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      For those who stomp their way off the beaten path wearing the label “weird” like a badge of honor.

      

      For those who dare to be different.
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        * * *

      

      Papa, this book is also dedicated to you, my biggest fan.

      I remember you constantly asking me when it would be done, and when could I come out and do a book signing. You were so excited even though I internally cringed at the idea of you reading some of the more explicit scenes in this story. I could have begged you to skip this book until I was blue in the face and you would have ignored me. How could I be mad? It was all because you were so incredibly proud of me.

      At your funeral, in the midst of tears and shared memories, the strangest thing happened. I was bombarded with people wanting to talk to me about my debut book, the one that you handed out to everyone like it was candy on Halloween. Someone had even brought their copy for me to sign. Pops, you would have been downright giddy about it. In a sea of grief, you were right there holding my hand. Reminding me to push forward and follow my dreams.

      I love and miss you so much. Thank you for raising me as your own, even though I was a little hellion.

      Thank you for allowing me to be different, to be a little strange and weird, even when you didn’t understand.

      Thank you for believing in me every step of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Psst...Not a Gamer?

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s cool, I mean we can’t all be awesome, right?

      Hah! Kidding, kidding.

      Look, I made this “Gamer Glossary” so that noobs like you don’t feel lost when you hear awesome gamer slang. Throughout the story (featuring yours truly, what’s up ladies?) keep an eye out for bolded words with a tiny little number by them.  When you click on them my personal definition of the word will pop up. This way BOOM you know exactly what the word means, and you won’t have to throw this book at someone in frustration.

      Unless it’s sexual frustration because you want my hot bod. ‘Cause that I would totally understand, heh.

      Okay, test run, shall we? Let’s say you see the word grind1 see that little number indicated it’s not the “grind” that your perverted mind immediately imagined. Now click it and read the gamer definition. C’mon it will be fun.

      Seriously, click it right now.

      I’ll wait.

      Did you click it?

      Niiice. Made you click!

      See, now as you read, you’ll learn more shit and can keep up with gaming nerds like me! Don’t say I never did anything for you, noobs.

      

      Deuces, Kane OUT!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gamer Glossary

          

          As explained by Kane Decker

        

      

    

    
      
        
        AFK: Away From Keyboard.

      

        

      
        Aggro: When a hostile group of monsters takes notice of a certain character and actively tries to take that person out.

      

        

      
        Debuff: A negative status that gets placed on your toon, like poison that does damage over time. It ain’t fun bro.

      

        

      
        Gank: When a group of players gangs up on a lone player and kills him. It can also refer to being taken out by a single character if there is an unfair advantage (such as a huge difference in player levels).

      

        

      
        Gold: The in-game currency for Tactical Heart. Want to buy cool shit for your character? Better get that gold baby.

      

        

      
        Grind: Okay pervert, yes, your mind probably went straight to the “bump and grind” definition, but in games, this is not the case. Grind means to do something over and over to acquire gold or armor or whatever for your character. Think of “the daily grind.” I know, super exciting, right?

      

        

      
        HP: Hit/Health points, how much life you have before you’re dead as a doornail.

      

        

      
        Loot: The goods or rewards you collect in a game; it can be anything from healing potions to weapons.

      

        

      
        MMORPG: Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game (Damn that was a mouthful). Basically, there are role playing games where you can play with lots of other people.

      

        

      
        NPC: A nonplayer character. Complete artificial intelligence, there's no mouth breathing player pulling the strings behind these toons.

      

        

      
        OP: Over powered. Strong as shit, unfairly so.

      

        

      
        Noob: Amateur hour, baby, means you’re a novice or inexperienced (or you just plain suck donkey balls).

      

        

      
        Raid: A mission where a number of players work together and try to accomplish a feat or defeat a powerful enemy. Teamwork, baby!

      

        

      
        Respawn: When you come back alive after being dead in the game.

      

        

      
        Shooter: A type of video game where you go around shooting people and stuff. Pew pew.

      

        

      
        Stats: Statistical information on an item that tells you if it’s badass or total garbage.

      

        

      
        Toon: This is the little character you’re controlling and pretending to be in a video game.

      

        

      
        Troll: Someone who deliberately stirs up drama for shits and giggles. An asshole.
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      “Hmmm?” I tilt my head to the sound of my sister’s voice, but my eyes remain glued to the screen in front of me. Reaching my hand out blindly toward the table, I smile when my fingers brush across a ceramic bowl. I grab a handful of M&Ms and pop them into my mouth. Letting the chocolate melt against my tongue, I release a content sigh.

      “Bitch, are you serious right now?” She huffs, moving to stand between me and the mob of bloody skeletons on the screen that are clawing their way closer by the second. Craning my neck to try to see around her, I bash the controller buttons and hope for the best. Seconds later, a monotone voice booms from the game.

      “Game Over.”

      Sonofabitch.

      “Jules, seriously? Your fat ass got me killed.” I toss the controller next to me on the couch and slouch back into the cushions with a pout. Her eyes widen as she turns to inspect herself in the reflective surface of the television.

      “Oh my god, I knew I gained a few pounds over Christmas!” She gasps, hands flying to inspect her stick thin waist.

      “Oh c’mon. Have you even looked in a mirror lately? You probably disappear when you turn sideways.” I pinch the outside of her thigh with a laugh.

      She drops to the cushion beside me with a grunt. “Don’t hot shame me, bitch. Why are you gaming over here anyway? I know you have a perfectly good nerd den back on campus.”

      “Whiskers was up,” I grumble.

      “Um, am I supposed to know what that means?”

      “Nessa made a door hanger. It has a picture of a cat that says “Pussy in Play.” She hangs it on the door knob whenever she has...company.” I swear I landed the horniest roommate in existence. I suppose I should be grateful that she’s actually warning me now. I can’t unsee the amount of bouncing tits and swinging testicles I’ve walked in on since we became roommates at Greenfield University.

      Julie barks out a laugh. “That’s amazing. Seriously, I want her as a sister. Can I swap you guys?” she teases, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “Never should have let Nessa’s skank ass use my printer.” I sigh.

      My sister’s eyelashes flutter as she looks up at me with a sly grin. “So, I was thinking…”

      “That’s dangerous for a blonde,” I retort.

      She shoves away from me. “Shut your face. This is serious sister business.”

      “Fine,” I relent. “What were you thinking?”

      “Leo told me his hot roommate is still single.” Her eyes sparkle with mischief.

      “And that qualifies as sister business?”

      She gives a curt nod. “It’s my sisterly duty to make sure you don’t become the college spinster. Duh.”

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I hold back the wave of swear words that struggle to tumble off my tongue. I grab a magazine from the coffee table and flip through the pages slowly. Here we go again. “Not interested.”

      “Don’t be like that,” she whines. “Just go on one date, that’s all I ask.”

      “Swipe left,” I drone, continuing to avoid her pleading eyes.

      “He’s smoking hot with a six pack and dreamy blue eyes,” she presses. “He’s into video games and learning and all that nerdy shit you like. Talk about a match made in heaven!”

      I slam the magazine shut and whirl around to face her. “Do I need to blow my whistle? No. Means. No.” I catapult off the couch, but she grabs my wrist and yanks me back down.

      “Look, Scar, I know you don’t like to talk about him, but it’s been months of watching you mope around. Cody was a fucking asshole and a half, but that doesn’t mean you need to swear off dick for good. It can be totally casual, whatever you want, but you have to stop hiding behind your games at some point. I’m worried about you.” Her hazel eyes glisten with unshed tears that chip away at my heart.

      “That’s cheating.” I scowl, and her lips tug into a small smile.

      “Just one little date,” she coaxes, grabbing my hands and placing them between her perfectly manicured ones.

      I sigh in resignation and press my tongue into my cheek. She claps her hands with an inhuman shriek before I have a chance to officially agree. “Oh my god, yay! I can’t wait to tell Leo. You guys are seriously perfect for each other, just wait.” She begins tapping away at the screen of her phone, likely texting her beloved boyfriend Leo to tell him the splendid news.

      “Uh, so you gonna give me a name or will I just awkwardly call him ‘Leo’s roommate?’”

      “Why, so you can google him to death and find a reason not to go? Dream on.” She smirks, looking proud of herself.

      “Fine. Can I get a picture?”

      “Nope.”

      “His age? Horoscope? A dick pic? Give me something here.”

      She giggles but shakes her head. “Nope. You’re just gonna have to trust me, big sis.”

      “You’re the bane of my existence,” I mutter.

      “I know.” She blows me a kiss and returns her attention to the phone in her hand.

      With her eyes glued to the screen, I soften my gaze. It’s supposed to be my job as the older sister to worry about her, not the other way around. But if I’m painfully honest with myself, even though I’ve been on this earth a year longer, Julie has always been three steps ahead. Always knowing what to do or say to naturally fit in to her surroundings, my sister the social chameleon.

      When puberty came knocking, she was gifted with good looks, grace, and charm.

      I had the damn door slammed in my face.

      Gawky and covered in freckles from head to toe, I was already struggling to fit in. Throw in braces and a love for all things geeky and the Mavis family had a full-blown case of ‘nerd’ on their hands.

      To her credit, Jules never used her God-given powers for evil. When we were in school together, she was always kind, never picking on the misfits or gossiping with the cheerleaders. My little sister did her best to help me fit in, but it only ever seemed to make matters worse.

      We were inseparable in grade school, and when an idiot jock pegged us “Beauty and the Bookworm,” well, it stuck, and it stuck hard. I tried explaining to the meathead that beauty, in fact, was a bookworm in the Disney movie, but that just made everyone laugh harder.

      So I became “Bookworm,” which was soon shortened to “Worm.” But even with the whispers that followed me through the hallways, Julie wouldn’t let me give up. She was the blond bombshell with the meek nerd following her around.

      Then I laid eyes on Dylan McCreery and the world as I knew it shifted. It was love at first sight when I saw him walking across the cafeteria in slow motion. Julie knew I liked him right away, not that I was very subtle with the drool pooling under my chin. He was my first crush, “puppy love” my dad would tease, but with half the school still calling me “Worm,” I refused to even look in his direction.

      The next week, after she’d whittled down my resolve, Julie took me shopping, painted my nails, and taught me beginner makeup techniques. We spent the night having mock conversations where she pretended to be Dylan and guided me on what to say and how to flirt using body language. Although more often than not, these little “lessons in love” ended in a fit of giggles, I learned so much from her.

      For the first time in my life, I felt like I could finally fit in.

      I felt like a new woman, and just in time for the big Sadie Hawkins dance. At lunch, I walked right up to Dylan, in my pretty blue dress, and flashed him a proud smile. Before I could open my mouth to say two words, his face twisted like I had stuck a bag of shit under his nose. He couldn’t get away fast enough, his head shaking in revulsion, appalled that “Worm” approached him in front of all his friends. I ran home in a blur of tears and a vow to find a place where I could fit in.

      To find a place I could belong.

      Where no one would turn their nose up at my love of dragons, wizards, and epic quests. That very night, I wiped away my tears, and I took my first nosedive into the expansive world of the Internet. I discovered chat rooms full of others who had the same interests as me. The geeks, the outcasts, the misunderstood, all in one place, talking about the latest book they read or debating the strength of fictional characters.

      I found my people, and then, I found video games.

      My tiny world was suddenly infinite, full of endless possibilities. I could be anything and everything my heart desired. Monday, I was a queen with an army of ten thousand; Wednesday, a survivor hacking her way through zombies, and on Friday, an architect building magnificent cities.

      I wasn’t just happy, I was inspired. I began making sketches of my characters, designing new creatures and sets of futuristic armor. I mapped out a plan for my future, one that included the design and production of video games.

      Every day when I got home from school, I escaped into fictional worlds that could hide me from reality. Why hang out at the mall and get sneered at by classmates when I could be loot1ing treasure and leveling up my character?

      I became good, really good.

      In the gaming world, I cultivated a reputation and garnered respect from those around me, something that was always out of reach in the real world for a flat chested geek like me.

      Like most awkward teen phases, I grew out of it. My cup size doubled, the braces were removed, contacts were popped in, and the ugly duckling became a swan. A swan clipped by the incessant cruelty of the real world.

      To my sister’s dismay, I still wanted nothing to do with the dating scene or the latest style trends. When our dad died, the only person who at least attempted to understand me, it got worse. Hidden behind sunglasses and a ballcap, I kept my head down, and in the age of social media, I practiced the lost art of becoming invisible until graduation.

      In real life, I was a shell, but online, I still blossomed. I craved to be where I could be my true self without judgement. It was my safety blanket to the extreme.

      Of course, everything is more dramatic in the throes of high school woe, isn’t it?

      When I started college last year, I jumped at the opportunity for a clean slate. I ripped away that security blanket, and for the first time since I was thirteen, I unplugged long enough to open my heart back up to love.

      That’s when I met Cody Black.

      My sister’s soft words kick me from my thoughts, “You started thinking about that cocksneeze, didn’t you?” Julie’s concerned eyes float before me, no longer distracted by her phone.

      I force a smile. “Nope, just thinking about the last time you dyed your hair. Honestly, you should have kept it that color.” Her most recent attempt for “Totally Teal” ended up looking more like “Shrek Puke Green.”

      Her pretty face goes sour. “You’re a dick. It took three trips to the salon just to get that horrid color out. I looked like I had been dunked in radioactive waste.”

      I let out a snort. “Shame you didn’t at least get some super powers.” She tosses a throw pillow at me, but I’m quick to my feet, and it flies across the room. “I gotta head to class.”

      Julie stands to give me a quick hug. “Love you, sis.”

      “Love you back.” Slinging the strap of my laptop case over my shoulder, I take a step toward the foyer. I’m stopped by a small hand wrapping itself around my wrist.

      Julie’s eyes search mine. “I don’t want to lose you again.”

      It takes a mountain of will to stop my eyes from rolling. “Jules, you didn’t lose me to video games.”

      “It’s not the games themselves that concern me; it’s when you use them to hide away from the world. I know he hurt you, but you can’t just go back to your old vices and shut everyone out.”

      “You make me sound like a recovering alcoholic who’s wanting to hit up a bar,” I deadpan.

      She laughs, but I’m far from amused. “I want you to play because you want to, not because you need to. Have your fun, kill all the monsters, just don’t forget about the rest of us out here, okay? If you need to vent or whatever, I’m always here.”

      It’s hard to be irritated at Saint Julie when she’s exuding this much sincere worry, even if it’s utterly ridiculous. Gaming isn’t a vice, it’s a part of who I am—the only thing in this world that makes me feel alive. She just doesn’t understand and likely never will.

      “I’m not hiding, honestly.” I tug on one of her blonde curls playfully. “Plus, I agreed to that date, didn’t I? Who knows, maybe we’ll hit it off and go riding into the sunset.”

      She brightens. “Then we can double date!”

      “Like oh em gee!” I exclaim, mimicking her overly cheerful voice

      She shoves me away with a laugh. “Get to class, jerk.”

      Shouting a goodbye over my shoulder, I step into the sunlight and slide my lucky blue sunglasses over my eyes.

      What the hell did I just agree to?
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      “Knife that fucker on the roof.”

      “Okay, this part requires a little stealth so stay close and move slow.”

      “That’s fine. Jack, I said stay back.”

      “Okay, first room cleared, hostages saved.”

      “TO YOUR LEFT! Great job, you nailed that fucker.”

      “Last room, we save the little girl, and this level will finally be cleared. Ready?”

      “Okay, so close. We got this, guys!”

      “Wait, Max—that’s not what I think it is, is it?”

      “No. WRONG WEAPON, MAX!”

      “BUT A FUCKING GRENADE? SERIOUSLY?”

      “Great, we’re all dead. You fucking noobs1.”

      I throw off my headset and roll my chair across the linoleum floor, away from my computer. Rubbing my temples, I contemplate for the hundredth time why I still group up with these losers. I’d have better odds of beating this level if I teamed up with a group of apes.

      Without a single knock, my bedroom door swings open. I swivel my chair toward it and cross my arms.

      “It was not my fault this time!” My little brother Jack cries out as he bursts into the room, bouncing on his feet with the endless supply of energy that all youth seem to possess.

      Max, the oldest of the three of us, only laughs as he leans inside the doorframe.

      “What the fuck, man?” I scowl. “Why did you blow us all up? We were so close to finishing that level.” I throw up my hands, waiting for a damn good explanation.

      His face turns serious. “Honestly, I just wanted to see if you would rage quit the game like a little bitch.” He flashes me a vicious smile. “And I was right.”

      I leap out of my chair at him, but he’s already down the hall by the time I reach the door. Picking up speed, I jump onto his back and tackle him as he crosses the living room. We both crash to the floor and wrestle for control.

