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  Preface



When friends become lovers, is there a chance friendship can turn into something more?




Cyber security consultant, Sloane Cooper is dumped by her wannabe politician boyfriend. His parting shot, “Not only are you the worst girlfriend ever, but you’re a lousy kisser, too!” So she turns to her best friend, game developer Miles Preston for “kissing lessons”.  Very quickly she realizes, though there’s a surprising attraction there, playing kissing games with her safe, easy-to-talk-to friend isn’t the solution to her problem




Who is the real Sloane Cooper?




For two years, Miles has been Sloane’s best friend while he watched her play house with another guy. Secretly he’s wanted more, but never once did he think he’d catch her on the rebound. How does he convince his enchanting friend steamy kisses are not enough? Helping her open a cyber cafe is a start, but the real fun begins when he hires her to alpha test his new game. 




If traditional wooing won’t work, can a few well-chosen gaming obstacles show Sloane that he wants more than just friendship?
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“You’re not wearing the dress I bought you.” 

The up and coming political star with aspirations for the U. S. Senate, was irritated.

Sloane wasn’t surprised. She glanced down at the black leggings, emerald-green flowing top inset with slashes of lace, and her favorite Converse tennis shoes before opening the door wide as an invitation to enter. 

She grabbed her cell from the side table where she’d left it. Five o’clock? Crap!

Scrambling to find an excuse that wouldn’t irritate him further, the only thing she could conjure up was the truth. “I’m sorry. Picked up this sweet gig today. Identifying spyware. Worms. Intruders. The whole nine yards. I lost track of time.” 

She backed toward her bedroom and the dress that so wasn’t her style. 

Her consulting business, Cooper Cyber Securities, was her life. Well, with the exception of Todd, the guy she’d been dating for two years. And she loved it. The challenge. Excitement of the chase. Sussing out code gone wrong. Locking out hackers.

When her apology had no affect—Todd’s brows pulled into an intimidating canyon—Sloane stopped retreating. Hands plunked on hips, she took a stand. She didn’t need anyone telling her what to wear. Except just this once she should probably make an exception. If she was interested in talking him out of his foul mood.

She wasn’t given a chance.

“My god, Sloane! When are you going to grow up and start living in the real world?”

Real world? What was that supposed to mean? She had a real-world job. She swallowed sudden anger before she said something that wouldn’t help the situation. “I said I was sorry. It won’t take long to get ready. Ten minutes. Fifteen tops.”

Before she could spin around to perform this miracle—really she’d need at the very least thirty minutes—Todd’s next words stopped her cold. 

“This isn’t going to work for me.”

She forced in a breath that practically bordered on panic, let her fists drop from her hips, and hoped like hell this wasn’t going the direction it sounded. The fact that Todd, who had the dark, handsome looks of a GQ cover model, had been with her for two years…now that was the real miracle. “This? What isn’t working for you?”

His scowl didn’t ease, plunging Sloane’s stomach into a quagmire of queasy. His well-manicured hand flapped between them. “You and me.”

She straightened her shoulders; stretched to her full five foot, four plus a quarter inch when she could manage it. “Why? Because I forgot about a silly date? The job I got today is important—”

“I’m sure it is,” he dismissed her objection, brushing at invisible lint on his black Hugo Boss jacket. She knew the brand because he’d been sure to mention it a time or two or ten. “But this isn’t the first time I’m going to be late for an important fund raiser because you forgot, and I can see now, it won’t be the last.”

Sloane narrowed her eyes, “Maybe you need a new girlfriend.” The words slipped out before she could stop them.

“Maybe I do,” he spat, heading for the door.

“Wait!” Fuming, she dashed to her closet, grabbed the offensive puke-yellow, off-the-rack dress from the hanger. Marching back to the living room, she flung it at Todd. “Take this ugly thing with you.”

His eyes glinted in equal temper. Sloane swallowed the lump growing in her throat. God. She’d been with this jerk for two years. She loved him. Didn’t she? Did she really want to break up over a stupid, ugly dress? Or…anything else?

Todd sprinted for the door. Yanking the thing open, he turned at the last minute, slinging at her, “I’ve only stayed this long because you turn heads when you manage to dress appropriately for the occasion. I keep thinking you’ll improve, adapt, but look at you. The joke is on me, isn’t it? And just so you know…not only are you the worst girlfriend I’ve ever had, you’re a lousy kisser, too!”

Over his shoulder, Sloane saw Miles, fist raised to knock, the expression on his face as shocked as she felt. Fighting the moisture gathering in her eyes, she groaned in humiliation.

Todd didn’t stay to see the devastation his words caused and Miles Preston had surely taken in enough. Swiping at the tears threatening to spill, she retreated to the kitchen before burying her face in her hands.

The last she heard from Todd was his snarled, “Out of my way,” before the door closed with a sharp snap. Maybe Miles had done her a favor and escaped with the rat.

No such luck. 

Strong arms wrapped around her shoulders, turning her gently toward a solid chest.

Argh! “You heard that,” she wailed.

“Yes, I did,” he said, his voice serious as a hundred dollar bill.

At least it wasn’t pity she heard. Part of her was grateful. The rest silently screamed No! 

Her relationship with Todd hadn’t been perfect, but at least while they were together she wasn’t that girl in her high school senior class, who’d been called four eyes all through grade school—still too skinny, and geeky, and in love with role playing games to get a date. When she finally had, she almost hadn’t recovered from the resulting fallout.

“Can you believe that guy?” she said into the solid man chest belonging to her best friend.

Miles pulled her hands from her face, lifting her chin so her swimming gaze met his. “He’s a troglodyte.”

