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    To all the gamers who just want to escape for a bit. 

To Shemar Moore, thanks for being an inspiration.

To Niki, Tab, and Jesse, thanks for your expertise and clarification on all things video games and computers.
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Chapter One
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One year ago...

“You’re gonna die! Don’t do it!” The shout echoes through the immaculate brownstone, followed by a chorus of disgruntled groans and several colorful metaphors my mother would disapprove of. Those words, those groans of agony, are etched upon my soul, and they lure me down the hallway.

They’re coming from a dark room where an eighty-inch television sits against the far wall, its glorious glow casting three men in flickering shadows. The two with controllers sit bickering like five-year-olds over the game flashing on the screen. The third lounges off to the side, his face hidden. Looks like the most recent Space Vendetta game. The one I haven’t had a chance to play yet but have been dying to buy because it allows both in-person and online player-versus-player battles.

“You found it! I didn’t hear you knock.” Lily appears at the end of the hall wearing her signature pinup-red lipstick and a vintage cream blouse paired with a black and white houndstooth print skirt. The Betty Boop apron tied around her waist makes me grin. This girl was born in the wrong decade.

“Hey, Lily. Sorry, I just let myself in.” My gaze drifts to the room where her three roommates sit in the semi-darkness glued to their video game. “No one answered when I knocked.”

“I told them to listen for the door.” Lily glares at the room before turning back to me. “I’m sorry. Jen and I had music playing in the kitchen. Come on. We’ll leave the boys to their game.”

“Aren’t we watching a movie tonight?” I follow her down the hall, though there’s part of me that wants to run back to the living room and watch them play. No. Fuck that. I want to take them on. I rarely get to challenge anyone in person. No one wants to play against me. Not face to face at least. Guys don’t like when girls kick their asses in a video game.

“Yeah, but I told them I was commandeering the living room at seven. They’ve had time to play their silly games.” She tosses her head back and her set curls bounce against her shoulder. I flinch at the way she says it. Her huge blue eyes fix on me and she bites her lip. “Sorry, I forgot.”

“It’s okay, Lily. I didn’t take it personally,” I lie. It stings to hear the condescending tone. Not that she meant to imply gaming was silly or a waste of time, but that’s typically the response I get when people uncover my secret passion. It shouldn’t have to be a secret, and I shouldn’t have to apologize for liking video games. I grit my teeth and force a smile.

Jen pops in from the other side of the kitchen. “Hey, I’m glad you came.” She smiles and hugs me. Her dark hair lays in a braid over her shoulder. The oversized sweater she’s wearing looks warm and comfortable. Paired with jeans, she resembles one of those cute heroines from a Hallmark movie right before she meets the town hunk. I shake my head. We are such a trio of oddballs.

“Yeah, well. I have to admit, these girls’ nights are becoming the highlight of my week.” I take a seat beside Jen at the island in the center of the kitchen.

“Mine too.” Lily pulls something steaming and delicious out of the oven. The scent makes my stomach growl like a rabid dog. I shouldn’t have skipped lunch. She sets the casserole on the stovetop to cool and bustles to the fridge. “Want a beer?”

“Got anything stronger?” I joke, but I’m half-serious.

“Of course.” She grins and pulls a bottle of vodka from the freezer. “Don’t tell Gavin.” She winks conspiratorially and pours me a double in a whiskey glass. “Want some, Jen?”

“I’ll stick with the beer, thanks.” Jen watches with wide eyes as I lift the glass to my lips and down it in one swallow.

The ice-cold vodka burns straight to my gut, ripping away the thoughts of the past week and my asinine bosses. I set the glass on the table and Lily gapes at me.

“Rough week?” Jen asks with a smile as she pops the top off her Yuengling.

“If your boss was anything like mine, you’d be drinking straight from the bottle as soon as you got home.” A stifled laugh breaks from my throat. “Those two think I’m a fucking miracle worker.”

“Mr. Roberts can be like that, right Jen?” Lily takes a sip of her beer. Her pale face pinkens at the mention of their boss, but before I can say anything, Jen cuts in.

