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      We all have a story about a boss from Hell.

      This is mine.
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        * * *

      

      Hi! I’m Britney Roy, recent grad, and I have a…situation. The parental units have given me an ultimatum – find a good job or return home to Sleepytown, Western Canada.

      I do NOT want to return home. That’s a fate worse than death.

      Which means I’m job hunting in a serious way. Thankfully, I’m getting help from my roommates and from a mysterious tall, dark, handsome man with flame-filled eyes I met on a midnight walk.

      Finding a good job should be a breeze, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      We all have a story about a boss from Hell.

      This is mine.
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        * * *

      

      Once upon a time, too early in the freakin’ morning, a girl is sideswiped by a clearly rehearsed and coordinated phone call offensive from her parental units.

      They tell me I can’t live like a student forever.

      I’m wasting precious moments of my life.

      It’s time to grow up.

      Hours after that call, I continue to silently fume as I craft a protest sandwich.

      They are my moments to waste. I’m in no rush to become a boring ol’ adult.

      Especially their version of one.

      Which involves moving back home.

      That step in their plan, of course, makes no sense.

      Grown-ups don’t live with their moms or dads.

      It also isn’t an option for me. Not if I want to keep the last whispers of my sanity.

      I barely survived the summer at home.

      I slap tomato slices on top of crisp iceberg lettuce.

      Anything longer than that would result in me losing my blasted mind.

      Hinges creak as the door of our tiny, shared bathroom opens.

      My inner rant is interrupted. Just as I was warming to it.

      This increases my irritation. Exponentially.

      I look up from my fanatical sandwich making to direct my fury at the source.

      Smoke billows into the air and wafts around Seth’s buzzed face. His evening herbal masks the aroma of freshly-sliced bread.

      The apartment’s fire alarms remain silent. The system was deactivated on our first day.

      I scowl.

      If we ever have a real fire at Cockroach Towers, the four of us will be barbecue.

      “Hhhmmm…sandwiches. Got one for me, Brit Bits?” Seth leans over the counter.

      I glare at him and tilt the blade of my bread knife upward.

      Light reflects off the metal.

      Is it possible to decapitate a man with a bread knife?

      Will that act of senseless violence make me feel better?

      I think it might.

      “Nice.” For some reason, Seth takes my silence as a yes.

      He rubs his flat stomach. His man nipples and belly button are visible through the white wife beater. His glorious ensemble is completed by a pair of fake fatigues. The pants hang off his scrawny butt, showing the world his no-longer-so-white tighty whiteys.

      I want to tell him to wear a belt.

      But that’s something my parents would say and I’m nothing like my parents.

      Nothing.

      I’m also never moving back home.

      Ever.

      “Sandwiches.” Seth smiles sleepily.

      At least I think it’s a smile. He’s looking especially Yeti-ish this evening, with three days worth of sporadic hair growth sprouting over his chin and the untamed curls on his skull sticking straight out.

      “You're my best girl, do you know that?” he tells me.

      “I'm not your girl,” I grumble.

      Although the position of boyfriend remains open, he’s disqualified on two counts.

      Hobbit-boy isn't the same species. I belong to civilization. And he…doesn’t.

      He also doesn't meet the height requirement. The top of his bushy red head comes up to my shoulders.

      I dump a handful of chilies on the lettuce and tomato.

      My sandwich is devoid of smoked turkey breast because, three nights ago, some wide receiver –I slant an irate glance at Justin—ate the entire two pound package in one sitting.

      “The bread in Brit’s sandwich is made from almond flour.” Jacquie stresses this fact.

      Jacquie is everyone's best bud, including mine. She’s blonde and cute and perky, cheerleader captain material.

      On my current favorite tv show, Haunted Sorority House, she'd play Devlin except Devlin is a beyotch and Jacquie is genuinely nice.

      I won the roommate lottery first year of university and snagged Jacquie as my dorm buddy.

      Second year, she wanted to move in with Justin but her dad made a stink so since then, I've been the official roommate and Justin is the houseguest who never leaves.

      Seth came with Justin.

      The only difference between the two of them is Justin has a bed, Jacquie's bed, and Seth sleeps on the couch.

      Oh, and Justin pays a share of the rent.

      Seth doesn't pay his share of anything.

      “Hey, I’m no foodist.” The Yeti doesn’t clue into the almond flour hint. “I like snacks of all flavors.” Seth suffers from the constant case of the munchies, being the resident herbal supplier. “Unlike Brits who…”

      His bloodshot eyes widen.

      “Oh, hell. I so suck as a boyfriend.” He drifts closer to me, tempting death or dismemberment.

      If I reach out and grind a chili into his eyeball, will I blind him for life?

      “What have they done this time?” he asks.

      “Nothing.” I curl my bottom lip.

      I deserve to sulk after the phone call I had.

      The parental message was harsh and unrealistic and unfair.

      I graduated two short weeks ago.

      Of course, I don't have my entire life planned out yet.

      “Tell us, hon.” Jacquie breaks free of Justin's gorilla arms and moves beside me. “Let us help.” She pats one of my shoulders.

      “Yeah, tell us, girl.” Seth hugs me from behind.

