage –
I've been following your work for the past few years. I know this is cliché, but I'm a huge fan. For the past few years, I've wanted to start a small company, something that produces work that's weird and fun and nonsensical. After the Inkmic win, I finally can afford it. I think you would be a good fit for my company, especially after seeing your new comic.
I'm not great with elevator pitches and whatnot, and I know this email might not be enough to convince you. So, I ask you to give me a chance to show you what I have in store through the art. I have a few pieces that explain what I want to do with colors far better than I'll ever be able to do with words. Is it okay if I send them to you?
Thanks.
- kraken
"What are you thinking?" Sage asked.
"That you have the chance to work with the greatest artist of our generation," I said, breathless as I re-read the email.
She shrugged. "Well, I've already done that."
I looked up, lip poked out from how touched I felt as she kissed my cheek.
"My new comic is our new comic."
"I write on it occasionally." I shook my head. "You do the art."
"It's still ours," she insisted. "Writing has always been your strong suit. You're going into the second season of Leisah as a head writer. Tyson said you could pull back on drawing all the chapters for your hand."
I nodded, and my heart started to race as I considered our options. The next season of work wouldn’t be as intense, because Harpy was hiring more artists. We wouldn't be double shipping, and I'd be in charge of drawing only a couple of storyboards. I was committed to healing my hand, and that commitment required less work than I'd done in the past. I thought the permanent shift would be the worst thing that could happen to me, but it wasn't, because I loved the words. Writing for art came quicker than the art itself. I'd accepted it, accepted that when I finally pitched my comic, I wouldn't push to be a head artist on it. The pivot wasn't a failure on my part—it was an open door.
"You'd want to work together again?" I asked.
Sage laughed. "Of course, I would. Do you not want to?" Her face fell for a moment—not in disappointment, but sadness. I could see the wheels turning in her head; not to convince me, but to right whatever had gone wrong.
"It's fine if you don't want to," she said quickly. "I'm not upset; I'm just worried I did something wrong again. Maybe I haven’t been supportive enough."
"Sage, it has always been my dream to work with you," I confessed.
Her sadness morphed into confusion. "You don't have to let me down easy. You know I'm strong enough to get over it."
"I'm not letting you down. Despite the rivalry and your a-hole tendencies…"
"It comes naturally to me."
I smiled, nodding in agreement. "That wasn't enough to scare me away. I wanted to work with you. I didn't accept Harpy just because of Leisah. I accepted because I knew I'd become a better artist than I ever could on my own if I got to work with you."
"So I was the best and you knew it? This whole time, you knew," she teased.
I playfully poked her stomach. "Shut up. What I'm trying to say is, I want to do this with you. I want to keep making stories together."
Her sigh of relief made her heavier in my arms. "Really?"
"We make good art together."
"We do," she said. "I'm glad we got over ourselves in time to see it."
"We're lucky. Working together is like creating magic," I mused. "You're were right, you know? We're bigger than the art. Especially when we're together." 
Sage smiled when I pressed an okay sign against her chest.
"Always have been," she agreed as she kissed me. "Always will be." 
 
 
 
 
 