“Yeah, though he’s reasonable most of the time, from what I’ve noticed. But I don’t know him all that well. He keeps to himself.” Jen takes a drink.

“Well, Mr. Sunshine and Major Grump think I have nothing better to do with my personal time than chase their fucking mistakes.” Lily and Jen chuckle at the nicknames I’ve bestowed upon my ungrateful bosses. “They’re lucky I know my way around that office blindfolded.”

“It has nothing to do with the fact you need that job and can’t afford to get a poor character reference because you cursed out your employer and burned down the building, right?” Lily smirks behind her frosted mug.

I shove away from the counter, rip open the freezer, and pour another double. She’s right. One hundred and fifty percent. I do need the job, and I can’t afford to have my reputation ruined for all eternity because I couldn’t hold my tongue.

“This is why I have friends.” I toast them, raising my glass high. “You catch the brunt of my rage so I can keep my pristine reputation and my job. Thank you for your sacrifice.” I pour the liquor down my throat and shiver at the intensity of it.

“Hear, hear.” Lily and Jen both drink to my pathetic admission.

“Is it movie time? I need to eat something and vegetate for a while.” I hedge around their concerned looks. They want to ask me what happened, I can tell, but I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to escape for a while. Normally I’d lose myself in a game from Friday night to Sunday afternoon, but since girls’ night became a weekly thing, it’s thrown off my me time. My fingers itch for the plastic comfort of the PlayStation controller.

“Yeah.” Lily sets her glass aside and prepares plates heaping with the gooey delicious casserole cooling on the stovetop. “Here.” She hands one to both Jen and me before taking up her own and retrieving her beer. “Let’s go kick the boys out. They can go find something else to do.”

“How the hell do you put up with having three guys for roommates, Lily?” Jen asks.

“I don’t know. They kinda grew on me I guess.” Lily beams as though it explains everything.

“Don’t they drive you crazy though?” I’m curious because I hate people and the thought of sharing my living space with another person, let alone three men, makes me want to rip the fabric of space and time apart with my bare hands. Although living in a vintage old brownstone like this might be worth the frustration.

“Sometimes. But they always help out when I ask and pay rent on time. Even though they can act like children, they’re really sweet.” Lily smirks. “Plus, they’re a great deterrent if there’s a guy who’s interested in me, but I’m not into him.”

“How do they feel about the ones you do like?” Jen’s question mirrors my thoughts exactly.

“I haven’t found one worth bringing home that I wanted to keep.” Lily half-heartedly defends herself.

“You have a kinky side, woman, I can see it.” I snatch a fork from the pile on the counter. “One of these days, you’ll share your dark secrets.”

Lily flounces from the room without a word, leading the way down the hall. She sets her glass down on the table beside the couch and flips on the light switch, flooding the living room with a brilliance that blinds her roommates.

Their loud groans melt into complaints as they shield their eyes behind their hands.

“Come on, Lils, ten more minutes.” The one winning complains with a pout, shoving aside the blond hair hanging in his eyes.

My gaze shifts between her roommates. The two engaged in the battle when I first arrived were still at it. They look similar, in a distant cousin kind of way. Both have lanky builds with sharply defined jaws and handsome features, but one sports slick, jet-black hair while the other rocks shaggy dirty blond hair.

“Please, Lily. I’ve nearly got him. One more, please?” The black-haired roommate inclines his head and pouts, batting impossibly long lashes in Lily’s direction.

“Tough. I said seven, and it’s five after. Get out.” No nonsense Lily shelves her hand on her hip. Pride wells up in my chest. She doesn’t bend easily to their demands. Good for her.

“But Gavin hasn’t had a chance to play yet.” The blond pleads. “Can’t you guys watch a movie upstairs?”

My attention shifts to the third roommate, the one who seems to favor the shadows, and my lady bits decide to take notice of absolutely everything and approve wholeheartedly. His soulful brown eyes, the scruff along his jaw, and the short, dark curls crowning his head. His gaze rests on Lily, and with his chiseled good looks, I can’t help but catch the passing resemblance to a young Shemar Moore from Criminal Minds. Hot damn. I resist the urge to fan myself because I do not fan myself in the presence of delicious men. No, I do not. When he meets my gaze, I stiffen as a slow smile curves his sinful lips. Bastard knows exactly what he does to women.