      “BALL SHOT!” Jack yells out from somewhere to my left as he hoots in excitement. Moving quickly, I turn my body and barely stop Max’s knee from driving my nuts up into my body. As I sigh in relief, he flips me the rest of the way over and smashes my face into the shag carpet. My arm twists up behind my back, and I feel my brother’s hot breath against my ear.

      “You know what I’m waiting for baby sis,” Max whispers.

      I buck beneath his frame, but he has about a hundred extra pounds of muscle on me. I never stand a chance, but that hardly ever stops me from attacking him.

      My arm is yanked higher, and I let out a gasp of pain.

      “I’m waiting,” he sings.

      I mutter the words under my breath.

      Max clicks his tongue. “Sorry, Jack and I didn’t quite catch that.”

      “I SAID I LOVE DICK!” I shout, and my arms are instantly released as both my brothers dissolve into a fit of laughter. Flipping onto my back with a grunt, I look up and see my mother peering down at me, eyebrow raised.

      “I still love you, darling, no matter your sexual preference.” She nudges me with the toe of her shoe and returns to the kitchen.

      “Mom, I’m not gay!” I shout, but receive no indication that she heard me. I glare over at both my brothers who are now on the floor, gasping for air as they laugh.

      “Fuck you, guys,” I spit. Getting to my feet, I stalk back to my old bedroom with my brothers still howling behind me. Slamming the door, I flop onto my bed and stare up at the ceiling.

      Assholes.

      I don’t even know why I come home on the weekends; my roommate was going to be gone all day, and I could have had the place all to myself. A whole weekend to binge my video games in peace, but my dumb ass got suckered into coming back here.

      There’s a loud knock on the door. I kick my shoe at it, satisfied when it hits the wood with a thump. “Get bent!”

      The door cracks open, and I see my dad’s grinning face. “Your brothers being assholes again?” he questions, stepping further into the room.

      “Always,” I growl, sitting up on the mattress.

      “Yeah, it’s a shame.” He sighs. “They got that from your mother.” I laugh and shake my head at him. It’s never been a guess where I get my twisted sense of humor from. Ruffling my hair like I’m twelve and not twenty-two, he takes a seat beside me. “Nice to see you home, it’s been awhile since you visited your decrepit parents.”

      “Dad, I was here the weekend before last.”

      “An eternity in decrepit parents’ years,” he says solemnly.

      “I swear you’re more dramatic than Mom sometimes.”

      “So I heard you boys trying out the new shooter2 BulletBlaze. Any good?” His eyes light up with excitement. He’s the only person I know who loves gaming as much as I do. It’s something we’ve bonded over since I was old enough to hold a controller.

      “Yeah, I mean it’s no masterpiece, but the graphics are decent, and the weapons are sick as hell. In fact, I just found a wicked powerful sniper in a loot chest. You wanna take a break and try it out?” He looks as if he’s about to say yes but closes his mouth and shakes his head instead.

      “I wish, but you know I hung up my headset years ago. Gotta get back to the office soon, but I can’t wait to hear more about it.”

      A few years ago, the company Mom worked for went bankrupt, and she had to take a huge pay cut with her new job. They put Max through firefighter training, paid for Jack’s baseball uniform and gear, and three years ago, I started college. They’ve never spoken a word to us about money, but Dad got a second job, and I know they’ve been struggling. He gets home late and works on the weekends; every time I see him, he looks a little more haggard, and I can’t help but worry.

      “Yeah, I understand,” I say, keeping the disappointment out of my voice.

      “You know it wouldn’t kill you to skip a weekend of gaming and find a nice girl to take out.” He claps his hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze.

      I scoff, “I’ve gone on dates, but as soon as they find out how important gaming is to me, they’re out the door faster than you can say headshot.”

      “I hear you, son, I do. Have you thought about, you know, waiting a little longer before you go full nerd on some poor unsuspecting female?”

      I shrug him off. “Pops, if a girl doesn’t like me for me then she isn’t the one. Isn’t that what you always told me?”

      He booms with laughter. “Did you just twist my own words against me? I guess I am getting old.” When he reaches the door, he turns back to me with a deadpan expression. “Son, maybe the real problem is how much you love dick?” His face splits into a wide grin right before he closes the door.

      “I hate you!” I shout at the door as I get up from my bed and drop back into my computer chair.

      Officially never coming back home.

      I power up my favorite online shooter, Tactical Heart, the futuristic video game that took the world by storm almost four years ago. It’s a mixture of fantasy and science fiction, and one of the most graphically advanced games on the market. Load it up and you can easily get lost, forgetting the reality that surrounds you. You become the character you create as you travel the realm in search of power or fortune.

      There’s really no proper way to describe it until you’ve found yourself lost in Tactical Heart, never wanting to resurface.

      When I’m not firing at an incoming army of bloodthirsty pixies, I’m sneaking around dungeons trying to find rare gear. I can be anything I want in this world, from a thieving elf to a clumsy orc. As long as a player has motivation, decent gear, and a badass gun, it’s easy to rise in the ranks and hit the top one-hundred leaderboard.

      Sure, the customization is epic and the graphics are spectacular, but what really makes Tactical Heart special is the lore that unfolds as you play. It’s based around the Elf princess Naemona who falls in love with a human, which, in the realm of Ulicia, is forbidden for royalty. Naemona, the wilful elven princess, defies her elders and marries the human. The night of her wedding, the royal family is brutally murdered in their beds. Grief stricken, Naemona is oblivious to darker plots in play. Her beloved human betrays her, leaving her for dead and crowning himself King of Ulicia. Using magic, Naemona rips the beating heart from her chest, vowing to get her revenge and take back her kingdom. Twisting a crown out of dark magic, she declares herself Queen and becomes consumed with raising a powerful army to take back her kingdom. I get chills just thinking about it, all that dark magic and power makes her scary as hell, and I dig it.

      I’d held off logging in all day because Jack wanted me to try the new BulletBlaze game with him and Max, which was a colossal mistake on my part. Just thinking about it reminds me to log out of the new game and switch over to Tactical Heart.

      EkoTek just released a new expansion for the game, so I need to get my highest-level character to the maximum level of eighty. I select my toon 3and wait for the virtual world to load.

      This is what I need to be focused on anyway. If I’m going to be selected to compete for the EkoTek internship, I need to practice daily and hone my skills for the big day. Their headquarters are only an hour from me, so I lost my mind when they announced the contest for local players. EkoTek has continuously put out the top games since the company got big ten years ago, so to get an internship, a paid one nonetheless, would be huge. Besides, the Tactical Heart trophy would look pretty damn sweet on my shelf. I’ll bust my ass, impress the boss, and make sure I’m offered a job by the time I graduate.

      For some, games are a fun pastime.

      For me, I eat, sleep, and breathe video games. It’s not just fun; it’s a lifestyle.

      As far back as I can remember, I’ve wanted to become a video game designer. With all the incredible advances in gaming technology, gaming is all the rage, and it’s become a competitive career path. I need any leg up I can get, and this internship is a once in a lifetime opportunity to make my dream a reality.

      Putting on my noise cancelling headset, I crank up my music and watch my character materialize in the middle of a grassy meadow.

      Why the hell am I in the middle of nowhere?

      Oh, that’s right, last time I logged off, I was hunting down a monster. Someone in chat said they saw a glowing wolf named “Graveskull” run by, and I spent the better part of an hour looking for him. This specific name used to be a huge myth in the Tactical Heart message boards. Graveskull was said to be an extremely rare creature that when killed granted the player who killed it invincibility for twenty-four hours. A few players have sworn up and down that they’ve seen it. One said it was a terrifying red dragon that breathed lava; another said that it was a massive snake with three heads, but there wasn’t a shred of proof—not a single screenshot.

      It dropped off everyone’s radar until a few months ago when EkoTek tweeted that Graveskull indeed exists and can be recognized by a bright glow that surrounds it. Since then, players have been in a frenzy trying to hunt him down. I’ll admit I get swept up in the excitement from time to time when a spotting is posted. I mean, total invincibility for twenty-four hours? Imagine the havoc I could wreak, the epic monsters I could kill and loot...

      As it is, I’m a fairly powerful character in the game. I’ve been on the top one-hundred leaderboard since the first week and have yet to be booted off.

      Sure, in real life, there’s not much impressive about me, besides my sexy brain. But in Tactical Heart, I am intimidating, powerful, muscular, and…

      Dead?

      The screen goes red, and I stare at my ruggedly handsome character lying dead in the grass.

      How the fuck?

      Moving the mouse, I highlight the toon that’s standing over my lifeless digital corpse. It’s a slender elf that’s decked out in bulky armor, and I recognize the name with a scowl.

      Of course, it’s him, my gaming nemesis, or gamesis as I so fondly refer to him.

      The expansion just released, how the heck is he already max level?! This bastard is constantly three steps ahead of me, always equipped in rare gear and the most devastating weapons. I’ve never seen him dip below the top thirty on the leaderboards, which is practically unheard of. He probably has no life or job and just sits at his computer twenty-four seven like some loser.

      Wait, isn’t that exactly what I do?

      Wide-eyed, I stare at my reflection in the computer screen before shaking it off with a laugh. Nah, I’m a college student, totally not a loser. Phew, that was a close one.

      Getting back to the real loser at hand, no matter where I am in the game, he manages to find and kill me every couple of days. This shit has been going on for years now. Stalker much?

      He’s a goddamn thorn in my virtual side.

      I mean that literally. He once shot me with a gun that released a spray of poisoned thorns.

      It’s gotten to the point that, some days, I’ll abandon all my quests just to hunt him down and give the bastard a taste of his own medicine. Of course, I end up dead more times than not, but it always feels righteous when I get a couple of hard hits in.

      The craziest thing about it all is that I have no idea why this guy has it out for me. As far as I know, I’ve never pissed anyone off in the game. I don’t talk shit in the chat logs or gang up on players. So, I just have this fucking troll4, hell bent on making this game a miserable experience for me. I’ve even considered quitting and trying to find a similar game just to not have to deal with him—but therein lies the problem. There’s nothing like TH out there; it’s unique, and I refuse to give up because of one damn cyber bully.

      The only upside is that my gamesis has forced me to become a better player. He’s like the villain to my superhero, always pushing me to my limits and ultimately helping me get stronger.

      Just call me Batman, ladies.

      Lately, I’ve gotten closer to killing him than ever before. I’m honing my skills and finding the best types of guns that work with my specific shooting style. Before long, I imagine it will be me who has the upper hand and oh how the tables will turn.

      Tapping my fingers on the desk, I wait as the time counts down until I can return to life and get my revenge. The elf stoops down and loots my body for twenty-seven gold5, and to rub salt in the wound, he also snatches my rare Supernova Pulse Sniper. I busted my ass all last week for that weapon, even skipping a class to make sure I beat the boss to get it.

      I clench my fists as I watch my beautiful gun cradled in the arms of my gamesis.

      After shooting a few rounds off in the air with my stolen sniper, his toon dances over my corpse. I take a deep breath as I watch him get smaller and smaller before he disappears into the Crystal Forest.

      Motherfucker.
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      Looks like Leo’s roommate, ‘He Who Shall Not Be Named Lest I Google Him,’ also agreed to go out on this blind date. I toss a handful of Skittles into my mouth as I read my latest text from Jules. According to my sister, because we’re both “mega nerds,” our meet up will be at the local arcade next weekend.

      This date will go one of two ways. He turns out to be a douche, and I’ll ditch him and spend the night killing zombie Nazis. Or, he’s a perfect gentleman, and well, I’ll still ditch him and spend the night killing zombie Nazis.

      Win fucking win.

      At the front of the room, the professor is prattling on about mathematical formulas with definite integrals. I should be following along closely because my math game is weak this semester, but instead, I’m trapped in my head as I sketch warlock armor in my notebook.

      At the beginning of the year, I tried to be the typical college girl, even after high school had beaten into me that I was just a geek who should keep my nose in a book.

      I had my hair styled and pretended to be interested in beer pong and sex with frat guys. Then, with the help of my roommate, Vanessa, I made my grand reentry into the chaotic world of college life. She dragged me to parties, taught me how to flirt, and when she felt I was ready, she tossed me into the deep end without floaties. “Sink or swim, bitch” as she so lovingly worded it.

      It was at one of these parties, stumbling around in borrowed heels, where I would meet my first official boyfriend. We dated my entire freshman year, and I thought he was the one. You know that fairytale kind of love where kisses wake bitches out of comas and weird forest creatures sing.

      Cody was mature and sweet, always showering me with gifts and surprises.

      Too bad one of the surprises was him banging four other girls.

      At the same time.

      While being videotaped.

      Yeah, not the kind of movie I had in mind that day.

      So, after I kicked him in the balls and spent a month of crying into ice cream, I decided to take Vanessa’s advice (didn’t learn the first time around did I?) and try out casual dating. Julie and Vanessa put me on a bunch of dating apps, and while it was fun at first, there’s only so many dick pics a girl can endure before she wants to stick a hot poker in her eye. Apparently, I hit my limit after receiving about thirty unsolicited eggplants.

      Since then, it’s been...crickets.

      Guys don’t even hit on me at parties anymore. I suppose it could be the ‘come near me and I’ll stab you in the dick’ look I give every guy who glances in my direction—but that’s just my way of thinning out the herd. If you’re scared of a little resting bitch face then I don’t need your kind of negativity in my life anyway.

      My dating life has been nothing but one disaster after the next since grade school. It should come to no surprise that I’m a little apprehensive about dipping my toes back into the dick infested waters. Men are needy, volatile creatures who will suck the very life from your marrow.

      Shit—Jules is right, I am starting to sound like our mother.

      After this blind date inevitably tanks, I’m going to throw in the towel. True love is a lie that generic females perpetuate as they cry into their Starbucks over the last boy who took a dump on their heart.

      “He just wasn’t your soulmate, honey.”

      “When it’s right, you’ll know it in your heart.”

      “Prince Charming will come save your quivering vagina.”

      Okay, so maybe I made that last one up, but the point remains; it’s all a myth society feeds us so that we keep buying into stupid holidays and watching horrible romcoms. I’m sure there are a few relationships in the world that are functional and happy, but the odds of finding that are about the same as me finding Graveskull in Tactical Heart.

      Frankly, I would take the damn invincibility boost over love at this point anyway; it’s way more useful to me.

      Maybe after college, when I’m a boss bitch with a kickass career, I’ll give the whole love thing another try. For now, I’ll keep my textbooks, video games, and vibrator close by.

      What else does a nerdette really need anyway?

      The sound of metal scraping against the floor as my classmates get out of their seats snaps me back to the present. Speaking of textbooks, I’m going to have to hit them hard to puzzle out this new formula if I want to pass the final. Slipping my laptop into its case, I follow the horde of students out of the classroom and head to my dorm. It’s been a long day, and I need to unwind the best way I know how, shooting shit and looting monsters.

      Unlocking the door, I push it open and freeze as I take in the glorious sight. My roommate and best friend, Vanessa Dávila, has her back to me, dancing like a maniac in hot pink underwear. Giant headphones are smashed over her thick black curls as she thrusts her hips and shimmies her way across the carpet. I struggle not to laugh as she uses my bedpost as a makeshift stripper pole. It’s not until she flips around and sees me that she comes to an abrupt stop.

      Yanking down her blaring headphones, she juts out her hip and raises an eyebrow at me. “Enjoying the show, pendeja?”

      I’ve never asked for clarification as to what ‘pendeja’ means; she only reserves it for me, so I’m convinced it’s Puerto Rican slang for nerd.

      “I was until you started molesting my bed.” I laugh, setting my bag on the small desk that’s littered with drawings and textbooks.

      “How else is your bed gonna see any action?” She runs her fingers seductively across my blanket before plopping down on the mattress.

      “Ha. You’re hilarious. Speaking of action, how’s your flavor of the week doing?” I fire back as I take a seat at my desk and power on my computer.

      “He couldn’t handle all this alone.” She wiggles her fingers from her chest down to her hips. “So we added another flavor. Chocolate, if you know what I mean.” She gives me a sly grin.

      I shudder as I do a quick scan of my side of the room. “Please tell me you didn’t have a threesome on my bed, Nessa,” I beg.

      Her grin widens.

      “I will kill you.”

      She laughs. “I’m just fucking with you; I went off campus for my dickathon.”

      “You’re such a bitch.” I glare at her, but my lip twitches with amusement.

      “I know,” she chirps. “Finally crossed a threesome off my ‘Fucket list’ though.”

      “Your mother would be so proud,” I deadpan.

      Half the guys at school know about Nessa’s infamous ‘Fucket list’ and strive to get on it. She took the bucket list, added her own slutty flair to it, and has been checking off conquests all year. It was only last month she accomplished joining the “mile high” club.