  
  Epilogue

Sage


3 years later

"I can't believe you got us out here…sweating for…a…" Tyson swallowed, trying to catch his breath.  
"A teddy bear," Seline finished, her hands were on her hips as she shot daggers at the lavender bear mocking us from his display shelf. 
"Come on, guys." I cracked my neck and repositioned the plastic gun. "Just a hundred more points. It's crunch time." 
I'd come to the carnival every day since they'd set up with one mission, and one mission only: get Noah this damn bear. The teen at the counter wouldn't sell it to me because that was against policy. And even if I could fork over the cash, something in me wanted to win it, so it'd feel more meaningful. Special. 
I had wanted to get all the points on my own but as the proposal date quickly approached, I caved and compromised. Tyson and Seline were down to help…until they realize just how rigged this whole game was. 
"We can do this." I wiped sweat off my brow and closed one eye before aiming. "Don't quit on me now." 
"Never," Tyson said and had to practically crawl back to the booth to pick up his gun. 
Seline took a swig from her beer and nodded. "Let's win that son of a bitch." 
I nearly choked on my laughter at how they shouted their battle cry before firing. 
"For Noah!" we all declared and gave our final round of shots everything we had. 
The teen smiled after he tallied up our points. "That gives you just enough for the bear and some left over for three Jolly Ranchers." He gave a slow, mocking clap.
"That's what I'm talking about!" Seline declared and jumped to chest bump with Tyson. The poor girl was so tiny she nearly toppled over. I caught her and joined their circle of celebration. 
"We did it, thank God." I jumped around with them for a second before grabbing the bear off the counter. "What Jolly Rancher you getting? It's y'alls payment for helping." 
"Blue," Tyson said with enthusiasm. 
"That's the only right answer." Seline agreed. 
I laughed and chose the same as I held the bear close against my chest. Seline and I sucked on our candy as we made our way back to the parking lot. With the bear in hand, everything felt more real. My heart pounded at the thought of tonight. What I wanted to say and how Noah would respond. We'd talked about marriage but only in abstract terms. One days and maybes. But as she'd grown in her career at Harpy and I found my place at Kraken Comics, I felt more secure in myself and life than ever before. And there was no doubt in my mind that Noah was my everything. I wanted to make it official, celebrate it, and give her a memory that would remind her I was in this forever with her. 
"Nervous?" Seline asked around her candy. Her tongue was already a deep blue. 
I shook my head and tossed my arm over her shoulder. We'd gotten closer over these past few years. I'd gotten closer with everyone in my life after leaving Harpy. Turns out, freedom equaled time and space. And that'd been exactly what I needed to get my head out of my ass and start appreciating my friendships. 
"Not really," I said. "Just…ready. Maybe a little anxious about stumbling over my words. I don't want to embarrass her once she shows everyone the video." 
"So you are recording." Tyson nodded in approval. 
"You should livestream it! Invite all your Inkmic fans!" Seline suggested. "You two are royalty on that site. Their queens are getting engaged. It's momentous." 
I made a face and laughed. "No way. I want it to be a private moment."
"Respectable," Tyson said. 
"Boo." Seline sighed. "You're no fun." 
I laughed. "So are you two being in our bridal party or what?" 
Tyson eyes widened, touched. Seline snorted. 
"Well duh." She poked the bear. "After everything we did for you, we deserve to stand up there and weep during the vow exchange." 
"It'd be an honor," Tyson said, already sounding like he was going to choke up. Just wait until he heard I wanted him to be my man of honor. 
"Send us the video as soon as you two stop celebrating," Seline made me promise as we said our goodbyes. 
I nodded as I strapped the bear onto the back of my bike. 
"She's going to say yes," Tyson assured when he got a look at the small spark of panic eclipsing my face. I knew that…Or, thought I knew that. I didn't doubt this was something she wanted. But there would always be a possibility, right? I swallowed because after all my hard work with setting things up, it was possible this was the wrong time for her. 
"I'm terrified," I admitted and slouched on my bike's seat. "Holy shit. What if she says no." 
Seline raised her brows, shocked at my change in demeanor. My confidence was in the wind, replaced with throat-drying dread. 
"I can't breathe." I tapped my chest. "She's so…everything and I can't breathe." 
"Sage, Sage," they repeated. 
"Relax." Tyson squeezed my shoulder. "You're going to do fine. She's going to say yes." 
"You two are wrapped around one another's fingers, of course she's going to say yes," Seline said and snatched Tyson's unopen Jolly Rancher to give to me. 
"Hey!" he protested. 
"Take that for luck," Seline said. "Let it be a reminder that your team's behind you, always. Noah's a part of that team."
Tyson sighed but nodded. "You got this." 
"Thanks." I sighed and shook out my shoulders. "Sorry, I lost it for a second." 
"Happens to the best of us," Seline assured. "Now, go our girl to marry you." 