“Tell you what, Lily.” Gavin leans forward. “Let me play a round against your friend here, and we’ll leave you alone for the rest of the night.”

I swear he’s Shemar’s twin. That silken voice could seduce a whole convent of nuns into sinful abandon. I can almost hear him whisper the words baby girl, and I shiver. Then the implication of his words registers. Was he challenging me? I click my tongue about to form a response, but Lily interjects.

“One game?” Lily taps her chin, skepticism written all over her face. “With Maggie?” A satisfied smile curves her lips. “It’s a deal.”

“Wait, what?” I’ve never even played the game! I tend to stick with military-style first-person shooter games. This one looks similar to that, but I know nothing about it aside from the characters. I’m relatively confident the same tactics apply, but still—

“You got this.” Lily pats my shoulder. “I have faith in you.”

“Thanks.” I turn to Gavin, who seems amused by this whole exchange. Confidence oozes off him in waves. He underestimates me. They all do. I grin and all my uncertainty scatters. He’s going down. This cocky shit has no idea what he’s in for.

Surfer boy hands his controller to Gavin while Maybelline gives me his. I don’t actually know their names as they forgot all their manners and never introduced themselves. So nicknames it is. I scoff. Men. They both move from their seats, allowing Gavin and me to have the center stage. Our audience flanks us, Lily and Jen to the right, and the two guys on our left where Gavin had been sitting. I flex my hands as my challenger chooses the settings and battle mode.

We’re not touching, but his heat surrounds me. God, he smells good. Like Gucci and wintergreen gum. There’s something else lingering beneath it, a haunting scent I just can’t place. I lick my lips and focus on the screen. I won’t let him distract me. Damn him.

“Don’t worry, baby girl. I’ll take it easy on you.” He mutters under his breath.

Lord, he really is channeling Shemar. It takes the restraint of a nun not to react to that tempting purr and the deluge it releases inside me. I bite my tongue instead of unleashing my uncensored thoughts. “Thanks.”

The game starts. Immediately I jump into the zone. Everyone around us disappears into the background. I’m in the world on the screen. The controls are exactly like my favorite game, so I adapt quickly. Stumbling a few times, I miss a few obvious things, which makes my opponent chuckle. I curse under my breath and redouble my efforts.

Beside me, I feel Gavin’s presence, his focus. But he’s too relaxed. Too confident. Once I see my opening, I shift into action and steal into the position I need to ensure my victory. The moment I do, I feel the transition. He leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees. I hear him swear when I steal the health pack and weapons cache from under his nose.

A smirk plays on my lips as I sneak up behind him on the screen and put a bullet in his skull before he even realizes I’ve made it past his defenses. Game Over flashes on the screen in bright green lettering.

His jaw hangs open while the controller dangles between his hands. “What the actual fuck?”

I stand up and do a little victory dance. Drinking up the look of pure disbelief and rage on his face, I add a little more sizzle to my dance and drop it to the floor, ensuring he sees every twitch of my ass when I bring it back up.

“Thanks for taking it easy on me, sweet cheeks,” I murmur in his ear before handing my controller to Lily. “To the victor go the spoils.”

Surfer boy and Maybelline grumble as they gather their drinks and leave the room. Gavin slowly rises from his spot on the couch. He towers over me. The top of my head doesn’t even reach his shoulders. It hurts my neck to look up at him, and I take a step back.

“Good game.” I offer my hand in a truce.

With a dirty look, he pushes past me and leaves the room. I stand there with my hand hanging in midair. Disappointment crowds me. I shove it aside, rubbing my palms on my jeans.

“I knew you could do it, Mags.” Lily hugs me before sitting on the couch.

“You were amazing!” Jen settles down beside Lily.

I sit in the spot Gavin just vacated. His scent lingers and I close my eyes. The image of his handsome face skewed in shock and disgust fills my mind. Damn it. This is why I don’t challenge people in person. Losing is bad enough, but it’s almost like losing to a girl brands you with shame. Losing to me is a surefire way to end any possibility of a friendship or more. I curse my competitive nature and my love of gaming. Not that it matters. I don’t need a man. I’ve got a good thing going without one.

