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            Dear Reader,

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Success is not final, failure is not fatal; it is the courage to continue that counts” - Winston Churchill

      

      

      What a wild ride 2022 wound up being in my universe. After twelve years in my career, I made an  abrupt job change that no one saw coming.

      The upheaval and chaos that came from such a massive shift led to major writer’s block and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find my way back to the page. The end of 2022 felt like a failure for me.

      This book is my first story post-writer’s block. Cheers to 2023 and finding the courage to continue.  If you’re on the fence about your own successes, failures or future, friend, this is me telling you to find your courage and carry on! The world needs you.

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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      Pirates on the page are awesome. In real life, not so much. If you obtained this book legally, either through purchase or as part of the author’s ARC team, thank you! If you’ve downloaded it anywhere else, you’re reading a stolen copy which puts the author’s ability to publish on at risk. Shitty move.
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        * * *

      

      Stealing ebooks isn’t a victimless crime, and if you’re downloading this book from anywhere but a licensed retailer or my ARC team, you’re an asshole. Knock it off.
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        Sage Webster

      

      

      
        
        NOVEMBER 2022

      

      

      Tonight was a miscalculation on my part. I know the risks of meeting up with people I met online, but I did it anyway. FlexDragon595 and I have been questing together in the online multiplayer game, Capturing Ego, for months. I thought I knew him. Rookie error.

      I guess I got some things about him right. He really is shorter than me, just like his avatar is shorter than mine is. He’s also my same age and attending the same college as I am here in Mariposa. We’ve never crossed paths in any classes, though, which makes sense, given that I’m a sophomore studying marketing and he’s a senior taking classes to become a personal trainer.

      Pretty much everything else about the guy I thought was my friend who could maybe be more? Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      FlexDragon595, Drake Frost, is a meathead. I mean, the user name should have been a clue. He’s also on the school’s wrestling team, which he’s mega proud about. Apparently, it’s super offensive of me not to know that about him already.

      What’s more offensive, in my opinion, is the way he’s spent our entire dinner date alternating between staring at my breasts and berating me for being too big. I’m a lot of “too” for poor Drake. Too tall. Too chubby. Too into women’s empowerment. And too nerdy.

      It’s as if he forgot we met on an internet game platform designed by women. One that celebrates the sort of collaborative work women tend to gravitate toward. I don’t think I would have trusted Drake enough to meet up with him if we’d met on any other server, but the fact he was so into a game that’s femme-positive had me fooled. Turns out, he’s a total incel type, who thinks the reason he can’t get second dates has nothing to do with the rude and misogynistic views he has about women. Instead, he blames women for being too aggressive, too confident, too, too, too.

      This date can’t end soon enough. I swear, if he hints one more time that I’m lucky to have his attention, I won’t be responsible for what happens next. As far as I consider it, I’m only “too much” for the guys who are “too little.” And no, that’s not a snide reference to how much shorter than me Drake is. Height isn’t where a person gets their value. Too bad FlexDragon595 never got that memo.

      “Dessert, anyone?” The server, bless her heart, has ignored the way Drake’s been ogling her all night. If I felt a lick of chemistry between us, I might have taken offense to the way he stares at her as if he wishes she were on the menu. But there isn’t, and so, I don’t care.

      “Not unless you’ve got some sweetness for me, babe. That one,” Drake gestures toward me with his half-full pint glass, “is too thick already. None for her.”

      “You know, it’s poor form to sleaze on other women while you’re on a date already. Not that this one’s going anywhere, but in the interest of helpfully sharing pro tips, you know?”

      The server stifles a giggle as she drops the little folio with the check in it and quickly backs away.

      “Date? Please. This has been a joke of a date. I’m like a nine. You’re maybe a six, if I’m generous and ignore everything but that rack you’ve got.” He’s such an unapologetic fuck-boy. I can hardly reconcile this asshole with the guy who’s been such a cool friend to play the game with online.

      I don’t know what spirit of divine retaliation channels through me as he casually flops back into his chair, blatantly ignoring the check. My mouth opens, and words pour out that I’d be mortified by if my mother heard me speaking them. Doesn’t stop me.

      “It cracks me up when jerks like you think, cuz I’m fat, I can’t bag a ten. Boy, not only can I bag a ten, but I could bag your father. Talk nice to me.” Vindication sings through me at the sound of the table next to ours gasping. No doubt they’ve heard his assholery throughout their meal.

      “Bitch, you know who my father is? He wouldn’t fuck you with my stepdad’s dick, and he hates my mom’s husband.” Drake looks proud of himself for the comeback, but all it’s doing is giving me ideas.

      One of the things he’s talked about a lot while we played was how he’s only gotten to know his dad in the last few years, because his mom never told the guy about him. How, as soon as the dude found out he had a grown son he’d never been told about, Kenton Frost jumped at the chance to be in Drake’s life.

      An idea forms in my mind. A filthy, fucked up, morally gray idea. I’m going to prove Drake wrong. I’m going to find Kenton Frost. Seduce him. And show Drake how a real man treats a girl like me who is too much.
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