      Like me, she was ostracized in grade school and had a terrible experience with the opposite sex. With her accent and bad acne, she got made fun of constantly. Senior year of high school, her skin cleared up, and her boobs tripled in size. Since then, her sexuality has been “awakened” as she likes to call it. She’s safe and gets checked for STDs religiously, so who am I or anyone else to tell her she’s wrong? She’s living up her college experience, and I’m actually envious of her fearless attitude. She does what she wants or should I say who she wants, when she wants, and she doesn’t let anything hold her back. The hoe is downright inspirational.

      Nessa rolls her eyes and sits up. “Whatever. Jordan is having a party this weekend; you’re coming with and don’t even think about bringing your Switch game thingy. You’re going to socialize, even if it kills you.”

      Damn, she knows me way too well.

      “I can’t, I have plans…” I trail off and pick up my controller, praying that she takes the hint.

      “Gonna flirt with guys on your game again? Maybe your little bird boy? You know he could be a twelve-year-old kid, right? I saw that shit on Catfish.”

      I hold up my hand for her to shut up. “God, please stop. No, not plans with Wren. I just have shit to do, don’t worry about it.”

      She clicks her tongue. “Mhm. Last time you said that, I came back for my forgotten wallet and found you wearing elf ears and watching Lord of the Rings.”

      “That movie is a masterpiece!”

      “That you’ve watched a billion times.”

      “Only forty-nine times,” I grumble.

      “You’re so not helping your case right now.”

      “Fine. But I actually do have real plans this time. I... I have a blind date.”

      Her eyes widen in horror. “¡Ay, bendito! You’re actually gonna get catfished!”

      I tilt my head back and let out a big breath; I’ve so lost control of this conversation.

      “No, not someone online. You remember Julie’s boyfriend Leo? Well, I guess his roommate is a cool dude, and she’s been pestering me about going out with him for forever, so I finally agreed. Stop smiling like that, you’re creeping me out.”

      “You have a date! I hate you for not telling me immediately, but I forgive you because you have a real-life date! Oh, I am so proud of you, Scar, this is a big step.” She beams.

      “It’s not a big deal, and it will probably be terrible.”

      “Don’t be such a Negative Nancy, have an open mind, okay? Don’t go into this thinking it will be terrible, or you will make it terrible.”

      Shit, I hate when she’s right.

      “Fine, I’ll keep an open mind. Not to be confused with open legs, mind you.”

      Nessa giggles. “He would probably need a crowbar to pry them open anyway.”

      I give her a droll look before swiveling toward my computer and putting on my headset. “I’m gonna game, go study or something,” I tell her over my shoulder. She sticks out her tongue but slides off my bed and sashays back to her side of the room. I look at my mouse and keyboard but decide to plug in my controller instead; I have better aim and reflexes when I use it in the game anyway.

      After tugging the headset over my ears, I log into Tactical Heart and feel a calm wash over me. I stop stressing about my math final and let the haywire nerves about my upcoming date wash away.

      Let’s kill some shit.

      Oh wait—

      Switching out of the game for a second, I log into my favorite voice chat room and see Wren is already online. When I was in high school, this chatroom used to be filled with gamers from all over the world who I would chat with, but new programs opened, and one by one, they all dropped off until it was just me and Wren.

      “Whattup, slut,” I say into the mic as I switch back into the game.

      “Hey Red, getting on TH?” As usual, his flat voice makes him sound bored. I used to think he disliked me because of it, but I eventually learned it’s just the way he talks.

      “Just logged in. Want to try and take down that orc boss again?”

      “Yeah, let’s fuck him up.”

      I hit a button, so my toon starts heading toward our usual meetup spot, and relax against the chair. “Want to hear something ridiculous?” I ask quietly.

      “Always.”

      “I have a blind date this weekend.”

      He snorts. “Are you trying to get murdered? ‘Cause that’s how you get murdered.”

      I laugh. “Don’t be stupid, it’s someone my sister knows, not a psychopath.”

      “Fair enough. Good, I’m glad you’re finally getting back out there. I know how hard things have been since C—”

      “Don’t say his name,” I interrupt. “Just hearing it makes me queasy.”

      “Mums the word. I have one lined up myself actually—sexy little blonde thing.”

      “I should have known, you and your sexcapades. Guy or girl?”

      Wren is bisexual, so it’s always a fifty-fifty toss-up. He knew at a young age that he liked boys as much as he liked girls and that quickly made him an easy target for bullying. Most of the people in our old chat group were misfits in one way or another, trying to find others who would accept them. I’m glad Wren and I stayed friends, even after everyone else left.

      People always say online friends aren’t “real friends” but that’s a crock of shit. We’ve never physically met, but we talk every week, and he’s always been there for me when I needed him. If that’s not a “real friend” then I’ll just have to stick with my fake ones.

      “Chick this time, her name is...fuck, I forgot.”

      “You’re as bad as my roommate.” Something soft hits me on the back of the head. I turn around in my seat, and Nessa flips me off. I laugh and return to the game. “Anyway, I hope for both our sakes that these dates kick ass,” I say with more enthusiasm than I actually feel.

      Mine’s going to be a disaster; it’s always a disaster.

      “Me too. You deserve a win, Red.”

      I nod even though he can’t see me.

      “Now hurry up, bitch, we have a monster to kill.”
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      I smile proudly as I read over the stats 1of my new gun, Storm Blaster. Blue lightning sparks off the barrel as I release a warning shot into the distance.

      A hideous creature, dripping with sludge, glides toward me, leaving a trail of slime behind it. I take aim and fire at its amorphous body. It shutters with electricity before exploding, shooting green snot in every direction.

      This weapon is way more powerful than that stupid Supernova Sniper my gamesis lifted off me, so joke’s on him. On that note, I drag my mouse to each side of the screen and look around through the trees to make sure he’s not lurking nearby, waiting to get the drop on me. When the coast is clear, I relax and allow the smile to creep back across my face.

      Not today, Satan!

      I look up over my computer screen when the door opens and my roommate comes stumbling in. He gives me a goofy grin before collapsing on the futon in the living room and starting to snore. I shake my head and laugh before returning to my game.

      Leo and I met in the university chat room, both looking for a roommate because the dorms here are crazy expensive. We met up for lunch, each decided the other wasn’t a psychopath, and found a cheap place close to campus.

      I hit the lottery with him as a roommate. He always pays his half of rent and bills on time and isn’t a slob; plus, he’s in a serious relationship and spends most of his time with his girl. I get the place to myself most days, and that’s just the way I like it.

      I jump in my seat when Leo suddenly shoots into the sitting position and turns to stare at me with wide, bloodshot eyes.

      “Holy shit, man, are you okay?” I do a quick scan of his body. Nothing seems to be physically wrong with him, well, besides him being trashed.

      “Fuck!” he shouts, his unblinking eyes still trained on me.

      I swivel in my chair and wheel myself over to him. “You’re freaking me out, what’s wrong?”

      “I had all week to talk to you but then I had class, then I went hiking, and tonight, I was celebrating with the guys because I aced this insane test, so I completely spaced it—Oh shit, Julie is going to kill me. That’s it, I’m dead.” He moans, letting his body crash back down.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or keep talking in riddles?”

      “I need a favor, a big one.” He hiccups, and I can’t help but laugh. For being a seriously muscular dude, he looks so small and pathetic right now. “This is serious man,” he whines.

      “Okay, okay, what can I do to help?”

      I don’t have anything against his girlfriend, Julie, but she can be a little annoying. Obsessed with her looks and being perfect, she reminds me of the cheerleaders I would go out of my way to avoid in high school. She’s nice enough and seems to really like Leo, so that’s all that really matters. More importantly, if they break up, I won’t have the place all to myself and that would be the real travesty.

      He grabs a water bottle from the coffee table and finishes it off before turning to look at me. “I need you to go on a date tomorrow night.”

      I grin. “Didn’t really think I was your type but count me in. Should I wear a dress?”

      He doesn’t even crack a smile, the humorless oaf.

      “It’s with Julie’s sister,” he mumbles, staring at the empty water bottle that crinkles as he rolls it back and forth between his palms.

      Kicking off the futon, I roll my chair back to my desk. “Nope. Nu-uh. Not happening. You know Friday nights I raid 2with the guys.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” he wails. “You can do your nerd shit some other time. Besides, I think you’ll really like her. Not only is she a geek like you, but she’s got a nice rack.” He holds out his hands over his chest to simulate the size with a cheesy grin.

      I throw up my hands. “Oh, well, why didn’t you start off with that? Of course I’ll go out with her!” I reply sarcastically.

      His face lights up. “Really?”

      I pop my knuckles and let out a long breath. “No, dude, not really. You’re drunk, go back to sleep.”

      He groans. “I already told Julie you would. What the hell am I supposed to tell her now?”

      “Uh, maybe the truth?”

      His jaw drops in horror. “What? No way, she’s scary as fuck when she’s mad.”

      “So why did you lie in the first place?”

      He shrugs. “She was so excited that her sister finally said yes that I just told her you agreed and then I forgot to ask you all week and—”

      I wave my hands for him to stop. “Okay, I get it. But, I don’t think I can get you out of this mess. If she’s anything like Julie, I…” My mouth snaps shut.

      His eyes narrow in suspicion. “What the hell is wrong with my girlfriend?”

      Uh oh.

      “Nothing! I swear,” I assure him. “She’s just not my type, that’s all.”

      His expression remains cloudy. “A video game,” he barks.

      I raise an eyebrow and wait for him to elaborate. He must be drunker than I thought if he’s making this little sense.

      Before I can ask for clarification, he continues, “I’ll buy you a new video game if you go on this one date.”

      “Leo, I—”

      “THREE!” he shouts, jumping to his feet. “I’ll buy you three new video games.”

      I cross my arms and tilt my head up like I’m in a bad mafia movie. “Ehh, we gotta wise guy here. Show me the goods.” I use my best Italian accent as I rub my fingers together.

      “I’ll take a few extra shifts and have the money, no big. You know I’m good on my word, jackass, do we have a deal or what?”

      Three games, sixty bucks give or take for each, that’s nearly two hundred bucks he’s willing to throw down just to appease his girlfriend.

      God, this kid is whipped.

      “We have a deal.” I hold out my hand, and he gives it a firm shake. The look of relief on his face would be comical if I didn’t just agree to ditch my weekly raid. “So, where and when am I meeting this nerd chick with the great rack anyway?”

      Leo stands up and stretches his back. “That one arcade over on Speedway at seven, just look for the redhead wearing ripped jeans.” He yawns and heads to his bedroom.

      “Wait, what’s her name?” Just before the door slams behind him, he mumbles something that sounds oddly like “Harlot,” and although that would be hilarious, it’s likely not her name.

      With a sigh, I return my attention to the game. I have to tell the guys that they’ll need to find someone to replace me for tomorrow.

      The screen is red.

      I pound my hand on the desk and yell out a sling of swear words that would make my mother blush.

      My toon is dead, and my beloved Storm Blaster is gone. I drag the mouse to the edge of the screen and look behind me.

      My gamesis stands with his hands propped on his hips. He’s in his usual black armor covered in iridescent scales, wearing a matching helmet with dragon horns protruding from the top and smoke pouring out of the eyes. He looks majestic as fuck, and I would be in serious awe if he didn’t just murder and loot me for the millionth time in a row.

      I set down the controller and bash my keys across the keyboard as I message him in the local chatroom.

      
        
        KarnageKing13: FUCKWAD!

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: You were asking for it going AFK3 like that.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Why don’t you get off my nuts?

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: Thanks for your little Storm Blaster. I’m sure somebody will buy it.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: I’m going to destroy you.

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: *Yawn* How many times have I heard that threat now?

      

      

      I prepare my twitching fingers over the keyboard, searching my brain for the perfect come back. But once my fingers touch down, RedWyrm blips out of existence, and I’m alone. I stare blankly at the empty meadow for a few minutes before logging out.

      No raid, no Storm Blaster, no goddamn dignity.

      This chick better have the best goddamn rack I’ve ever seen.

      I shove on my headset and instantly hear voices, looks like I didn’t log out of the voice chat when Leo came in. At least I was on mute, so nobody was listening to our conversation. I glance down at the mic and don’t see the little red light that indicates it’s muted.

      Fuck me running.

      “Ehhh, look who’s back. Ready for that date, buddy?”

      “Yeah, and if you’re gonna abandon us I think we deserve pictures of this fantastic rack, whaddya say boys?”

      Several voices shout, “Hell yes!”

      I could kick myself for forgetting to hit the mute button. “Shut up, idiots. I guess you guys all heard I won’t make it to the raid.”

      “Yeah, our little Karnage is off to lose his virginity.” Laughter comes from both sides of my headset.

      “Whatever,” I scoff. “I’ll be hanging out with a hot chick while you mouth breathers are hunched over your computers. Who’s the real loser here?”

      The laughter dies.

      That’s what I fucking thought.

      “You’re a real shit,” Haru snorts, one of my oldest online friends. He lives in Japan, so the only time we game together is late at night—which is early in the morning for him.

      “Fuck off, Karnage, we all know you’re the pretty boy of the group,” someone else croaks.

      I laugh. I’ve never seen what these guys look like, but I’ve heard enough stories to know their luck with the opposite sex is nonexistent. Haru is socially awkward and would rather stab himself with a chopstick (his words—not mine) than go to a party. He’s the only gamer buddy I’m close enough with that I actually know his real name; everyone else calls him by his gamertag, Koji. Zion is your stereotypical geek who talks way too much about science and has to take a puff on his inhaler when he gets excited. Slayer is self-conscious about his weight and has a habit of munching on chips without muting his mic- yes, it’s as annoying as it sounds. Last in our little ragtag group of gamers is Dax, he’s the pervert who wanted pictures, and it’s no guess as to why his creepy ass doesn’t have a girlfriend.

      Dax jumps to his own defense. “Who says I don’t have a date?”

      Slayer is quick to respond, “Oh, I think he’s talking about with an actual chick, not your perverted dating simulation...”

      Everybody but Dax laughs. “Fuck you, guys. Naomi is way hotter than any real girl I’ve ever dated anyway,” he grumbles.

      “Dude, you still live with your mom, that’s the only girl you’ve dated,” Zion points out.

      “Go puff on your inhaler, dickwad,” Dax spits back.

      I smile to myself as they go back and forth. Online, you have to wade through a sea of assholes, so when you find a group of gamers who you can have fun with and are actually decent people, you tend to stick with them. For all the insults that get flung around, you wouldn’t guess we’re the best of friends. When Zion’s house in Florida got flooded by a hurricane last year, we all pitched in to get him a motel and some essentials until he could move in with his brother. We may talk a lot of shit, but we’ve created a tight brotherhood.

      A brotherhood of gaming geeks— hah, we should have shirts made.

      I interrupt whatever insult Dax was firing up to say, “Guys, I’m gonna pass out. Catch you on the flip side.”

      Everyone says good night, and I log out and power down my computer. My eyes are heavy with exhaustion when I push open the door to my room and fall into bed. I strip off my shirt and tug the blanket over my body.

      Tomorrow, I have a date.

      I can still hear my last girlfriend’s shrill voice in my ear. “All you care about is your childish games, you’re a fucking loser, Kane.”

      Change the voice and the words just a little, and it’s almost identical to the breakup I had before that. And the one before that.

      Maybe this girl will be different.

      I yawn and brush away the errant thought.

      She will be just like the others.
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      I’m running through trees made of sparkling crystals and shooting at each passing creature or player that tries to attack me. I reach a clearing in the forest and watch as a glittering chest drops from the sky. It floats down until it lands in the purple grass at my feet. It’s overflowing with gold and priceless artifacts. I reach for it and—

      “Scarlett Anne Mavis, did you hear a word I said?” My mother’s shrill voice snaps me out of my daydream.

      I roll my eyes and turn to face her. “Something about how I shouldn’t scare this boy away and keep my sinful gaming ways to myself?” I shoot Jules an annoyed look. Of course, she had to tell my mother about the date. Traitor.

      My mother’s face remains impassive. “What I said was that it would do you well to keep the topics light and casual.”

      I scoff, “Is that not what I just said?” I unwrap a strawberry sucker and stick it between my teeth. My mother’s face twitches, but she doesn’t comment on the candy. Maybe she’s finally learned to stop hounding me about my insatiable sweet tooth; it hasn’t gotten her anywhere in the last twenty years. I brush my teeth twice a day and hit the small gym by my dorm almost every morning—I burn off my sugary sweets and stay fit, so anyone who doesn’t like it can kiss my ass.

      Jules gives me a stern look before turning to our mother. “Mom, honestly, she’ll be fine. They actually have a lot of the same interests.”