As for Gavin, he’ll get over it. They always do.
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Present Day

“Where in the hell...” I grumble under my breath while sorting through the nearest twelve-inch stack of files and loose papers on my desk. “I’m going to kill them.” Praying for an ounce of serenity so I don’t murder my bosses, I carefully leaf through each file until I find the one containing the contract they requested.

I warned them about fucking with my system, but no, they thought it would be a good idea to do some spring cleaning and order new file cabinets for my office. Unfortunately, that means all the files contained within the old cabinets are now cluttering up my desk and overflowing onto the floor beneath the window.

“Hey, Maggie, did you find...” Evan’s voice dies on a strangled cough when he meets my gaze. The expression on his face teeters between shame and guilt before settling on innocence.

I glare harder and hold up a file.

“Sweet.” He steps tentatively over the threshold into my domain, and I hug the file against my chest.

“When are the new cabinets arriving?” I demand, allowing myself a little, silent cheer of victory when he flinches at the seriousness in my tone. “I refuse to work like this, Evan.”

“They should be here by the end of the week, I promise.” A red hue creeps into his cheeks, and he drops his gaze to the mess scattered throughout my office. He runs his hand through his thick, dark blond hair. His broad shoulders deflate, making him seem shorter than the six-foot-something I know he is. Both my bosses tower over me, but they know who keeps this place running with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine. Hint: it’s not them. “Ben thought they would be—”

“So this was Ben’s idea?” I grip the file tight to my chest and storm the five steps from my office to Ben’s. When I said I wanted my own space as a stipulation of employment, I should have specified that I wanted it to be as far away from their offices as possible, not stuck between their insufferable asses.

Without knocking, I open the door. “Where the hell are my cabinets, Statler? I refuse to work in that chaos a moment longer.”

Ben Statler glances up from the paper he’s reading. Those whiskey eyes narrow on me as though assessing the best way to terminate my employment when he sets the paper aside. “I’ll call you back, Walter.”

Oh fuck. He was on the phone. I square my shoulders and hold his gaze, unwavering in my conviction. I’m not one to back down from confrontation. He knows me better than that.

Ben ends the call and folds his hands on the desk. “Is there something wrong, Margaret?”

My teeth grind. Only my mother and grandmother are allowed to call me by my given name. “Damn it, I told you before, don’t call me that.”

The distant strains of instrumental fight music echo in my head. I shouldn’t feel like I’m taking on a mini-boss, but the urge to dragon punch my actual bosses intensifies with every passing moment.

A half-smile steals across his stern lips. Ben Statler is attractive in the most unconventional, complicated way. His tall, athletic build plays at odds with the dark emo thing he has going on with the longer-than-professional dark hair and his pale skin smattered with faded freckles. But it’s the strange way his ears poke out from beneath his long hair and the awkwardly curved nose that throw me off. There are days I can’t decide if he’s handsome or if my eyes are playing tricks on me. He must be a sorcerer or some shit.

I fold my arms across my chest and wait for him to apologize before I continue.

“Maggie.” Evan steps into the room with his hands extended as though trying to soothe a pissed bison before it charges and rips him a new one. The thought of doing just that elevates my mood a fraction. He turns to Ben. “She needs her space back to normal. The cabinets didn’t arrive on time and her office is a disaster.”

If Ben is the dark void of space, then Evan is a glowing star. He is sunshine personified. From his golden hair and bright blue eyes to his happy-go-lucky personality, nothing seems to damper his positive attitude. But he’s not without fault. No, he’s a button pusher of the first order. This man has the ability to find the one thing that will piss me off and slam that button like it’s the golden buzzer. I don’t know which I hate more, Ben’s broody silence or Evan’s perky positivity.

Ben holds my gaze for a long moment before turning to Evan. “Have Andrew call the company and make sure they have them delivered by the end of the day.” He pauses as if pondering his next words carefully. “If they want to do business with Solus, then they are expected to keep the timeline they promised in the agreement.”