“You’re right. He is a troglodyte.” She tilted back, pulled the stylish blue glasses from where they rested on top of her head and perched them on the bridge of her nose. As a defense barrier they worked pretty damn good. “Am I a bad kisser, Miles?”

A spark flashed in his green eyes for a second, then just as quickly disappeared. Her breath hitched before returning to normal. That wasn’t supposed to happen. Not with Miles.

“Wouldn’t know, would I? Best friend here. And the best-friend’s handbook says absolutely no kissing.”

Oh my god! He didn’t remember!

She’d met Miles at a party shortly after moving to Sellwood, and because they had gaming in common ended up in a corner chatting a good share of the evening. His friends from the gaming community wandered in and out of the conversation. She’d had a little more to drink than her strict one alcoholic beverage at social gatherings. After that things got a little fuzzy.

He’d insisted on driving her home. But standing out in her mind the next morning—and still hard to forget—was a rather mind-scrambling kiss on the doorstep and a shrugged suggestion they meet up at a local coffee shop the next week. She’d attributed the sizzle of crazy anticipation that stayed with her to the rare thrill of having a good-looking guy see the girl beneath her high-end computer skills.

When Thursday rolled around, she’d already met Todd at that same coffee shop the previous day, which since she worked from home, had become her favorite hangout. He’d been aggressive in his pursuit, flattering her long battered ego. The rest, as the saying went, was history. Not even her beloved mom and sister would have predicted Sloane Marie Cooper, the girl who hadn’t been asked on a real date until senior prom, would end up with two gorgeous guys interested in her—one to become her boyfriend, the other the best friend she would ever have.

Sloane groaned. She’d have to tell her mom and Kelly, Todd—the troglodyte—had dumped her. If she could just lean on Miles’ strength a moment longer…maybe she’d find the courage.

“He said I don’t live in the real world.”

She felt Miles’ snort clear to the soles of her feet. “Of course you live in the real world. Todd is an ass.”

Sloane laughed, a soft crackle of sound she couldn’t stop from ending in a watery hiccup. “How come I can’t keep a boyfriend? What am I going to do, Miles?”

“You need a distraction.” He edged her onto the nearest bar stool. “I actually came over to talk to you about partnering up on the new game I’m developing.”

“For Pendragon Games?” Pendragon was the fast-growing start-up company he worked for as a front end developer.

“No, this one’s mine. We’ve got Jaguar Guardian far enough along, it’s time to get someone on board to manage cyber security. I want that someone to be you.”

When are you going to grow up? rang in her ears. She was comfortable in the smaller world of her cyber business, and liked the anonymity of CCS being the face she presented to the world. There was only one exception, but no one, not even Miles, knew about that little foray out of her comfort zone. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll pay your going rate.” Which he should know, since they’d had long discussions about her fee schedule when she’d first set up her consulting business.

A comforting hand massaged her shoulder. How had she not noticed how warm…and amazing…Miles’ hands were?

She chewed her lip. “Maybe I should get a grownup job.”

“Owning a successful consulting company is a grownup job.” The first hint of annoyance darkened his usually easy-going expression. Miles’ hands dropped to his sides. “Don’t let this breakup with that jerk change who you are.”

Sloane sighed. “And who am I, Miles?”

Taking a step back, he took in her appearance, his earnest gaze brushing her from head to toe. Sitting up straighter, she finger combed her hair to make sure it wasn’t sticking out at all angles. 

“Well, you’re Sloane Cooper, owner and chief bottle washer for Cooper Cyber Securities. Your favorite TV show is Bones. You drink Oolong tea in the morning. Like cats and dogs, but can’t decide which one to get, so no pets yet. You love bicycling, and would travel more if you didn’t take on so much work. Alone time is your favorite time of day. Dressing up means jeggings and your favorite Star Wars tee shirt, the one with Chewbacca on the front. And nobody has as many Converse shoes as you do.”

So even Miles saw her as the girl next door. The one who could clean up any computer program glitch a person might encounter, but nothing more. His boring description proved she didn’t have that sexy-girl vibe guys went out of their way to pursue. 

Staring at her feet comfortably encased in mint green Converses, she softly agreed, “I have a lot of them, don’t I.”

“Yup.” Lips quirking up at the edges, he crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re smart, funny, a little on the snarky side when you’re buried in a project, but I like that about you.”

He headed for the door. She followed him. “You have to like me. You’re my best friend.”

“Sure. Who else would want seconds of your spaghetti on the rare occasion you decide to cook?”

“I prefer the deli.” Cooking wasn’t her thing. “Miles?”

“What?” He stopped with his hand on the door knob. His annoyance no longer flashed, but had it faded enough not to come roaring back at the shocking idea that just popped into her head? 

“You date a lot, right?”

“I wouldn’t say a lot.”

“But the point is, you kiss the girls, so you’ve had some practice and are probably a good kisser, I’m guessing.” If her sketchy memory was correct, he was a damn fine kisser.

His eyes narrowed.

Sloane kind of questioned her sanity too, but nonetheless blurted out, “I could be a better kisser. A best friend would help me practice, wouldn’t he?”

It was amazing really, seeing Miles shove a wall up between them, shutting her out as if they hadn’t known each other for the best part of two years. He’d always been so open and transparent. The guy she could ask anything of, share anything with. Now he was looking at her with a stranger’s eyes.

Being caught in that stare was almost worse than having Todd dump her. Sloane’s stomach knotted. 

He yanked the door open. “Think about working on my game. I really need you on this project.”

And then he was gone, leaving nothing behind. Not even his usual warm and cheery smile. 
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