      Our mother clicks her tongue and lays another blouse out to iron. “Look at your sister. She found a nice boy and has begun a promising career with me in marketing. Don’t you want that?”

      I bite down on my tongue to prevent myself from lashing out. I should be used to it by now and have an impenetrable force field that deflects her insults, but I’m not and I don’t. I’ve never been able to live up to my mother’s expectations, and it’s been years since I even tried. But the day I told her I was going to pursue a career in video game art and animation, rather than work at the family company, Mavis Marketing, her disappointment has become nearly unbearable.

      Once again, my baby sister comes to my rescue.

      “Mom, it’s not a race; plus, she’s going to college and getting awesome grades. I just barely graduated high school and that’s only because you had to hire tutors.”

      I wave my sister off. “Jules, it’s fine, not everyone is going to accept my scandalous career choice of becoming a high class hooker.”

      My mother gasps. “Do not even joke about such things, Scarlett.”

      I throw up my hands. “Well, that’s how you’ve been acting! I just want to do something that I’ll love, that I have a passion for. What’s so damn wrong with that?”

      She sniffs and grabs a pair of slacks from the stack of clothes beside her. “You don’t want to be a part of this family’s legacy, fine. But I just don’t understand anything you do anymore. First, you dumped that charming boy, Cody, and now, you want to spend the rest of your life playing with games like a child. If you can’t settle on a real major by the end of the year, you’ll need to find a way to pay for your own tuition.”

      I cut her an icy look and stalk to my old bedroom without another word. The house shudders as I slam the door shut behind me.

      Julie and Mom continue talking in low voices, so I press my ear against the door and listen just as I would do as a child.

      “You shouldn’t have said that, Mom.”

      “You’re probably right...” My mother says in such a low voice I almost don’t hear her.

      “Why do you always have to attack her? I asked her to come over before her date and now she’ll probably cancel. I’ve been trying to set this up for months; you know how heartbroken she was over Cody.”

      I refused to let Jules tell Mom what really happened. The last thing I needed was a condescending talk about how foolish I was and how I should have known he was a pig.

      “I’m paying a fortune in tuition and textbooks for her to do what? Doodle and play games? She has to wake up sooner or later, Julie.”

      Doodle? I want to use my imagination and my artistic skills to create new worlds, and this bitch calls it doodling?

      “She’s getting her bachelors to pursue a real career that she can make great money in; you are being ridiculous. Don’t you want her to be happy?”

      I back away from the door. I’ve heard enough. It may be a different story, but it always has the same ending.

      I made straight A’s in school, but why wasn’t I captain of the cheer squad?

      I won first place in the school’s science fair, but why couldn’t I wear pretty dresses like Julie?

      I got into an amazing college, but why oh why would I want to take computer classes?

      Always the disappointment.

      With a sigh, I grab my purse off the bed and hop up onto my old dresser. Unlatching the window above it, I swing the glass open and crawl outside. It’s been a method of escape since I was fifteen and hasn’t failed me yet.

      It’s only once I’ve put some good distance between me and the house that I allow a few tears to escape. I will do whatever it takes to pay for my own schooling and get out from under my mother’s thumb. I don’t want her judgement or her money; I want the freedom to be myself.

      I debate passing right by the arcade and going home to my dorm, but, at the last second, I switch lanes and pull into the parking lot. Even if I have to ditch this guy, I’m going to have some goddamn fun tonight. Games and junk food are precisely what the doctor prescribed.

      Flipping off the engine, I pull my phone out and look at the recent notifications in my messaging app.

      
        
        Wren: So, did you bail on your blind date?

      

      

      I chuckle, bastard knows me so well.

      
        
        Me: Almost, but decided I needed a little fun after tonight’s shitshow.

      

        

      
        Wren: Uh oh. What happened?

      

        

      
        Me: Momster attack—nothing I couldn’t handle.

      

        

      
        Wren: Get your brains screwed out—that always makes me feel better.

      

        

      
        Me: Maybe I will!

      

        

      
        Wren: Have fun. I want pictures if he’s hot.

      

      

      I snort and throw my phone back into my purse. Pulling down the sun shade, I flip open the small mirror and check to make sure my mascara didn’t run. Once I’m satisfied that I look presentable, I grab my purse and head into the arcade.

      Sliding my sunglasses up on my head, I look around and let fond memories play out around me. My sister kicking my ass at air hockey, drinking root beer floats with my dad.

      God, I miss him, he would know exactly how to deal with Mom right now.

      I let my fingertips brush across the machines as I make my way through the rows and decide what to play first. Out of the corner of my eye, a flashing screen on an old machine catches my attention; it’s one of my favorite arcade games, Gauntlet, and it’s calling out to be played. I do a quick sweep of the large room but don’t see any guys my age who might be looking for a date.

      Rather than waiting around, I put a dollar in the machine and grip the controller with a smile.

      Game on.
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      I’m running ten minutes late; she probably thinks I stood her up. There was a huge accident on the freeway, and traffic was a bitch.

      Please let her still be there; otherwise, Leo is going to murder me in my sleep, or worse, he won’t buy me any video games.

      I burst into the dimly lit building and begin searching for a girl with red hair and ripped jeans. Because it’s the weekend, there are packs of kids in every direction, and the air is filled with the aroma of pizza. I didn’t live around here as a kid, or I would have hung out here all the time: it’s got every arcade game under the sun and has to be every nerd kid’s favorite spot. Who am I kidding—I’m feeling stoked about this place, and I’m a grown ass man.

      After a lap around the arcade, I’m ready to give up until I hear a shout from my left.

      “Die already, you cocksucking troll!”

      Peeking around the row of machines, I find that there’s one game I overlooked. It’s tucked behind a large photo booth. A girl my age with scorching red hair is bent over an old Gauntlet machine. Her tight blue jeans are ripped, and a black studded purse hangs over her shoulder. Cheap plastic looking sunglasses that are an obnoxious bright blue are nestled in her hair, and there’s a small white stick poking out between her lips. With one hand, she grips the controller, and with the other, she flips off the screen.

      Leo said Julie’s sister had a “nice rack,” but he failed to mention that she was drop dead gorgeous. Julie is pretty enough—if you’re into girls who look like they’re just a hop, skip, and a jump away from being a Stepford wife—but her sister? Hot damn, this girl is on a whole other level. When she raises her arm to pump a fist in excitement, I catch a glimpse of a tattoo that wraps around her side.

      Hot, inked, and vulgar. Leo could have saved himself a lot of money had he led with that.

      When I stride over to the game, she stiffens, but her eyes don’t leave the screen.

      “Wait your turn, Matt, and don’t hover,” she snaps.

      I can’t help but laugh, quite territorial over a game that hit its stride in the eighties. I am rather curious as to who this Matt fellow is.

      “Alright, but I’ve got next.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” She waves me away, and I take a step back and continue to watch her play. She’s not half bad; it’s obvious she’s played it a lot. After about ten more minutes of her bashing the controls and cursing up a storm, she dies and lets out a groan.

      Parting her lips, she flips toward me, but the words die on her tongue when her gaze meets mine. Her hazel eyes widen as she bites down on her bottom lip.

      “Oh. I thought you were that obnoxious kid, Matt, again,” she squeaks, her ears turning the same shade of red as her hair. That’s when I notice the smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, almost invisible to the eye. My God, that’s cute.

      “I’m going to take a wild guess and say you’re Julie’s sister?”

      She nods slowly, her large eyes still locked with mine. “And... you’re the roommate?”

      I do a little bow. “In the flesh. Sorry I’m late, there was some crazy accident that held up traffic. I’m glad you stuck around.”

      The corners of her mouth turn up, and my heart does a flip in my chest.

      Sweet mother of dragons she has a beautiful smile.

      “Nah, it’s actually pretty hard to drag me out of this place.” She fiddles with her purse strap. “So uh, this is kinda weird, actually this whole blind date situation is archaic, but that’s neither here nor there. Just, what I’m trying to say is, and it’s freaking ridiculous, but—nobody would tell me your name.” She throws up her hands with a shrug.

      She’s babbling, maybe I make her nervous. Taking a step closer, I hold out my hand and breathe in her flowery perfume.

      “I’m Kane.”

      Her eyes dart to my lips then to my outstretched hand. Ignoring it, she reaches up to twist the sucker in her mouth. I catch a flash of her pink tongue as it wraps around the candy.

      “I’m Scarlett.”

      Oh, this girl is gonna be trouble.

      I let my hand fall back to my side with a chuckle. “Scarlett.” I like the way her name rolls off my tongue. “Want to play a game?”

      Her eyes sparkle with excitement. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I’m starting to think this date won’t be as torturous as I thought. She’s smokin’ hot and clearly loves to play some games, even if they’re just arcade ones. This is off to a good start.

      I spread out my arms and motion for her to pick out a game. She skips across the room, giving me plenty of time to admire her ass in those tight jeans. She comes to a stop in front of a large screen with huge sci-fi looking guns. It’s an alien shooter game called Invasion, one of my favorites. She picks up a gun from the rack and raises an eyebrow at me.

      “I’ve always liked big guns,” she says with a grin.

      I flex my arm and pat my pathetic excuse for a bicep. “Try not to be too impressed then, Freckles.”

      She snorts with laughter. “Okay, now that’s just sad.” With an exaggerated pout, she shakes her head, but her lips snap back into that beautiful smile. “First one to die buys dinner,” she challenges.

      It’s my turn to chuckle. If I wasn’t so competitive, I’d consider letting her win, but smokin’ hot chick or not, that’s just not how I’m wired. If Dad were here, he would smack the shit out of me.

      Still, she seems awfully cocky. I imagine in her little group of girlfriends she’s hot shit when they have arcade night, but against someone who’s spent the better part of their life playing shooters? Freckles, here, doesn’t stand a chance.

      Picking up the gun to her right, I smirk and insert money into the machine. “You know how to play? I can give you some pointers.”

      Her mouth twitches. “I’ll manage.”

      I almost feel bad that I have to kick her ass. It’s a nice ass.

      The game starts up, and we both raise our guns and aim our crosshairs at the monstrous aliens that come flying toward us. I glance at her screen a few times to see how she’s holding up, but when wave after wave of aliens start to come at me, I need all my focus to stay alive. After several close calls and an epic battle, the first boss goes down, and I let out a howl of excitement. I’ve never actually been able to beat the boss before, so this is a personal best for me.

      For a second, I worry that Scarlett might be bored having to watch me play from the sidelines; she couldn’t have survived for longer than a few minutes, but I have to keep my eyes glued to the screen if I want to get on the leaderboard. A bead of sweat rolls down the side of my face as I’m mobbed by a group of armored aliens, and five minutes later, I finally get the black screen of death. Letters flash across the screen, telling me to put in more credits if I want to continue. Damn it. I was so close to making it onto the high score list.

      I turn to my date. “Sorry that took so long, I actually—” My mouth snaps shut as I see her taking on the horde of aliens that just finished me off. The gun moves faster than a whip as she takes them out one by one, no hesitation, perfect precision. Not only is she not dead, but she still has at least half her health left.

      There’s only one plausible explanation─Scarlett is a gamer.

      Not a fucking social gamer either, but a legit one.

      Scarlett’s sexy, sassy, and a gamer. I’ve met girls with one, maybe two, out of the three qualities, but she’s the whole damn nerd girl trifecta—I might as well be on a date with a unicorn.

      My jaw drops, and I could swear she begins to shoot in slow motion. With her hair blowing behind her, she turns to wink at me. With a grin, she points the barrel to the ceiling and cocks the gun to reload. With her finger on the trigger, she jerks the gun to the right and blows away two more attackers. In the game, she picks up a grenade and tosses it at an alien spacecraft, laughing maniacally as it’s blown to bits. I shake my head, and time speeds back up.

      Reaching down, I carefully adjust my pants since my dick ship is raised to full mast. I’ve watched a lot of porn, and yet, this is hands down the sexiest thing I have ever seen.

      Move over lesbian girls on a yacht, Daddy has new spank bank material.

      It’s another fifteen minutes before she’s finally taken out by the queen alien—the final boss in the game. She types something strangely familiar into the scoreboard, and I watch as her name shoots to third place on the leaderboard. With a scowl, she drops the gun back into the rack and tears the sucker out of her mouth with an audible pop. She glances down at my empty hands (that are also hiding a boner).

      “Guess I like...won the game,” she sasses with a flip of her red hair.

      I pick my jaw up off the floor. “Uh, yeah. What the hell was that?”

      She shrugs. “Pretty sure that was me kicking your ass at Invasion, cowboy.”

      “Yeah, no shit. It was just...surprising, that’s all,” I admit.

      She rolls her eyes. “Why, because I’m a girl?”

      “Well, kinda, yeah.”

      “I think you’ve learned a valuable lesson in sexism here today, Kane. Never underestimate the power of the vagina. ” With a mocking smile, she pats me on the shoulder.

      I press my lips together to keep from laughing. “Consider me schooled. Loser gets to pick the next game—unless you’re scared that is?”

      “You wish.” She smirks. “Lead the way.”

      I make my way to the side of the arcade where I’d caught a glimpse of my favorite game when I was looking for Scarlett. I stand beside the machine that flashes obnoxious neon lights and pours music from its speakers.

      She looks over at the machine and back to me incredulously. “Dance Dance Revolution? You aren’t serious.”

      I nod slowly with a toothy smile. “Oh, serious as a heart attack.”

      I step onto the metal platform and nod for her to join me. I’m introduced to a vulnerable side of her as she gives me an apprehensive look.

      “I’ve never played ‘cause I’m not very coordinated...” she admits.

      “It’s just for fun.” I hold out my hand to help her onto the small stage. “Trust me.”

      She crinkles her nose but accepts my hand, and steps up beside me. I explain the basic objective of the game and show her what to do when the arrows line up on the screen. She jumps around the platform, hopping from one arrow to the next with a giggle as she practices.

      With a smile, I select an easy but fun song for us to play to. The upbeat music starts up, and I tap each arrow with ease. As the music begins to pick up the pace, Scarlett’s giggles turn to grunts beside me. I hold back my laughter, knowing it will only make her feel self-conscious. Arrows fly faster across the screen, and I’m starting to work up a sweat.

      I can’t help but drag my eyes away from the screen when I hear a string of curse words from my right. Scarlett is yelping as she smashes on each arrow, arms flailing wildly at her sides. She’s hitting maybe one out of five at the right time; her score is abysmal, but the smile on her face tells me she’s still having the time of her life. My shoulders relax, and I turn back to my screen to keep playing.

      When the song is over, I see my final score and shoot finger guns at the screen. “Nailed it!” I brag as I bounce my shoulders and do a little dance. Stopping abruptly, I jerk around and remember all too late that I’m on a date. How embarrassing.

      By the look on her face, though, I worried for nothing. She’s looking up at me with something akin to awe. “Kane, you were amazing. My score is seriously pathetic, but you kicked ass!”

      My chest puffs out with pride. “Nah, it was nothing.”

      She laughs. “You’ve got to show me how you do that sometime. I just tripped all over my feet.” She blows out an excited breath. “God, it was really fun, though, thank you.”

      Sometime? Does that mean she’s already thinking about seeing me again?

      “You’re welcome. Where to next, loser?” I tease.

      Her eyes flick to the right as she thinks. “Not another shooter, don’t want to embarrass you again.” I grunt but let her continue. “Oh I know. Let’s race!”

      “I’m game, prepare to eat my dust, Freckles.”

      She waves me away. “Hush now, dancing queen, this way.” With a quick flip of her hair, she weaves through games again.

      “That nickname better not stick,” I grumble, following at her heels.

      My lips twitch when she stops to straddle a plastic motorcycle. Her lower back peeks out from beneath her shirt as she stretches forward. Now that’s a view I could get used to.

      I hop up on the second bike and give her a pointed look. “It’s about to go down.”

      She flips me off with one hand as she puts quarters into the game with her other. The game does a countdown, and we take off on the raceway. For the first few loops, she’s hot on my heels, but I weave back and forth to prevent her from passing me. On the last loop, I feel my lips curve into a victory smile. The finish line comes into view on the screen and another bike suddenly bucks into mine. I spin out and into the dirt, and Scarlett shoots ahead to steal first place. She throws her hands up and wiggles on the plastic bike.

      “How exactly did that dust taste after all?” she asks in a phony sweet voice.

      I slide off the bike and move to her side. She squeals when I jerk the bike toward me and hold it there, her leg is pressed against me as her body balances to stay upright.

      “That was a dirty move,” I growl as I look up at her devilish face.

      She leans down until her face hovers in front of mine. “I have lots of dirty moves,” she purrs. I wet my lips as I search her hazel eyes. I look for something I won’t find, permission to ravish her right on this cheap bike. To hell with onlookers, this girl has me fucking heated.