Evan nods and slips from the room, leaving me and Ben to face off.

“Something else you’d like to say, Miss Dawson?” Ben leans back in his chair and strokes his jaw.

“Actually.” I take two deep breaths and roll my shoulders. It takes all my effort to bring my voice to a polite, professional level. “I apologize for my outburst, but if you expect me to continue to run this company in the same manner I have for the past five years, you cannot upend my workspace and leave me to drown in the chaos.”

Ben slowly rises to his feet. Even with the desk between us, he towers over me. I lift my gaze to hold his.

“I had hoped they would be restored before you returned from the long weekend.” He rounds the desk and sits on the edge facing me. “It was an attempt to grant your request for a better filing system. I apologize for any inconvenience it may have caused.”

I blink twice. Did he just apologize? Hell must have frozen over.

Evan reappears in the doorway. “Andrew called the company. They’re on their way now to install the new file cabinets.” He grins and stuffs his hands in his pockets.

“Thanks.” I turn back to Ben. “When I mentioned our shitty filing system, I was referring to the computer system, not the paper filing system.”

Ben’s eyes darken two shades before he shifts his attention to Evan.

“Don’t look at me. This was your idea.” Evan lifts his hands.

With a heavy sigh, Ben pinches the bridge of his nose and shakes his head.

I should excuse myself and retreat to my office, chaos and all. It would be better than getting caught in the storm brewing between Ben and Evan. When Ben looks up, his mood shifts.

“Well then, Miss Dawson, how do you propose we improve our system?” He folds his arms across his chest.

Evan beams at me and nods in support.

“The system we have is outdated and lagging. We need to update our servers and the security protocol. It should be streamlined and upgraded to handle the influx of orders and expansion of the company.” I list off a few of the many reasons on my fingertips.

“The system was custom built for Solus. We would need to bring in a programming specialist to upgrade it from scratch.” Ben scowls at the thought. “It will be time-consuming and expensive.”

“If you don’t, you run the risk of it crashing and losing all the accumulated data. But it’s your company. If you want to see it crash and burn, that’s on you.”

“Can you do it?” Evan asks, hopeful.

“This project is way above my skill set and my paygrade.” I laugh. “You’re going to have to hire a damn good programmer to modernize this disaster.”

“Do you have any recommendations?” Evan interjects, ignoring Ben’s darkening countenance.

“I’ll do some research first to vet the prospective companies, make some calls, and have a list to you by the end of the week.”

“Whatever you have to do.” Evan’s smile blinds me. “Looks like that’s settled.”

“Whoever we choose, Miss Dawson, you will ensure they’re doing what I’m paying them to do.” Ben stands and straightens his sleeves with a tug on each cuff.

I’m not a babysitter for some outsider. They’re professionals, and I shouldn’t have to micromanage a project of this size or scope.

“What about my other projects?”

“Focus on the ones of immediate importance. The rest can wait.” He returns to his position behind the desk and settles into the leather chair. “This project must be completed before the end of the third quarter.”

“Why don’t we see what the specialist has to say about it first, huh?” Evan steps in and my heart bursts at the support.

“Very well.” Ben grunts. “Let’s get it done as quickly as possible.” He fixes his dark gaze on me. “And please knock next time, Miss Dawson.”

“Yes, sir.” I manage to curb my sarcasm and seize my dismissal with grace, sliding past Evan who’s practically a door himself.

When I reach my office, there’s a combination of triumph and shame twisting in my stomach. This was not how I envisioned my day going. I groan at the mess surrounding me and slump into my chair.

“Hey.”

I glance up to see Evan studying me with concern. “Hey.”

“I’m sorry. We should have consulted you first.” He shrugged a shoulder. “We wanted to surprise you.”

“Color me surprised.”

“Want some help getting organized before they show up?” Evan shoves his hands in his pockets. “With two of us, we can get this place cleaned up in no time.”

“Don’t you have a meeting at eleven-thirty with Empire?”

“Shit.” Evan glances at his watch. “I gotta go. Have Andrew and Luna help you. Sorry, Maggie.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I wave. “I got this. But bring me back a large caramel macchiato with extra whipped cream.”