      Despite the massive height differential, hugging Seth makes me feel better, mainly because he believes in sampling his product.

      One whiff of the cloud surrounding him and my head grows fuzzy.

      Everyone looks at me expectantly.

      Except for Justin. He looks at the rising hemline of Jacquie's mini-skirt.

      “They want me home.” They being my parents. “They've gotten me a job at the local co-op.”

      Shoot me now and take that literally. Working at the co-op is a fate worse than death.

      Picturing my former boss's face, I slice the sandwich into two.

      “Whoa.” Seth's mouth drops open. “Can they hook me up too?”

      “That's co-op, not grow-op.” It scares me that I know what Seth is thinking.

      It’s the equivalent of understanding the inner workings of a cartoon character's brain.

      “The place sells seed and manure to farmers.” I worked there for a summer, enduring the constant mind-numbing discussions on whether or not it would rain. I was living the weather channel. “They say since I've graduated and I don't have a job, I should come home.”

      “You have a job,” Jacquie points out helpfully.

      My best bud is an eternal optimist. And she has a reason to be this way. She’s blonde and adorable and everything always goes her way.

      As I’m tall and gangly and brunette, I have a more cynical view on life. “A real job. The Coffee Corner doesn't count.”

      I reach for the sandwich, determined to stuff my face with non-local grain substitutes.

      Screw my farming dad and his buy Canadian wheat tirades.

      “This won't make you feel better, Brit.” Jacquie attempts a bread intervention, taking the plate from me and handing it to Seth. “You know you'll feel the guilt for a week.”

      She’s right. I watch Seth meticulously pick the chilies off my sandwich. My flashes of rebellion never last.

      That’s why I can't simply give my parents the finger and do what I want.

      “I'm not going home.” I’m no farmer's wife and that’s the only career choice for women in Sleepytown, Western Canada.

      Seth bites into the sandwich and chews happily.

      “Nice.” He contributes nothing to the conversation.

      I cast him an aggravated look.

      “Why don't you get your Masters with me?” Jacquie's eyes light up.

      She has blue eyes, normal blue eyes, unlike mine.

      And this isn’t the first time Jacquie has tried to talk me into extending my schooling but I barely got through my undergrad program and I can’t imagine completing my Masters in English.

      “Hot!” Seth saves me from answering.

      He rushes to the sink. His face is cardiac arrest red.

      He sticks his head under the faucet and rinses his mouth out.

      Water sprays everywhere.

      “You missed one.” I peel the sandwich apart and remove the offending chili.

      I pop it into my mouth, enjoying the burn.

      Spicy food is the closest I ever come to feeling warm.

      I search through the sandwich and find two more chilies.

      “Here, all clear.” I give him back the plate. “If I go home, there’ll be no one here to make you sandwiches.”

      I make my problem his problem.

      “There’ll be no more sandwiches.” Seth studies the almond flour bread.

      Worry lines form on his forehead.

      “We won't let it come to that,” he announces. “If this is about the fund-age, I can pay your way. You being my girl and everything.”

      He nonchalantly takes another bite.

      While the rest of us gape at him.

      Because Seth can’t pay my way.

      The Yeti doesn't even pay his own way.

      He’s a half decent herbal supplier. Supposedly. So we don't know where his money goes.

      All we know is we never see any of it.

      He sleeps on our couch and eats our food.

      “I'm not your girl,” I tell him for the millionth time.

      Seth is all talk and no action in the romance department.

      Thankfully.

      I’ll expire on the spot if he ever progresses past hugs. “And it isn’t about the fund-age.” With Jacquie's dad subsidizing our apartment, I can swing room and board on The Coffee Corner gig. “It’s about my future.” I place air quotes around future.

      Seth winces. “You mean it is about the j-o-b.” He spells it out like some people spell out cuss words. “Not the future. The future is coming, Brits, no matter what. Even the oldie moldies get that.”

      “Then we’ll find you a real job,” Jacquie proposes this no-brainer solution.

      “But how do we do that?” I landed the co-op job through my parents. The Coffee Corner gig was snagged because I was a frequent customer. “How do regular people get jobs?”

      Seth sputters.

      Justin stares at me.

      “Brits, hon.” Jacquie’s tone is the same one she uses when she speaks to kids and furry animals. “You’re not regular people.”

      “I can be a regular person.” I am a regular person. Sort of.

      “Can you be one?” My best bud isn’t convinced I can do this. “Tech⁠—”

      “Security,” Justin contributes.

      “Tech and security,” Jacquie amends. “At jobs, real jobs, often use facial recognition. And you…”

      She waves one of her hands in my direction.

      And I take terrible photos. We’re talking blurred-beyond-viewability bad.

      It’s one of the many banes of my existence and it requires countless workarounds.

      For student cards and other id, I can usually, eventually, after many, many tries, find someone who’ll accept an image I supply. I craft these photo-realistic images with AI and I’m pretty dang good at it.

      They look just like me.

      Despite using ancient tech.

      Which is the only thing I can use. I require pre-facial recognition devices and those are getting harder and harder to find.