      “Is that so?” I murmur. Sexual tension crackles between us.

      She runs a tongue across her bottom lip before biting it.

      Universe, give me the strength to control myself around this redheaded vixen.

      Wrapping my hands around her petite waist, I lift her off the bike and drag her down my body as I set her down. For just a half a second, I feel her press her body closer against mine before stepping away. I bite into my fist as she sashays away.

      Fuuuuuuck me.
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      We navigate toward the section of the arcade that has games that give out tickets. Making it a competition as to who can win the most, we jump around on games, from Skee ball to Wheel of Fortune, and that weird machine where you try to knock off coins.

      Each time we pass the giant machine with stuffed animals and a giant claw, she eyeballs it but keeps her distance.

      “You waiting for it to ask you on a date, or do you want to give it a try?” I taunt when I catch her staring at it for the third time.

      She swipes at my arm. “Shut up. It has a cute little dragon in there, but it’s a total scam. Not going to waste any more money than I already have…” She glares at the machine like they’re age old enemies. I smother a laugh as I think about all the times she’s probably been thwarted by that claw.

      “C’mon, I know the trick to those types of games. I’ll win it for you.” There’s so much confidence in my voice that I almost believe the bullshit I’m spouting. The only trick up my sleeve is taking a shot and praying like hell I get lucky.

      In fact, if my life had a motto, that would be it.

      “That’s sweet, but you don’t have to. Honestly—no “chick trick” or anything, I don’t need the damn thing.” She glides over to the next arcade game.

      My eyebrow raises a notch as I watch...

      Not a chick trick? Does she think I’m stupid? Everything is a chick trick.

      Her eyes sparkle with amusement when I slide a hand around her waist and guide her to the game. I boast as we walk, “Look here, it’s a challenge to my dating skills at this point. The lady wants a dragon, and that’s what the lady’s going to get.”

      “Don’t get all medieval on me.” She groans.

      “Fear not, milady!” I stick a few dollars in the machine and begin to toggle the joystick.

      Eight dollars and zero dragons later, I let out a string of curse words. “Stupid, fucking, piece of trickery, bullshit ass hunk of—” I stop when there’s a strangled noise from my left.

      Whipping around, I find Scarlett poorly trying to hide her snort behind a cupped hand.

      My voice gets deadly low. “Are you laughing at me?”

      She shakes her head, a single tear sliding down her cheek.

      “You sure? ‘Cause it really looks like you might be laughing at me.”

      She shakes her head again and squishes her lips together. “Just waiting for your cool trick,” she grits out, unable to hold back the laughter any longer.

      I tap my foot and glower at the machine. It’s making a fool out of me, and I refuse to let it best me. Light glints off the metal claw as it slowly turns in place.

      It’s mocking me.

      “C’mon, you’re so close!” Scarlett eggs me on, and I know exactly what I need to do to secure the win.

      Looking in both directions, I make sure the coast is clear. When I place my hands on either side of the machine, I hear Scarlet’s worried voice in my ear. “Kane, what are you doing?”

      Ignoring her, I use all my strength to wobble the machine back and forth. Suddenly, a red light starts flashing and a piercing siren blares from the machine.

      Oh god, we made it angry.

      “Run!” Scarlet screeches as she clutches my arm.

      Grabbing her hand, we make a run for it. I almost knock a kid on his ass as I shove past him with a hiss, “Move punk!” I head to the back of the arcade where I first laid eyes on Scarlett. I duck my head between the curtains of the photo booth and find two scowling little girls posing for their picture.

      Shit.

      “Hi girls,” I say breathlessly, as my lungs struggle for air. “Do you think we could take pictures for a little while, pretty please?” They stare at me unblinking. The girl furthest away speaks up first.

      “We were here first.” She sticks out her tongue and crosses her arms.

      Her friend crinkles her nose. “Yeah, plus you’re uuuuugly.”

      Ouch.

      Damn, girls have gotten a lot meaner since I went to grade school. Scarlett pokes her head in beside me and gives a suspiciously sweet smile to the two brats.

      She points to the open bench beside them. “Sweetie pie, I think you’re sitting in pee.”

      As they flip to look at each other, there’s a click, and a flash of light brightens the booth. Shoving past us, the girls run out screaming. Scarlett chuckles evilly and slides inside after me. Out of breath from laughing and running, we sit side by side in the dark photo booth.

      “Think anybody saw us?” I whisper. I lean across her lap and peek my head outside the curtain nervously.

      “Who? You mean old man Winston?” She snickers. “I think we’re safe, he’s not as spry as he used to be.” There’s a small clink right outside the booth that startles me. “Down boy, don’t worry, I’ll protect you from the seventy-year-old owner,” she mocks as she reaches her hand out of the curtain and brings back a strip of pictures.

      She holds it out between us. In the girls’ first three pictures, they’re smiling and making silly faces—the last one makes us burst into laughter all over again. They’re staring at each other, jaw dropped, eyes wide, in raw horror from the thought of sitting in pee.

      Scarlett tears off the last picture and waves it in the air “Totally keeping this. Whenever I have a bad day, this will cheer me up instantly.” She sticks it in her purse and turns to me. “So you want to?”

      “To…?”

      “Take pictures?”

      “We’re fugitives in hiding,” I scoff. “Of course I want to take pictures.”

      She grins and rummages through her purse for her wallet. Once she’s put in the money, Scarlett scoots closer to me and starts barking orders.

      “Okay, we’re gonna do a cute one first—pretend you’re having fun rather than hiding out as a wanted arcade criminal.”

      “Don’t have to pretend,” I admit. She’s facing the camera, but I see the corner of her mouth lift into a smile.

      She glances over at me through her lashes. “You’re supposed to be looking at the camera, not me.”

      I slowly nod. “I know, but I really like this view.”

      There’s a small click and a flash of light.

      The tips of her ears turn red. “You’re quite the charmer, Kane...?”

      “Decker.”

      “Kane Decker.” She breathes as if my name is worthy of being on her sweet lips. “You should know, I’m not a normal date. Not a normal girl for that matter.”

      I nod again. “Think I figured that out when you whooped my ass on Invasion.”

      She laughs, and there’s another click followed by a flash of light.

      “I figure I should be up front now. I’m outspoken, a hardcore gamer, an eccentric artist, a twenty-sided die level nerd,” she explains, fingers twisting in her lap. “And I won’t apologize for me being me, not ever.”

      Another flash.

      She swallows, hardened eyes gazing into mine as she bares her truth. She’s nervous I won’t understand her interests or nerdy quirks.

      What she doesn’t realize is she just described my perfect girl.

      “That’s fine with me, but only if you understand I won’t apologize for this.” As the camera goes off for the last time, I reach up to brush my thumb across her cheek and press a soft kiss against her lips.

      I half expect her to jerk back. It’s our first date, and I’ve never been this forward in my life. But I have to know if she tastes as sweet as the candy she eats. I need to know if this chemistry goes both ways.

      She doesn’t push me away or slap me.

      She sinks into the kiss with a sigh, as if she’d been waiting her whole life for me. I kiss her deep, slow, something, I hope, she’ll remember with a smile when she looks back on our first date. I want my lips to say everything it’s too soon for words to say.

      She pulls away, buzzing with energy. With my hand still on her neck, I can feel that her pulse matches my erratic one. I have to tamper down the burst of adrenaline that floods through my veins.

      When I finally find my words, my voice is like gravel. “You ready for some crappy arcade pizza? ‘Cause my criminal behavior has left me starving, and I think I owe you dinner.”

      Flushed, she nods. “Sounds good.”

      Following her out, I stick my head out of the curtain just as she grabs the new strip of photos and surreptitiously slides them into her purse. I give myself a mental high five—if it was a bad kiss, there’s no way she would want that photographic evidence.

      She leads me to the small pizza shop that sits in the corner of the arcade. We both order a coke with a slice of pepperoni pizza and slide into a plastic green booth to wait for our food.

      “So, you’re like...a real girl gamer,” I say, remembering the way she immersed herself in Invasion and straight fucked up those aliens like a boss.

      “Can’t fool you,” she says, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      She’s kind of a dick. Why does it turn me on so much?

      “It’s just, you know, finding a cool chick who really games is like finding a unicorn.”

      Shaking her head, red curls flying through the air, she neighs like a horse and shoots me a grin.

      “So what kind of games are your favorite?” I ask with a laugh.

      “Shooters for sure,” she says, without a moment’s hesitation. “Although I enjoy real time strategies and MMORPGs1 as well.”

      Fuck. She might as well be talking dirty to me when she says shit like that.

      Where the hell has this girl been all my life?

      I nod and try not to look as pervy as I feel. “What’s your favorite shooter? If you say Call of Duty I’m ending this date.”

      She grins. “Nah, COD is dead. Tactical Heart has been my favorite since it was released.”

      “Fuck yeah, me too!” I exclaim. “The game play is epic; plus, the story is phenomenal.”

      Her face lights up. “Exactly! Wow, small world. I wonder if we’ve ever been grouped together and didn’t even know it.”

      “Well I’ve grouped up with plenty of female toons, but I’m fairly certain half of them are actually dudes.”

      “So true.” She snickers. “Then again...how do you know I’m not a dude?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You know that would make a lot more sense...” I joke. If she’s a dude then somebody needs a medal for creating this masterpiece. How could I even be mad about it?

      She shakes her head with mischief sparkling in her eyes. “I suppose there’s only one way to find out.”

      I swallow hard and practically jump when I hear our number called. Sliding out of the booth, I take one last look at her sly grin before I leave to pick up our pizza.

      Yeah, this girl’s definitely trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

          Scarlett

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t just imply that I may or may not have a penis and then hit on this cute guy, right? That can’t really be what just happened or I’ll have to drown myself in wine when I get home.

      Okay, he’s coming back to the table with our food. Be fucking chill, Scarlett.

      Chill as a snowflake.

      Chill as a blizzard and other things that are more fucking chill than I am right now.

      God, he’s got such large hands. I wonder what they would feel like wrapped in my hair or closed around my throat...

      Shit.

      I know he just asked me a question, but all I heard was “I’m really hot, please sit on my face.”

      Okay, I’ve got to keep it together. He’s not buff or rocking a six pack like my sister so clearly lied about. He doesn’t look like a model or have Superman dimples—so why the fuck am I so turned on right now?

      Sure, he has shaggy hair that falls over mesmerizing blue eyes, but besides that? Kane is an average joe. Average height, average build, and if statistics have anything to say about it—average dick. Somebody needs to pass the message on to my lady bits, though, because I’m seriously hot and bothered right now.

      Wait, I do know why I feel this way. It was that motherfucking kiss.

      That panty dropping, bone rattling, heart stopping kiss.

      Okay, Scar, he’s looking at you weird. Try to find out what he just asked you in a subtle way.

      “Huh?” I blurt out.

      I want to slam my head on the table in frustration. Smooth, real smooth.

      He laughs, and the sound is music to my ears. “I asked if you came here a lot as a kid. You seem to know the layout of this place like the back of your hand.”

      “Oh, yeah. Just about every day after school until I got my first computer.”

      “Let me guess, you were the cute nerd girl who all the boys were intimidated by?”

      I snort so hard I swear a little soda comes out of my nose. “Wrong. I was a hideous little beastie. Gawky, freckled from head to toe, flat chested. Not exactly popular.” My face scrunches up as I think back to those days of constant humiliation. “Especially not to Dylan McFucker…” I grumble under my breath. Can’t believe that little shit is still under my skin after all these years.

      “Unfortunate last name.” Kane snickers. “So what did this Dylan do to earn such a glamorous nickname? You know, so I make sure not to make the same mistake.”

      “Sadie Hawkins dance. You know where the girl asks the guy to the dance. I’m sure you can put two and two together.”

      “He turned you down for another girl?”

      “Worse.” I sigh. “I couldn’t even spit the question out before he gave me a dirty look and hightailed it, like I was some escaped criminal.”

      “Ouch. McFucker indeed. Tell me this has a happy ending at least. Like the coolest kid in school swept you off your feet and you showed that fucker what was up.”

      I giggle and shake my head sadly. “Nope. Wasn’t asked. Didn’t go to that dance or any dance, well, ever actually.”

      He holds up his palms in disbelief. “Wait. You didn’t even go to prom?”

      “Affirmative. Nerds not wanted, that much never changed.”

      “Well, that’s depressing. Everyone needs to drink spiked punch, slow dance to Aerosmith, and take cheesy photos in front of a starry backdrop. I mean, it’s a rite of passage, Freckles.”

      I shrug like it doesn’t matter, but weirdly, all of those stupid things sound kind of nice.

      “So is Julie your only sibling?” Kane changes the subject, and I can’t be more relieved.

      “Yep, just the two of us.” I take a bite of pizza before I can say something stupid again.

      “You guys are so, you don’t seem very…”

      “We aren’t. Julie and I are night and day, but that’s never stopped us from being thick as thieves. What about you? Any siblings?”

      He nods. “Two brothers, actually. Max is a year older than me, and Jack is twelve. They’re assholes, but I love them.”

      “What about your parents?” I’m compelled to learn every little thing about him that I can.

      “My parents are cool as hell, which I realize is a really strange thing to say, but completely true. Loved but never smothered, disciplined but never judged—I kinda won the lottery in that area.”

      I smile thinking of what it must be like to have amazing parents like that. “That’s really nice. My mom is, well, she’s a judgey dick. Which is maybe a bit unfair of me to say because I had everything I ever wanted growing up. She never abused me or anything like that. It’s just exhausting to try and live up to her expectations.” I don’t know why I’m being so brutally honest with a stranger.

      “What about your dad?”

      “He was amazing, full of life and laughter. Would take the shirt off his back to help someone in need. He, uh, he died when I was in high school.” I blink quickly and force the tears to go unshed. “Heart attack, out of the blue.”

      He reaches across the table and grabs my hand, rubbing his fingers across my knuckles in a way that makes my heartbeat quicken.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I force myself to laugh it off. “Wow, totally not first date material. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “I’m glad you told me,” he says gently.

      I give him a small smile of appreciation. “Enough of the depressing stuff. You said you play Tactical Heart, right? What level are you?”

      He brightens, a good sign. I just might have finally met someone to match my passion for video games. “I was max level until that new expansion hit. I need to grind1 out some more next weekend. What about you? What race do you play?” He lets go of my hand, and I mentally pout.

      “Oh, I hit max level again days ago, and I’m an elf, of course—the superior race of the Queen herself.”

      His hands fly to his chest. “My toon is human, you racist.”

      “Ah, the traitor race, I see.” I tsk, making him chuckle.

      “Man, the expansion barely released. How the heck am I the last to get max level?” he grumbles.

      “Dedication my friend. Oh, and you have to shirk a lot of responsibilities.” I grin.

      “Noted.” He props his elbows up on the table. “So do you ever get ganked2 over and over in the game? I have this asshole who I swear to God gets off on taking me out.”

      “Aww, are you getting bullied? By a single character? Do you need someone big and strong to protect you?” I tease.

      He flips me off. “Jerk. I’m telling you this guy is OP3 and he’s been on my ass for years now; I’ve almost stopped playing ‘cause I’m so sick of dealing with it.”

      “Don’t be such a noob,” I scoff. “Get stronger and kick his ass.”

      “Easier said than done,” he grumbles.

      “Before I go home, we can swap gamer info, and I’ll help you take him out.”

      He laughs and pretends to swoon. “My hero.”

      I stick out my tongue and change the subject. “So I know Leo goes to Greenfield University, what about you? College? Job?”

      He raises an eyebrow. “I go to Greenfield, too, a junior actually. Wow, Julie really didn’t tell you anything, did she?” He lets out a low whistle.

      “Woah, woah, woah. We go to the same freaking school?”

      “Wait, you go there too?” Both his eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

      I shake my head and giggle. “Yeah, I’m a sophomore now. Looks like you weren’t exactly in the loop either.”

      He grins. “Fair enough. Why the heck did you even agree to this date? I could have turned out to be a serial killer for as much as you knew.”

      “Maybe I’m into that.” I wink.

      And I can think of something you could stab me with.

      Oh, wow, what is wrong with me today?

      “Okay, freak,” he teases. “I can’t believe we go to the same school and haven’t met.”

      I shrug. “Most of my classes are at least a hundred students, it’s really not that surprising.”

      His eyes light up with an idea. “What are your classes this semester?” I tick off my schedule, and he shakes his head. “Ah, yeah, I had most of those last year—be glad you didn’t get Professor Snetz for math, he’s a spitter.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Eww. Okay, you’re definitely helping me pick out my classes next semester. That could have been a disaster.”

      “No problem. So you’re taking mostly computer and art focused classes. My, my, aren’t you intriguing. What’s your major?”