“Will do.” He dashes out of my office. I hear him shuffle around in his for a few moments, then silence descends when the door closes behind him.

On the other side, I can hear Ben’s voice through the wall. He’s pissed. The only time I can hear him through the wall is when he shouts, which isn’t often. I wonder who the poor sap is on the other end of the line.

I sigh and shift piles out of the way. When the file cabinets finally arrive, I’m prepared. It takes me the rest of the day, the fortifying strength of a caramel macchiato, and the aid of two coworkers to get my office back in order. But I can breathe again. Thank God.

After work, I grab a hero from the corner deli and a six-pack of Yuengling. Settled at home, I fire up the laptop and do a little recon. Honestly, I’d rather be playing Space Armada or break out old-school Zelda, but if I don’t want to get stuck with their horrible choice, I must do this myself. I need the best software programmer in New York City, and that’s exactly what I’ll ensure Solus gets.
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Three days pass, and I’m frustrated by the lack of suitable candidates available to reprogram our internal computer network. Few of the companies I called seemed up to the task, and the ones who were can’t get us on the calendar until next year. I’m ready to tear my hair out.

Shutting the laptop, I decide to call it a day and head out. It’s four-thirty, and I’m not going to get any more work done in the office. Although I must admit relief at having my workspace back to some semblance of organization.

This morning I found a potted plant with a teal bow sitting on my desk. A dark purple violet exactly the same shade as the highlights in my hair. Evan’s way of apologizing, I’m sure. Ben would never think of giving me something in gratitude. He rarely gives compliments. I snort as I pass his office.

He’s still in there. I can hear his voice through the door. Must be rough to be married to the business. That man needs to find a girl and get laid. Something to get him to loosen up. It would definitely be an upgrade to the brooding beast we deal with on a daily basis.

Evan’s office is empty. He’s probably flirting with one of the girls from the shop downstairs. I shake my head. How did I get stuck with these two?

Once I reach the street below, I breathe in the spring air. It’s tainted by the city funk, but I don’t care. It feels good to be outside. I check my phone. Lily should be home soon. I don’t have any reason to rush home, except maybe to finish that gnarly level I couldn’t quite get through on expert mode in Space Armada. Maybe she’ll be up for a drink on the roof tonight? Girls’ night is still two days off, and I need to decompress. I could swing by Jen’s, but she’s been busy with her promotion at work and her new boy toy, whom we still haven’t met. If Lily didn’t work with them both, I’d think he was a figment of Jen’s imagination. She has an affinity for fictional men.

I take a detour away from my apartment and head toward the Heights where Lily lives in her gorgeous brownstone. That girl has the hook-up. Those places are ridiculously expensive and coveted like gold. If she ever needed a roommate, I’d move in. As long as she boots Gavin first.

The thought of him irritates me, and I clench my hands into fists. After I kicked his ass playing Space Armada, he refuses to be in the same room with me. If we happen to cross paths, he pretends I don’t exist. Which is completely fine because I require nothing from Gavin. Not a damn thing.

By the time I reach her apartment, I’m dying for a cold beer. It’s been too long since I’ve been to my jujitsu classes and I’m terribly out of shape. I should get back into it, but I’ve been so fucking busy with other things. If the state of my cardio is any indication, I should probably rearrange those priorities. Gaming does not supersede physical health. Well, it shouldn’t, but unfortunately for me, it does.

I bang my fist on the door. “Lily!” I shout, knowing I’ll probably piss off the neighbors.

It swings open under my hand and I sway forward. But it’s not Lily. It’s Gavin.

“Little early to be drinking, isn’t it?” He folds his arms across his magnificent chest.

I gesture to the time on my phone. “It’s five o’clock. Happy hour started an hour ago.” I mimic his stance as we face off. It doesn’t matter that he assumes I’m drunk. I’m not defending my life choices to this asshole.

“What do you want?”

“Well, I didn’t come here for your charming hospitality.” As if I need to say it, honestly. I step over the threshold and shove past him. “Lily. Where is she?”

He huffs in exasperation and closes the door. “She’ll be home soon. Had a few errands to run after work.”
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