      [image: image-placeholder]Noah had spent the majority of the day at her place. So, when I pulled into my driveway to see her car, my stomach dropped. We'd exchanged keys after a couple months of dating. And since then, took turns staying at each others place. It'd been her weekend, which was why I hid the flowers in my room. Along with all the other decorations I needed to put up before convincing her to come over and help me look for something that wasn't lost.  
I bounded up the stairs, taking two at a time. If she just stayed in the living room, I could salvage this. I could get Noah back to her place and decorate. Maybe I could call Amaya to distract her for a couple of hours. Those two had a lot to talk about every since Amaya moved back from California with plans on starting her own production company. She wanted Noah on board as a writer. Noah was too nervous to accept. They could have a back and forth while I scrambled to fix everything. 
"Pastel!" I called as soon as I opened the front door. "Where are you?" 
Please don't say bedroom. Please. 
"In here!" Her voice came from the living room. 
I breathed a heavy sigh of relief and stuffed the bear into the broom closet. I hurried to met her, only to be cut off when she came into the hallway. Her eyes were wide and cheeks round with a nervous smile. I reached for her. 
"Is everything okay?" I asked and kissed her. 
"Very." She nodded. "Just…you're earlier than I thought you'd be." 
"And you're here when I thought you wouldn't be…" I raised a suspecting brow. "What's going on?" 
"Nothing." She shrugged. "What about with you? You're all sweaty." 
"Nothing." My tone matched her defensive one. We both laughed. 
"Okay, okay." Noah shook her head. "Close your eyes. I have a surprise."
"That's my line."
She frowned, confused. "What?"
"I have a surprise, too," I said. 
"Me first." She perked up. "Please?" 
I groaned but I couldn't say no to those eyes. "Fine. But I guarantee mine is better." 
"Oh please." She scoffed. "We both know I'm the best one at surprises. Who planned a whole trip for you to Canada for Christmas? Or, got you floor seats to that weird band. Or—"
"Okay, okay, Pastel." I kissed her with a laugh. "Let's argue about this later. Preferable when I'm not this nervous." 
"Fine…wait, your nervous? For what?" she asked. 
"Nevermind." I waved my hand. "You'll learn soon enough." 
"Bet I'm more nervous than you," she said in a singsong voice. 
"Noah," I warned and smiled. "Come on." 
"Sorry." She laughed and grabbed my hand. "Close your eyes." 
I sighed and did what I was told. She led me down the rest of the hallway and into my living room. The smell of ink was stronger than usual in here, mixing while with the comforting hint of lilac. 
Noah stopped me to where my coffee table should be. My heart started racing when I heard her ruffling around some papers. 
"Noah?" I sounded worried. 
"One sec," she said. 
"But…" 
"Okay, now!" Noah said. 
I opened my eyes to the most beautiful woman in the world standing in from of the largest piece of art she'd ever done. 
"What is…" I stepped closer to my living room wall where there were comic panels plastered. They covered every inch of my living room. The drawings closest to me showed the meeting of two girls. One was lanky with wire framed glasses. The other dressed in all black and wore a frown on her face. The story continued with them getting on one another's nerves until they didn't speak for years. I followed the panels down the wall, reading the story of how they meet again. How they got a second chance. How they fell in love over sketchbook paper and impossible expectations. By the time I reach the end I can barely see through my tears. The last panel was of the glass-wearing woman on one knee. I let out a strangled laugh and turn around to find Noah on one knee. 
"You're crying," she said, half-surprised, half-concerned. "You never cry. "
"No one's ever made me feel…like this." I spread out my arms and marvel at the art again. "You did all of this for me." 
Noah's teary now too but she cleared her throat in hopes one of us could keep it together. "Of course I did. I wanted it to be something special. Something you'd remember. It's our story." 
I nodded, still a mess as she motioned for me to come close. 
"Sage Danielle Blue," Noah started. 
"Wait!" I held up my hand.
"What?" 
I hurried out of the room wiping at my face as I retrieved the bear. When I came back, Noah was still on one knee. Her eyes went wide with recognition. Now, she couldn't hold it together. 
"Is that my bear?" she asked. 
I nodded and handed it to her. "Have you been in my room?"
She shook her head, unable to look up from the stuffed animal. 
"It's flooded with flowers and decorations," I explained. "And I learned that song. The one from The Last of Us. It's really sad but beautiful and I wanted to play it for you before I asked you to marry me." 
"You were proposing tonight?" She laughed.
"Great minds think alike?" I shrugged and laughed along with her. 
I kneel down too and we kissed. "Noah Eve Blue, what do you say? Will you marry me?" 
"I asked first," she teased. "And better." 
"You haven't heard the song yet," I reminded her. 
"True." She smiled and buried her face into the bear for a second. "I love you so much Sage. So much that I couldn't think of what to say so I drew it." 
"And that's always ten times better than saying it." I kissed her forehead. "Yes, Noah. It's a yes." 
She smiled wide and let out a shaky sigh. "Yes, Sage. Forever and always, yes." 
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