      I straighten with excitement, making the plastic booth squeak. Finally. someone who might appreciate, or at least understand, my career path. “I’m majoring in digital art with a minor in programming.”

      His huge smile lights up his features. “Get the fuck out! My major is computer science, also with a minor in programming.”

      Somebody slap me ‘cause I’m on the verge of a romance novel swoon: hand across my forehead, pathetic little sigh, and crash to the floor type of situation.

      “That’s…” For the first time in... well, ever, I’m at a loss for words.

      “Awesome,” he finishes for me, and I nod with a blush.

      “Yeah. Totally awesome.” I sigh happily, not caring that I sound like a lovestruck geek.

      Is this what love at first sight feels like? From the moment I turned and our eyes locked, my heart was hammering and my palms sweaty. The more I learn about him, the way he talks about his family, his passion for games, and how he actively listens when I talk, the more I like him.

      He seems perfect and way too good to be true.

      Oh no.

      What if he has a micro dick?!

      “I think I lost you there for a minute. Earth to Scarlett.” I snap my eyes to his, and the tiny laughing penises circling my head pop out of existence.

      I decide to be honest with him, take a leap into the scary unknown because college Scarlett is one brave bitch with a heart open to new experiences.

      “I can’t speak for you, but this date has been really great, and I would definitely not be opposed to a round two.” I get out the words and hold my breath.

      He practically beams at my words, and my breath releases in a big whoosh. “For the first time in my life, I can say I’m happy I got my ass handed to me by a girl.”

      I laugh. “Good, stick with me, and it won’t be the last time either.”

      He looks suddenly nervous. “I’m going to go out on a huge limb here. Instead of ending this kickass first date, would you possibly want to come back to my place, smoke a joint, and watch the uncut version of Fellowship of the Ring?”

      I stare back at him in disbelief.

      That’s it. That seals the deal.

      If my vagina had a lock, that bitch would have popped right open.

      I’m going to marry this man.

      A minute passes, and I realize I haven’t actually answered, and he’s looking more nervous by the second. “Oh! Fuck yes! I mean, um, yes that would be totally chill or whatever.”

      “Damn, way to make a guy sweat, Freckles.”

      God I hate my freckles. But damn if I don’t like that nickname coming from his mouth.

      That more than anything confirms I’ve officially lost my mind.

      We clean up our trash from the table and make our way through the busy arcade. His fingers slip between mine, and my stomach jumps into my throat. His hands are soft and warm; I can’t wait to feel them on other parts of my body…

      Bad ho, Scarlett.

      Sex thoughts aren’t allowed until the third date for a prospective boyfriend. It’s like a law or something.

      “Oh, hold on, give me your tickets.” He holds out his hands and makes grabbing motions with them.

      I dig into my purse and pull out the wad of paper tickets. I hold up my hand when he starts to turn. “Wait, there’s a few more.” I dig into my bra and yank out another string of tickets like a magician pulling a scarf out of a sleeve.

      Kane’s eyebrows furrow. “Wait, do chicks really keep stuff in there?” He eyeballs my tits like a mathematician, trying to solve an equation.

      “Uh yeah,” I scoff, pulling out a mint lifesaver from the other side. “Tit pocket, a tocket if you will.” I point a finger at him and narrow my eyes. “Totally trademarking that, don’t try and steal it.”

      He holds his hands up in defense. “Wouldn’t dream of it. You have very nice...tockets.”

      I flash him a toothy grin and give the girls a nice pat. “I know.”

      Nice job, ladies, keep up the good work.

      Hands full of tickets, Kane walks away, muttering something about his inability to understand females. I use the restroom, fix my makeup, and when I return, Kane is sitting on a bench holding a small paper bag in his lap.

      “I went to the prize room,” he explains.

      “Get yourself a nice sticky hand or maybe some Play-Doh?”

      A muscle in his jaw twitches. “Not exactly.” He pulls out two silver rings from the bag, and on closer inspection, I find that there’s a little dragon forged on each of them. “This was the only dragon they had in the shop: it came in a pack of two.”

      I pluck the ring he’s holding out and slide it onto my middle finger where it fits perfectly. “Kane...this is perfect. Thank you.”

      “It’s not the stuffed dragon you wanted, but this can be a placeholder till I win him for you.” His boyish grin is downright adorable.

      Snatching the second ring, I motion for him to give me his hand. The only finger the band fits on is his pinky. He holds up the ring to the light and tilts his hand back and forth.

      “I do!” he gushes, and I give him a playful smack.

      “You have to keep it on.”

      “Only if you promise to go on that second date,” he shoots back.

      “Deal.”

      We shake on it, and he takes my hand once more, leading me through the exit and outside to the well-lit parking lot. He comes to a stop beside a black and red motorcycle. Pulling out his keyring, he flips it around his finger and pops up his eyebrows. “Want a ride?”

      I point to the truck beside the bike. “You’re talking about in that, right?”

      He pats the seat of his bike. “Nope, this beautiful girl right here is with me.”

      I release an unladylike bray of laughter. “Let me get this straight. You’re a gamer nerd who rides a motorcycle?”

      His hand flies to his chest. “Well, Miss Scarlett, I think you’ve learned a valuable lesson today. Never underestimate the badassery of a nerd.”

      “Touché.” I grin.

      Maybe a nice wedding in March…

      I clear my throat and take a step back. Lots of things are happening right now, and I’m not thinking straight. Magical kisses, sexy bikes, and dragon rings—I can’t let his wizardly ways cloud my senses.

      “I need to, um, get something from my car real quick. I’ll be back in two shakes.”

      He gives me a pointed look. “You’re going to go call your sister, aren’t you?”

      Offended, my mouth pops open. “I am not going to go call her. I don’t even know why you would think that.” I flip my hair and turn toward my car. “I’ll be back.”

      As soon as the car door slams shut, I plug my phone in the car and call Vanessa, her loud voice comes through the speakers.

      “What up, slut?”

      “Nessa. I just had the best goddamn first date of my life. We kissed, he bought me a cute ring. It’s been fucking amazing. I’m going over to his place to get high and watch a movie. Please tell me I’m fucking crazy to go to a stranger’s house and do drugs.”

      “What kind of ring?”

      What the— “What kind of ring? I don’t know, silver, and it’s got a dragon on it.” I look down at it with a cheesy smile.

      “Uh huh, I see. Tongue or no tongue in the kiss?”

      I exhale. “Like, a little bit of tongue.”

      “What movie?” she asks, like that really fucking matters. My patience with her twenty questions is running out.

      “Lord of the Rings.”

      “Your suggestion or his?”

      “His.”

      “¡Ay, bendito! Why are you talking to me still? Go suck that boy’s dick raw, you found your fucking soulmate.”

      I slam my head on the steering wheel, scaring the shit out of myself when the horn goes off. “Oh my god, why the hell did I call you?” I press the end button before she can respond and tap the next starred contact in my phone.

      “Please don’t tell me it was a horrible date,” my sister whines from the other end of the line.

      “No, shut your face and listen.” I repeat the same question to my sister but put more emphasis on “Please tell me I’m fucking crazy to go to a stranger’s house.”

      “You are crazy...” she states, and I release my breath. This is what I needed. Someone who’s thinking with their head and not their lady cavern.

      “Thank you, I knew—”

      She cuts me off. “Crazy if you don’t go,” she finishes, and my jaw drops. “I’ve met him Scar, he’s a good guy. Plus, I’ll know exactly where you are and won’t even be far if you need me to come rescue you from the weakling nerd.”

      I roll my eyes even though she can’t see me. “I...I think I really like him, Jules.”

      Her voice softens as if she can see the fear scrawled across my face. “Then go have fun, babe. Don’t do anything you don’t want to do, but see where the night takes you. Get to know him, or fuck his brains out. Do whatever you want as long as you’re not running away right now because you’re afraid of having feelings again.”

      I love and hate how well she knows me.

      “You’re right.” I sigh. “Okay, thanks, sis.”

      “Go get that geek!” she shouts. I laugh and press end on the call.

      Here goes nothing.

      Here goes everything.
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      Leaning against my bike, I watch as she saunters back toward me, looking a little more confident with each step she takes.

      “How was the call?” I smirk.

      She pretends not to hear me as she looks over my ride. With a laugh, I hand her my helmet. She turns it over in her hands and looks up at me expectantly.

      “What’s this?”

      “Safety first, Freckles.”

      She sighs but smashes the helmet over her hair. Reaching under her chin, I snap the clasp shut, tighten the strap, and give her a once over. Even in my bulky helmet, she looks so damn cute.

      “What are you going to wear?”

      “I only have the one helmet,” I admit.

      “And they say chivalry is dead.” Her eyes flash with amusement, but her scowl returns quickly as she checks out her reflection in the truck’s window beside her. “I look like an idiot,” she growls.

      “Hush, you look adorable. Also, if you don’t want a head full of tangles, you’re gonna want to braid that hair or something.”

      “How would you even know that?” she asks as she reaches back and starts twisting her hair into a long braid.

      “Are you kidding? Tons of chicks have ridden on this thing.”

      She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “Is that so?”

      I throw my leg over the saddle and shake my head with an exhale. “Nope. Mom makes me drive her around sometimes ‘cause it makes her feel like a “wild biker chick.”

      She slaps a hand to her mouth with a snort. My eyes narrow into slits. “Don’t you dare think about telling anybody.”

      With a giggle, she makes a cross over her heart and slides onto the bike behind me. Her arms immediately go around my waist. As I open my mouth to ask if she’s ready, I feel her body wiggle closer. Her chest presses against my back, and her thighs squeeze into me. I would be lying if I said it didn’t feel good as fuck to have her so close.

      It’s gonna be a long ride if I have this boner the whole time.

      With a quick push of a button, the engine roars to life. I turn my head, so she can still hear me over the noise. “Ready?”

      “Ready!” she shouts back, excitement threaded in her tone.

      With a nod, I hit the gas and peel out of the parking lot. It’s late, and there’s no traffic on the dusty road I take to get home. Speeding up, I hear her squeal as she tightens her grip around me. When we pull up to the house, I let her get off first. Bright eyed and flushed, she grins from ear to ear.

      “That was fucking amazing!”

      Switching off the engine, I flip out the kickstand and unsaddle. “Exhilarating, isn’t it?” She nods fervently. “Hang out here for a second,” I tell her. With a nod, she removes her helmet and starts unthreading her braided hair with nimble fingers.

      Unlocking the front door and stepping inside, I pick up the place in a whirlwind of clothes and fast food containers. It could look a lot worse in here, but I don’t want her thinking I’m some slob bachelor.

      I pause to catch my breath and run a hand through my hair. Man, she is something else. I’ve never met a girl like her, quick tongued, sharp wit, crazy hot—she even laughed at my stupid jokes. Girls never laugh at my stupid jokes.

      I’m surprised she said yes to coming over; she paled and looked like she might pass out for a minute. The more I think about it, the more insane it is that she did. What the hell would any girl possibly see in me? She may be a geek like me, but she’s a geek who could get any guy she wanted with the bat of an eye.

      Whatever happens, I cannot fuck this up.

      I will not fuck this up.

      When I throw the door back open, she’s standing on the porch, a shy look on her face as her fingers twist together in uncertainty.

      “Milady.” I bow as I open the door wider and invite her in.

      For crying out loud, stop bowing man—what century do you think this is?

      She giggles. and I refrain from gathering her in my arms. I didn’t invite her here for some fling or a meaningless one night stand; I want this girl to be mine. So like my dad taught me, I’m gonna take it slow, get to know her, and be a perfect gentleman.

      A perfect gentleman who just happens to love smoking pot.

      I lead her to the living room, and she takes a seat on the stiff futon that doubles as our guest bed. I look away in embarrassment.

      “Sorry, it’s a little uncomfortable. We’re saving up to get an actual couch.”

      She waves me off. “No worries. It’s really nice actually.”

      Liar. But a sweet lie.

      “Want something to drink?”

      She perks up. “Unless you’re secretly a cop, I would love a beer.”

      “Coming right up.” I grab two cans from the fridge and join her on the couch. She wraps her arms around herself, and I can see little goosebumps across her skin. “You cold?”

      She shrugs. “Just a little.”

      I grab a clean blanket from my room and lay it over her legs. She looks up at me appreciatively, her teeth biting into her cherry lip again.

      Fucking hell.

      Snatching the controller from the coffee table, I start up the movie and return to sit beside her, leaving a little space between us, so she feels comfortable. Dear old Dad would be proud.

      I grab the joint I rolled earlier from the end table drawer and fish the lighter out of my pocket. From the corner of my eye, I see her grinning.

      “What?” I laugh.

      “A joint? You’re so old school. All the cool kids vape these days.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Fuck that. Herb is superior, always.”

      “Can’t argue with you there.” She scoots closer, until her leg is touching mine. It’s not even skin to skin contact, and my dick is back on high alert. She tugs the blanket over me until we’re both covered.

      She’s so close that her flowery perfume is making me a little dizzy, or maybe it’s the lustful look in her eyes as they dart to my lips and back up to my hooded gaze. Red hair spills over her shoulder as her head tilts to look up at me. Adrenaline kicks my heart into double time. By the hastened rise and fall of her chest, I know she’s feeling the rush too.

      She’s a drug that taunts me, and all I want is to inject her into my veins.

      My dick is so hard it fucking hurts.

      She nods to the joint in my hand. “Shotgun?” she asks in a husky whisper.

      I was so right about this date being torturous, but I was so wrong about what kind of torture.

      I shoot her a wicked grin and suck on the joint as I light the end. I hold the smoke in, and when she leans closer, I bring my lips to hers and exhale into her mouth. She breathes in the smoke and closes her eyes as she holds it in. When she lets the smoke escape through her nose, she coughs and laughs. I smile and take another long hit.

      I try to turn my attention to the hobbits on screen, be the motherfucking gentleman I know I should be, but my eyes keep sliding back to Scarlett.

      She mumbles something that sounds suspiciously like “fuck it” and shifts beside me. When I turn to ask if she’s okay, her jeans are being tugged down and her shirt torn off. In nothing but thin blue underwear, she slides a leg over my lap to straddle me.

      Sweet mother of dragons.

      “Scarlett, we…”

      Her wild eyes look down at me. “We...should do what, Kane?” Her seductive voice sends a shiver up my spine. For the first time I get a good look at the tattoo on her side. It’s a vibrant drawing of Link’s sword and shield from my favorite childhood game Zelda. If I was waiting for a sign, I’m pretty sure I just found it.

      Sorry pops, I goddamn tried. This girl doesn’t want a gentleman, so I’m gonna give her what she wants.

      I’m gonna give her what she fucking needs.

      I slide my hands around her hips and get a tight grip on her ass. Heaving tits spill out of her lacy bra, making me clench my teeth in desire. She tugs on the hem of my shirt playfully before she tears it over my head and throws it across the room. Her fingers fly to my zipper next, dragging the metal pull tab down, and reaches in to free my dick. It’s hard as hell and precum glistens on the head. Her eyes widen as she takes in the size.

      I may be a nerd—but I’m a well-endowed one.

      Her finger swipes gently across the tip of my cock and raises it up to her mouth. Parting her lips, she licks her finger like it was her goddamn lollipop; except, instead of candy, it’s my cum she’s tasting. I grab a handful of her hair and yank her face to mine. Ours lips lock and tongues tangle in a lustful frenzy, and a fire burns through me like I’ve never felt before as we kiss. When she finally breaks away, I’m gasping for air and for sanity.

      As I reach blindly for a condom from the end table drawer, her hands glide down her stomach to her skimpy blue panties. Hooking a finger onto the material, she slides it down, giving me a full view of her wet pussy. Using two fingers, she spreads her lips open, and all I want is to stick out my tongue and lick everywhere I see pink. She presses against my chest, and with her free hand, she grabs the forgotten condom from my hand and tears it open with her teeth. She rolls it over my dick just before she lowers herself onto it with a whimper of desire.

      I let out a loud moan as my dick disappears inside her. A perfect, tight fit. She starts slow, blissfully slow, as she lifts and drops back on my throbbing cock. Her pussy tightens around me, and I let out another grunt.

      “Fucking hell, Freckles.” I groan as she picks up the pace.

      Her tongue flicks across her bottom lip, and I lean forward to take it between my teeth. When her tongue darts out, our lips clash together in a passionate kiss. When she sits back, her movements slow down, and I whisper a prayer to the sex gods because I was about to explode, and I’m not ready for this to be over.

      My right hand glides up the inside of her soft thigh as I continue to thrust inside. Her movements come to a stop when my thumb presses against her clit. She moans, and her head tilts back in pleasure. As I start to rub in small, slow circles, her body starts moving erratically, her moaning getting louder as she slides up and down on my cock, as fast and as hard as she can until her body is thrashing on top of me and a scream rips through her.