      Locked down office buildings or cube farms definitely won’t have them.

      “I need a real job that’s operating back in the dark ages.” I refine my requirements. “Something low tech.” Especially as I have other issues with technology. “Where do I find a job like that?”

      Silence stretches.

      Jacquie doesn't know.

      Seth has never applied for a job in his life.

      I’ve got nothing also. My mind is a wasteland of blankness.

      I tap my fingernails against the vinyl countertop.

      “Job postings at the S.A.C.” Justin comes through for us.

      Jacquie's man doesn’t talk much but when he does talk, we listen.

      Seth, on the other hand, we zone out.

      Too much listening to Seth can cause brain damage.

      “That's a genius suggestion.” Jacquie hugs Justin.

      Her boobs flatten against his muscle and a daft veneer covers Justin’s normally intelligent brown eyes.

      He’s strong but there’s nothing more powerful than a pair of large breasts.

      “Anyone still posting jobs at the S.A.C. is definitely old-school.” My best bud grins.

      The S.A.C. or student activity center is where students hang out before the pubs open. The building was deemed cutting edge in the 1970s. In this current century, the giant sugar cube is considered to be a beloved eyesore.

      “They’ll likely want paper resumes.” Jacquie laughs. “Who does that anymore?”

      Companies not using facial recognition. That’s who.

      I could work in a place like that.

      My spirits revive. “Then let's go.”

      I toss back the chilies Seth has discarded.

      The S.A.C. is open 24/7. I’ve slept there on occasion when I couldn't remember my way home.

      And I’m eager to get the job hunting over with.

      Once I report to the parents that I have a real job, I can concentrate on bigger concerns.

      Like watching the five episodes of Haunted Sorority House I missed during finals.

      That beyotch Devlin is going to get hers. Finally. The creepy guidance counselor has her perky blonde head in his demented sights.

      “Ummm…” Jacquie looks at me.

      Then she looks at Justin.

      She looks back at me and does that jiggle dance thing, signaling that either she needs to pee or she is about to bail.

      “We gotta give it a pass, hon.” She shakes her blonde head.

      Bailing, it is.

      “Don't tell anyone but tonight is the night.” Jacquie’s curvy form vibrates with excitement. “Justin is sneaking me into the club. The owner's away and his friends are on door.”

      “Shoot, Jacqs. I understand.” I’m disappointed but I understand.

      Justin mans the door at a very exclusive club. The owners hire college kids to work there but they don’t allow them to mix non-professionally with the members.

      Jacquie has been trying to get into the place for ages.

      I can’t ask her to give that up.

      But this does put me in a spot.

      One guaranteed way on Haunted Sorority House to get a head bashed in with a shovel is to wander around at night solo, especially if the student is female.

      I might as well wear a sign saying 'Kill me now.'

      My life sucks at the moment but I don't want it to end.

      I needed a buddy to walk to the S.A.C. with me.

      Jacquie and Justin are busy.

      That leaves the Yeti.

      He is currently lying on the couch, gazing up at the ceiling, a goofy grin plastered on his face.

      Who knows what he sees there.

      I stifle a sigh. This has to be done. “Seth.”

      His head turns.

      I treat him to my sweetest smile.

      I practice this expression every night in front of my bedroom mirror. My smile doesn't yet have a Jacquie level of effectiveness but it should work on Seth.

      “Brits.” Seth sits up and stretches like he’s limbering up for the Olympics. “You got another sandwich?”

      “I have the supplies.” I wave the bag of almond flour bread at him, fanning the fumes in his direction. “I'll make you one once we get back from the S.A.C.” I shamelessly bribe him.

      “The S.A.C? No.” His mouth rounds into an o. “Can't. If someone sees me, they'll think I'm looking for a…” Seth shudders. He can’t say the word. That’s how job phobic he is. “No, I can't do it. I have a reputation to maintain.”

      I hold the bread in front of me and squeeze my breasts together.

      Seth's dazed and confused expression doesn’t change.

      I guess that tactic only works if a woman has breasts.

      I’m as flat as a door.

      Desperate, I pull out the big guns. “Professor Berth has a new garden gnome.”

      This gets Seth’s full attention.

      His gaze locks with mine. His green eyes are rimmed with red.

      Seth is the self-appointed leader of the gnome liberation army.

      He frees the gnomes from their garden servitude.

      “I'll bring my extra large tote.” I throw in this bonus.

      Seth draws a deep breath.

      His expression is SERIOUS in all caps.

      Like I’m asking him to risk his life on this nighttime trek to the S.A.C.

      Which is a legit response. I’ve watched enough episodes of the Haunted Sorority House to know an ax to the face is a definite possibility on this outing.

      Seth exhales slowly. “Okay. I’ll go with you.” He finally agrees.

      My shoulders lower. I won’t have to risk flying solo.

      “But I’m not going into that place.” He adds a stipulation.

      “That’s fair.” I’ll take my chances.

      The building should be lit up. There won’t be many shadows for a serial killer to hide in.

      Seth unzips his earth brown duffle bag.

      “And I need a disguise.” He digs through his clothes.

      I put the sandwich supplies away.

      This could take a while.
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