      Music to my fucking ears.

      “Get up,” I demand after a few minutes of catching our breath. She looks a little surprised, but she gets to her wobbly legs. I point to the futon. “Get on your hands and knees.”

      Her eyes widen, but she immediately does what she’s told. “Good girl,” I whisper against her neck as I drive my cock back inside her tight pussy. She lets out a gasp and grinds her ass against me in need.

      I won’t be able to last long like this; it feels too fucking good.

      I slam inside her over and over, her moaning rising again as she pushes back against my dick. I grab a handful of her hair, twisting my fingers around her red locks and pull back just enough that her pale throat is exposed. Sassy and argumentative on our date, but look at the way she unravels by giving up a little control. It’s a vulnerable side of her that I find sexy as hell.

      “Oh my god,” she whimpers. “Harder.”

      She gasps when I thrust harder, holding nothing back as I ram into her.

      “Kane, fuck.” Her voice hitches, and it’s music to my ears.

      “Yeah, you like that don’t you?”

      “Oh God, Kane!” she wails my name, and I release an animalistic growl in response.

      Her back stiffens, her fists clench, and another scream rips through her as she gives into the throes of her orgasm.

      I come with her scream still ringing in my ears.
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      What...what time is it?

      Sunlight filters between gray curtains into an unfamiliar bedroom. I’m lying in a sea of black sheets, except...my sheets are blue. I look over and see a mop of messy brown hair peeking out from the covers beside me.

      The night comes back to me in flashes of hazy images. Alcohol, weed, and... sex. Lots and lots of sex. On the futon, up against the fridge, bent over the washing machine, in this very bed. The stamina of this guy was insane, an insatiable fuckbot with a dick that refused to quit.

      My average Joe of average height and average build does not have an average dick. My cervix is going to be sore for a year. Also, he is in deceivingly good shape, not rocking a full on six pack, but he was definitely hiding a nice and lean body under those clothes.

      Was it stupid to bone on our first date? Definitely.

      Do I regret my decision? Not for a second.

      That was the hottest, most satisfying sex I’ve experienced in my entire life. I learned more about myself and my desires last night than in the culmination of all my sexual encounters.

      And Cody Black? He was a limp dick noodle compared to Kane.

      I release a happy sigh and feel a smile stretch across my face. I can’t believe how perfect last night was; I’ve never connected with someone so completely. It wasn’t just the sex either. He’s a total goofball like me, and I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard. He asked questions, actually listened, and we love all the same geeky stuff. Finally, someone I don’t have to explain my love of gaming to because he fucking gets it.

      If I was a simple girl, I might start believing in fairytale love again—but that would be the mind blowing orgasms from last night talking.

      Moving slowly, as not to wake him, I slip out from beneath the covers. I collect my clothing that’s scattered around the room and peek into the living room. When the coast is clear, I snatch my bra that’s hanging from a lamp and grab my panties that are tucked under the futon. After I use the restroom and get dressed, I look around a little—okay, let’s call it what it is—I’m snooping. My bare ass may have taken a tour of this place, but I wasn’t exactly paying attention.

      Between Kane’s and what I imagine is Leo’s bedroom, there’s a bookshelf with movies, video games, little figurines, picture frames, and books. I pick up a frame that has a smiling Kane next to who I imagine are his two brothers and parents. They’re a lovely looking family, and as much as I hate myself for it, I’m a little jealous. We’ve always had money and expensive toys, but we didn’t have happiness. Dad did his best when he was alive, but he was so concerned with helping others that his own family fell to the wayside. And then there’s Mom, controlling and manipulative, not an empathetic bone in her body.

      I would trade all the money in the world for what Kane has.

      I move to the corner of the room that is set up with a desk and a monster of a computer. No doubt in my mind that this is Kane’s gaming corner. There’s a headset hanging off a hook and double monitors propped up on the desk. Although everything looks used, possibly second hand, there’s not a speck of dust to be found. It’s obvious he puts a lot of care into his electronics. I grin when I see a Tactical Heart sticker on the side of his glowing computer tower. It’s a black heart with white crosshairs in the center. I have the exact one at home on my laptop.

      Kane’s bedroom door creaks open as he strolls into the living room in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs. In the light of the day, I get a better look at the tattoo I noticed last night on his chest; it’s some sort of logo with a scorpion tail in the middle. It looks strangely familiar...

      His face breaks into a surprised smile when he sees me. “Good Morning, Freckles.” He probably thought I snuck off in the middle of the night—but his dick damn near fucked me into a coma.

      “Morning.” I grin back.

      He looks me over. “Shame to see you back in clothes.”

      “Play your cards right, and I might fix that.” I wink.

      He squeezes his dick with a groan. “You’re gonna be the death of me, woman.” He crosses the room and wraps his arms around me.

      I lay my head on his chest, and he pulls me in tighter.

      We say nothing because we don’t have to. Being here, like two pieces of a puzzle, everything feels right. I’m always a ball of anxiety, jumping from one thing to the next with a million thoughts in my head. In this moment, everything is...quiet. I’ve never felt so comfortable, so relaxed, and all it took was being wrapped up in the arms of this stranger.

      I turn my head up, and he looks deep into my eyes with a curious expression.

      “This is kinda crazy, we just met, but...I really like you, Scarlett.”

      I bite my lip to hold back the giant grin that wants to take over my face. “I really like you too. Last night was…”

      “Perfect,” he whispers.

      I swallow hard and nod. It was hands down the best night of my life.

      Lifting my chin, he kisses me softly; there’s so much adoration in the way his thumb caresses my cheek that I feel tears pricking the back of my eyes. It’s been one night, one goddamn night, and every fiber in my body screams that I’m his.

      He steps back with a sheepish smile. “I’m gonna whip up some breakfast before you suck the remaining energy out of me.” He disappears into the kitchen, and I let my goofy smile reign free across my face.

      “That’s not the only thing I can suck again!” I call out, and something crashes to the floor. I giggle as he mutters something from the other room. “Hey, what’s that symbol on your chest? It looks really familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      I take a seat in his plush gamer chair and wait for him to respond. After a few minutes, he comes out with a mixing bowl. “Did you ever play the game Command and Conquer?”

      My eyes widen as I place the logo. “Oh my god, your name…”

      “Yep.” He nods. “My dad is a big gamer, and Kane was one of his favorite characters of all time. His other two favorites were Max Payne and Handsome Jack...sensing a pattern here?”

      I open my mouth to respond, but all that comes out is laughter. When I regain control, I look up into Kane’s amused expression. “How the hell did your dad get away with naming all of you after video game characters?”

      “You think Mom knew that’s where they came from? She was just excited he wanted to play a part in picking out our names.” He snickers as he returns to the kitchen.

      I dissolve into another fit of giggles. I love his dad, and I haven’t even met the guy yet.

      My elbow knocks into the mouse on the desk, and his monitors jump to life. The login screen to Tactical Heart is up, the username and password box are already plugged in, sitting and ready for Kane to hit enter. The smile dies on my lips as I read his username.

      My stomach rolls, and I have a sudden urge to vomit all over his keyboard.

      No.

      I blink once, twice, but the username doesn’t magically change.

      It stays the same, staring back at me. Mocking me.

      No.

      I call out in a shaky voice I don’t recognize. “You...you’re KarnageKing13?” I ask.

      Say no.

      Say someone else was logged on to your computer, don’t tell me it’s you please, please, pleas—

      “Yeah, that’s my toon on Tactical, why what’s up?” He comes around the corner whistling but stops dead in his tracks when he sees my face. I stand up slowly, my heart pounding in my chest. I clutch my stomach that continues to churn.

      “Scarlett, are you okay?” His brows knit with worry.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and count backward from ten before I speak.

      “I’m RedWyrm.”

      He shakes his head in confusion. “Wait. What? That’s not even…”

      “You heard me,” I spit, yanking open a desk drawer and grabbing a handful of ballpoint pens. “I. Am. Red. Wyrm.” I toss a pen at him and watch it bounce off his shoulder.

      His jaw clenches as his face hardens. “What the hell are you talking about, Scarlett?”

      I cross my arms and jut out my chin.

      He takes a step back, understanding rippling through his expression. “You’re...my gamesis?” His hand flies to the back of his neck. “You’re the person who’s been ganking me for the past two years? Making my life a living hell? Do you know how many times I wanted to quit? How miserable you’ve made TH for me?!” The blood drains from his face.

      Good. Get mad. Show me your true colors, the garbage human I know you to be.

      I throw another pen, this one smacks his chest before falling to the floor.

      “Damn right, I take you out any chance I get. Not once did I let myself forget or forgive what you did, so any free moment, I spend hunting you down.” I’m seething.

      This can’t be happening to me, not now, not with him.

      He throws out his hands. “What did I ever do to you? We just met for fuck’s sake!”

      I chuck another pen, but he snatches it out of the air. Pointing the pen at me, he snaps, “Will you stop attacking me, and just talk to me?”

      I square my shoulders to him. “Video games were my only solace when I was a fucking pariah at school.” I hate the pathetic wobble to my voice. “Four years ago, I met you in Tactical Heart, Karnage. Of course I had a different username back then. I didn’t know you from Adam, but your record was impressive, always at the top of the leaderboards, and I was excited when you picked me to team up for the first national Tactical Heart tournament. I spent months grinding for the best armor and weapons. I honed my skills, and for the first time, I felt good about something. My father’s body wasn’t even cold yet, everyone at school despised me, and I was a disappointment to dear ole mom. The tournament was the only thing keeping me afloat. Then it was the morning of the tournament. Do you remember what you did to me, Kane?” I ask, venom dripping from my tongue.

      His eyes widen with recognition. “You...you were ScarScion?”

      “In the flesh,” I mock, throwing his words from yesterday back in his face.

      He moves to the living room and drops to the futon. “Fuck.”

      “What did you do to me? I want to hear you say it.”

      He gulps, looking away in shame. “I threw you out of our team the day of the tournament.”

      “That’s right,” I spit. “What else?”

      He cringes at my words. “To make sure you didn’t report me to the officials I...I got your character banned with some bullshit story.” His eyes become glued to the floor. “I thought you were just some annoying girl.” He blanches. “I was just using you as a placeholder for my friend.”

      My blood boils as I’m transported back to that day. “That’s fucking right. I suppose your sexist comment yesterday should have tipped me off, but I guess I’m still the fool. You dropped me because I was a nobody, a girl, and then not only was I unable to compete, but my toon was fucking wiped out of the game, all that hard work was ripped out from beneath me. Deleted forever.”

      And a Mavis doesn’t just hold a grudge, we get even.

      “Scarlett, please listen. I was a senior in high school and thought I was hot shit. Four years ago—that isn’t who I am now. I didn’t care about anyone or anything except my idiotic friends and winning. I was an asshole, and you didn’t deserve to be treated like that. I’m so, so sorry.”

      I ignore his solemn tone, and his bullshit words and push forward. “Of course, when I did finally create my new character, the first thing I did was hunt you down and take you out. And then I did it the next day, and the next day after that. Each kill feeling a little better than the last. As soon as I saw that you also applied to compete for the EkoTek Internship, I started coming after you even harder. Stunting your progress, so you would choke during the competition.”

      He shakes his head in confusion. “Wait, you’re competing for the internship, too?”

      “Of course I am,” I snap. “To do the art and animation for one of the best gaming companies in the world? I would do anything to get my foot in the door at EkoTek.”

      “Scarlett, you don’t understand. I need that internship. I only have one more year of college, and I need to make sure I’m going to get a good job. Doesn’t your family have loads of money? I’m sure you can use some elite connections to get in, but I don’t have that luxury.” He scrubs a hand over his face in frustration.

      My eyes narrow as the truth comes out. “That’s what you think? I’m just some princess who gets everything she wants at the snap of her finger?”

      He groans and drops his face into his hands. “That’s not at all what I meant. Can’t we put this behind us? I know I was a dick, a major dick, but I’ve changed so much since then. Besides, it has been years since this shit; with all the torment you’ve caused me, I would say we’re even. We can both compete and still be... Fuck! I really like you, Freckles, please don’t end this over a stupid mistake from my past,” he begs.

      I let out a cold laugh as I pick up my purse from the floor and move to the door. “Oh, do you really like me?” My voice is rising, but I don’t care. I’ve waited so long to get this off my chest, and he’s going to listen to every damn word. I no longer see the sweet date from last night anymore, nor the guy who rocked my world. Through the red haze, all I see is my enemy, the guy who crushed me without a second thought. “Since you really like me, that should erase the humiliation, the years of trying to prove to myself that I’m just as good as any gamer who has a dick hanging between his legs,” I snarl.

      Anger flashes through his eyes. “Look, I was an asshole…I’m not denying that. But nobody can make you feel like shit about yourself except you, don’t put that on me. It was fucking forever ago, Scarlett. I grew up, I changed, why can’t you see that? Hunting me down in Tactical is equally as selfish and childish as what I did to you, isn’t it? I can say I’ve matured since then—but can you?”

      I grit my teeth in fury. Moving lightning fast, I stand before him and shove my middle finger in his face. “Why don’t you sit and spin?” I shout, almost foaming from the mouth with rage.

      His eyebrows pop up. “You need to calm your ass down, crazy.”

      I crack my neck from side to side. “Oh, you haven’t seen crazy yet.”

      He looks to the ceiling and exhales through his nose. “What the hell do you want from me? I apologized, but you seem to just want to hold onto your fucking grudge. Nothing I say is going to matter, so just leave.” He points to the door, and I flip my hair and stomp over to it.

      “Best suggestion you’ve had yet. You’re a selfish prick, Kane. Me and you? We. Are. Done. You’re my enemy, and I will win the competition, get that internship, and fucking crush you in the process.”

      “Hah!” he shouts, waving his hands wildly. “Bring it the fuck on!”

      I reach for the door handle, but it turns before my fingers touch it. I jump out of the way as it swings in, almost hitting me.

      Leo strides in, hands full of groceries. Distracted by juggling a case of beer with several plastic bags, he passes right by without noticing me.

      “Kane, buddy, there’s more in the car, help me out, won’t you?” He sets down the beer and claps him on the shoulder. “Oh, Julie told me that the date went great, so you definitely earned those video games. Just tell me which ones you want, and I’ll buy them next pay…” His voice trails off when he sees Kane wince and jerk his hand across his neck, motioning for him to cut it out. Leo’s head swivels to follow Kane’s line of sight, his mouth forming an “o” when he sees me.

      “Oh shit, Hey S—Scarlett,” Leo sputters.

      Kane takes a step forward, his face softening “Scarlett, I—”

      My chin trembles, but I refuse to let him see me cry. “You had to be bribed to go on a date with me?” I whisper.

      He grabs fistfuls of his hair as he opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.

      I swallow hard. “Class act all around, Karnage. Glad we finally met, you’re exactly how I always imagined you to be.”

      Trying to muster what’s left of my dignity, I swallow hard, stand tall, and slam the door behind me.
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      When the Uber drops me off at the arcade, I stalk to my car, kicking an empty can of cola that dares lay in my path. Thoughts buzz like a thousand bees in my head as I fire up the engine and rip out of the empty parking lot.

      Kane is Karnage.

      Karnage is Kane.

      Kane and Karnage are one in the same.

      No matter how many different ways the words form and reform in my head, the fact remains the same. The harsh truth sat right there, blinking on the monitor. Now all that’s left is for me to process like the calm and collected adult that I clearly am.

      Rolling up to the café, I order into the speaker box, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel until the car in front of me is gone. I force a smile at the freckled youth at the drive-thru window as he hands me a paper bag with my cookie dough cake pops.

      He smiles back and props himself up on his elbows. “Just waiting on your coffee, how are you doing this fine morning?”

      That fake smile was all I had left in my bag of sanity. Something inside me snaps as I dig inside the paper bag and yank out a cake pop.

      “Well, I just had the perfect date. And I mean fucking perfect; after a revolving carousel of men who hardly kept my interest, he was a nerdy beacon in the dark. And the sex?” A high pitched giggle emits from my throat. “The sex was transcendent, meet your maker magical, you hear? But it turns out that I banged the one fucking human on this earth who I loathe. The one person I imagine creative ways to mutilate in the dead of the night when I can’t sleep. That’s how my day is going—” I glance at his name tag. “Chuck.”

      My smile has stretched unnaturally wide, and my unblinking eyes remain trained on the barista. I open my clenched fist and feel bits of cake crumble into my lap.

      “I-uh. Well, that’s not,” he stammers, looking relieved when someone sticks a coffee into his hand. “Here’s your coffee and um here.” He turns quickly and snatches up another cake pop and offers them both out to me. “O—on the house.”

      As I reach out, I nod fiercely, blinking back tears as I cradle the treat and steaming coffee against my chest. “You’re a good man, Chuck. A good man,” I choke out, wiping away a line of snot with the back of my hand. His nervous smile is the last thing I see before I hit the gas and make my way home where I can have my mental breakdown in peace.

      With trembling hands, it takes me a few tries to get the key in the lock and open the door. For a split second, I’d considered going to Mom’s house where Julie would be when she got home from work. That idea washed away quickly with the image of my mother’s clasped hands and heavy sigh, her way of telling me how disappointed she is. Nessa should be in class for a few more hours at least; I’ll be able to wallow without her demanding to know every little detail of what happened. I don’t have the energy for that shit.

      Slamming the door shut behind me, I crawl into bed and yank the covers over my head. My nose is slammed with the lingering scent of weed and cologne. With a strangled yelp, I burst out of the covers and strip down to my underwear, tossing the tainted clothes into my hamper. With my knee on the mattress, prepped for my Olympian dive back into the sheets, I give a furtive glance back to my desk. Stomping over, I yank open the last drawer, jiggling the handle until it falls completely out of its slot. Dumping out the pencils and random junk to the carpet, I slide my nail along the inside edge until the false bottom pops up. Holding the drawer like a baby in my arms, I take it back to bed with me.

      Gently, I remove the long purple box from inside the hidden compartment and tear off the letter glued to the top.

      
        
        Scarlett,

      

        

      
        It’s you…Scarlett. There’s only one reason you would be opening this box right now. Shit has gone sideways, your world is crumbling, or the period cramps be strong. At this point in time, I’m betting it’s something the Momster did. She can be a right bitch, can’t she? Anyway, I’m here to remind you that this shit was expensive. Only to be used in a DIRE EMERGENCY. So bitch, you better be crying or dying. Oh um, I’m not good at this shit but...sorry? And feel better and stuff. Ooh, if somebody cheated on us again, kill them! I vote for murder, you know Jules will help you bury the body—she owes you. Okay, well, enjoy and don’t forget to replace it for the next time we might need it. Kisses for my bitches.

      

        

      
        XOXO, Past you.

      

      

      I roll my eyes at, well, myself, and toss the letter to the side. As I remove the lid with elegant gold writing, I can almost hear a symphony of angels as I’m presented with row after row of smooth chocolate. Nestled in their beds, my eyes devour one exotic truffle at a time until I’m salivating. My prized treasure, French gourmet chocolate, that melts on your tongue in an explosion of flavor. I would say it’s better than sex, but that’s before I met…

      With a whimper of pity, I snatch up a red dusted truffle and pop it into my mouth. I lay back against my pillow and let the delicious taste of raspberry flavored chocolate chase away all thoughts of him. I tug the blanket back over my head, and in my little fort, nothing bad can reach me. It’s just me and the chocolate I spent a small fortune on to have shipped to me overseas.

      After I open the Spotify app and hit play on my favorite My Chemical Romance album, I lose all sense of time. The haunting voice of Gerard Way lulls me into a false sense of security, and I find myself blinking long and slow. Memories I thought were good and locked away come rushing back like they just happened.

      

      “Scarlett, what on earth do you think you’re doing?”

      I took a deep breath and slowly turned to face her. Her puffy face was mostly hidden by a black shroud, but I could still see her mouth set in a deep frown.

      “What?” I snapped, although I knew exactly why she was upset.

      “I put out a beautiful dress on your bed, go change right this instant.”

      Nails bit into my palm as I clenched my fist. “Do you really think Dad would give a shit if I’m in a dress or not?”

      The visible part of her face paled. “You will not speak to me that way. Go put on the dress. Now.”

      Tears filled my eyes for the tenth time since I’d rolled myself out of bed. Looking down, I traced my finger along the dragon on my chest. “Dad brought me this shirt the last time he came home.” There was a wobble to my voice that I hated. It showed weakness.

      Mother’s jaw clenched, but her lips didn’t part. She knocked past me and out the door without another word. A small victory that I took no pleasure in. Not that day.

      The funeral went by in a swirl of tears and black material. Julie clung to me the entire time, as if when she wasn’t touching me, I might fade away before her eyes.

      When we finally got home, I locked myself in my room and went directly to my computer. I tugged on my headset and cranked up angry music that seemed to beat to the rhythm of my pain. Logging into Tactical Heart, the first hint of a smile played on my chapped lips.

      The big tournament was tomorrow, and I had been putting every free second of my day into getting stronger. I couldn’t believe when I was asked onto a team with such impressive players. There was no way I was going to be a burden to them; I was going to blow them away with my new skills and weapons. No way we wouldn’t win.

      A little alert in my chat log told me that KarnageKing13 was now online. I tugged on a loose strand of hair as I thought about the player who had invited me to the group. I’d only heard him once over voice chat, but he definitely sounded my age. Okay, maybe he sounded gorgeous, too, but it’s not like I had any idea what he looked like. It was a silly little crush, nothing else. A small distraction from the nightmare of school and the death of the one person who wasn’t constantly trying to change me. The only person who accepted I was different and loved me all the more for it.

      Tears dripped onto my keyboard, and with a huff of annoyance, I wiped them away. A soft ding came from my computer, and I saw I had a new message. My heart stopped when I realized it was from Karnage. I figured he just wanted to ask if I was ready for tomorrow. I couldn’t wait to impress him with how much I’d powered up.

      I clicked on his blinking name, and the message popped up in the middle of the screen.

      
        
        KarnageKing13: We found someone else to take your spot. No hard feelings, but we’re here to win.

      

      

      I read the words over and over, not comprehending. Not wanting to believe.

      
        
        ScarScion: No, you don’t understand. I’m so much better now. I have been on the top one-hundred board for weeks now. I can do this.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: C’mon. You’re just a chick, your skills are weak as shit. We need a real gamer on the team. Unfortunately, I can’t have you going and crying to the officials. I’ve reported you for misconduct and hateful language—crazy how easy that shit is to fake. Nothing personal, kid, I just can’t lose.

      

        

      
        ScarScion: You can’t do this to me. I just reached max level. If I’m banned, they will wipe it all. I’ll lose all my experience, gear, weapons, gold—I will lose everything. Please, I’ll drop out but don’t get me banned.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Too late.

      

        

      
        ScarScion: Why...why did you do this to me?

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Because I can.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13 has logged out.

      

      

      

      Just like that, he was gone. Karnage was gone. The tournament was gone. My Dad was gone. Only three hours later, I got the notification that my account was banned, and ScarScion was gone too.

      I slipped into bed, wrapped myself under the covers, and cried until I passed out.

      

      I hiss and cover my eyes when light blasts me from every direction, dragging me out of the tortuous memory.

      “Scarlett?” Nessa’s shrill voice pierces me to the bone.

      “I was napping here,” I snap, trying to pull the blanket back up, but she has a strong grip on it.

      “Scar, seriously—oh my god is that shit? Did you shit yourself?” she shrieks, dropping the blanket and taking a quick step back.

      Looking down, I see chocolate smeared across my stomach and in my hand. I must have started to fall asleep and the truffle melted from my body heat.

      “Ugh.” I groan. “What a waste.” When I look back up at my roommate, her lip is still curled in disgust. “Oh calm your tits, it’s just chocolate.”

      Her eyes narrow in suspicion. “What chocolate?” Before I can say anything, her eyes lock onto the empty slot in my desk where a certain drawer used to be. “Oh god, this is serious.” Turning away, her fingers fly across the screen of her phone.

      “No. C’mon, don’t do that. I’m fine. Everything is fine, see.” I try to smile, but whatever she sees doesn’t seem to reassure her.

      Her head tilts as if she’s listening for something. Her eyes widen and snap to mine. “Emo music?!” she gasps.

      Shit. I slap my phone until the depressing song finally shuts off. “I didn’t put that on; it must have been on shuffle or something,” I explain.

      Ignoring me, she holds the phone up to her ear. “Julie? Hey, I need you to come over.”

      “I’m fine!” I shout, hoping my sister will hear. Nessa shoots me a look and moves farther across the room.

      “Yeah, she took out the weird French chocolate,” Nessa whispers into the phone like I can’t hear her clear as day. “Okay, thanks. Yeah, I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      I roll my eyes and glare over at her. “Really? Running to my sister?”

      She regards me like a caged tiger, fearful eyes but a gentle tone. “Honey, do you wanna talk about what happened?”

      I turn my face into the pillow and release a muffled scream. “I said I was fine. Nothing happened. I was just in the mood for a little chocolate. Is that a fucking crime?!” I screech.

      After giving me a sympathetic look that makes me want to throw something at her face, Nessa stretches out on her bed and turns on her side to regard me. “I’m here when you’re ready to talk.” She tugs a magazine off her nightstand and starts flipping through it, occasionally looking up to give me a worried look.

      Jules must have been speeding because she barges through the door in record time. Crawling onto my bed, she carefully nudges the box of truffles just out of reach and sits crossed legged beside me.

      “Last time we talked, you were going over to Kane’s place. You seemed really happy, so what happened between then and now?” Her hand flies to her mouth before I can utter a syllable. “Oh my god! Did he hurt you?” she asks softly.

      Nessa is on her feet in an instant, brown eyes bulging out of her head. “Pero y que se cree el atrevido ese! If that little bitch even as much as laid a hand on you I swear to God. And after I kill him lo pico en pedazos and feed him to the worms!” She paces the room, arms flailing in anger.

      When she runs out of breath, Julie nods in agreement and points her thumb at my roommate. “What she said.”

      I give her a droll look. “You don’t even know what she said.”

      “I caught the important bits.”

      I roll my eyes and give them both a pointed look. “He did not hurt me.” Looking away, I blink back a traitorous tear. “Not physically, anyways.”

      “Sis, just tell us. Let us be here for you.”

      My shoulders slump, not because I give in to the sugar-coated tone of Julie’s voice, but because if I don’t tell them, they will never leave me alone.

      I relay the events of this morning and am faced with opposite reactions. Julie’s hand crashes over her mouth and tears fill her eyes. My roommate’s eyebrow raises quizzically as she opens her mouth to ask a question but after a second snaps it back closed.

      I find myself locked in a hug, little arms crushing against my ribs. When Julie speaks, her voice is muffled by my hair. “God, I remember that. It was the day of Daddy’s funeral. You didn’t come out of your room for a month. I can’t believe that was Kane, I mean the odds alone—I’m so sorry.”

      Grunting my way out of her embrace, my hand is lifted and placed between Nessa’s. “I’m not going to pretend I understood most of that. But I know about losing a papa and how painful that is. This boy cut your heart when your heart was already bleeding, and I’m so sorry, mi amor.”

      I give them both a grateful smile that morphs into a weak laugh. “This is pathetic. It happened eons ago, and I’m still such a wreck about it.”

      “You meet this perfect guy just to find out he was a key player in one of the worst days of your life. Anybody would be a mess.” Julie’s hand reaches out to brush away a strand of hair from my face.

      “I’m still down to help you kill him,” Nessa pipes up from my right.

      “Not necessary. I’m just going to put Kane Decker in my mental box of ‘terrible mistakes’ and pray to the college gods that I never have a class with him. Who cares that it was the best date of my life or that he gave me mind blowing orgasms. I don’t even like this stupid dragon ring he got me. It’s stupid. Don’t care, don’t need him. Nope. Once a garbage human, always a garbage human.”

      A sympathetic look passes between my sister and Nessa.

      “Fuck this!” I growl. “Give me back the damn chocolate.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

          Kane

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks.

      It’s been two weeks since I had the best and the worst date of my life.

      Scarlett refuses to return my calls, and even Julie glares at me in passing. The only interaction I get with her now is through Tactical Heart, and she’s not exactly passive about her feelings toward me. Her attacks have gotten more frequent and much more vicious. It’s to the point that I try to only log in during times I know she’s in class, and for those few hours a day, I can practice for the big EkoTek competition without dying every twenty minutes.

      The competition!

      I almost forgot that early this morning they would have posted the list of who made it to the finals. I open a browser on my computer and hold my breath as I wait for their website to load. A list of names pops up on the screen, and I scroll down till I see what I’m looking for—KarnageKing13. In exactly two months, I will be competing for the EkoTek paid internship.

      I whoop and pump my fist in the air. Finally, some good news after a shitastic week.

      After hesitating, I continue scrolling until I see another familiar username.

      RedWyrm.

      Against all sense, I smile at the screen in pride. Thatta girl.

      My smile melts quickly as I realize what this means. I’m going to have to do a lot more game training if I’m ever going to hope to beat her. Scarlett’s in-game reflexes are uncanny: she’s smart and makes quick tactical decisions like a pro. These past few years, she’s been fueled by her hate for me, so honestly, she should be thanking me for pushing her to be a total badass.

      Somehow I don’t think she’s going to see it that way.

      A small part of me, the part that remembers Scarlett before she started chucking pens at my face, wants her to win the competition and have her dreams come true.

      But the sane part of me that has endured years of bullshit from her dark alter ego, RedWyrm, refuses to roll over and play dead. I need the money, so I can help pay for my tuition next year, and I need to get my foot in the door with EkoTek so that I will never have to worry about money again. Once I’m a big shot game designer working for one of the biggest companies in the world, my family will never hurt for money again.

      I have to win this, and no scrawny, hotheaded gamer chick is going to get in my way. She wants us to be enemies? Fine.

      Perfect.

      I check my watch, ten minutes ago she would have started her math class.

      I load up the game, more determined than ever. I have a lot of work to do if I’m going to get strong enough to whoop her ass.
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      I click out of the game as I hear a key turning in the front door lock. I check my watch; sure enough, Leo got off of work about twenty minutes ago. Good, I’m fucking starving.

      When the door opens, he’s wearing a strange smile as he struts inside.

      “What’s going on, man?” I ask as he moves around the living room whistling a happy tune. He drops his laptop case off in his room and takes a seat on the futon.

      “I gotta tell you something.” His knee bounces nervously as he stares at me with wide eyes.

      “You’ve got some seriously weird energy going on,” I tell him with a laugh as I move to join him in the living room. “What’s going on? You get road head on the way here or something?”

      He shakes his head and pulls out a small jewelry box from his pocket.

      I cock my head as I stare at it. “Is that what I think it is?”

      He nods. “Yeah, it is.”

      “Well, shouldn’t you be getting on one knee then?” I bat my eyes seductively and pretend to flip my hair with a nervous giggle.

      He punches my shoulder. “Shut up.” He laughs. “This is serious man. Am I fucking crazy?”

      I face my palms to the ceiling and shrug. “Maybe? You guys are both pretty young still...”

      He gives me a pinched expression. “Not exactly what I was hoping to hear.”

      “You didn’t let me finish. I was going to add, but you’re both crazy about each other and have been together since high school. So, if that’s what you really want...why the hell not?”

      He rockets to his feet. “I’m gonna ask her tonight. I’m nervous as hell, man, I love her so much.” He paces the living room as he passes the ring box back and forth between his hands.

      I laugh. “Dude, you gotta relax. You know she’s gonna say yes.”

      He runs a hand through his crew cut and looks over at me. “If she does say yes, we probably will wait a while to have the wedding, considering I’m broke as hell, but I would really like you to be my best man.”

      I’m taken aback; I can’t have heard him right. “Wait, what? I’m honored, of course, but you have like a million friends, why would you pick me?”

      “Yeah, I have a bunch of friends who only care about getting the most one night stands in a week or getting so trashed they can’t remember what happened the night before. It’s you who’s helped me study for hard tests, who brought me soup when I was sick, and listened to me vent when I had fights with Julie. You want to know what they said when I told them I was thinking about asking her to marry me? They called me pussy whipped and tried to get me to cheat on her. Said I needed to make sure I knew what I was gonna be missing out on. I don’t know why it took me so long to see it, but you’re my only real friend, my best friend, man.”

      “Well, to be fair to your meathead friends...you are pussy whipped.” This time I know it’s coming and dodge his punch. He bursts into laughter as I spin gracefully out of his reach.

      “C’mon, jackass. Will you do it or not?”

      I pretend to think it over. “Can I wear a hot pink suit?”

      “No.”

      “What about a gem studded speedo?”

      He rolls his eyes. “No, asshole.”

      I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “Fine...buck ass naked, last offer.” He looks at me, completely unamused. “Shame. I suppose...I can still make it work.” I grin. He claps my shoulder in excitement.

      “Hell yeah! Holy shit, I’m gonna ask Julie to marry me…” He starts pacing again, listing off what he still needs to do to get ready for tonight. I’ve never seen him so excited, and although I’m incredibly happy for him, a small part of me can’t help but be jealous.

      He drops back beside me, suddenly serious. “Dude, I spaced that you and Scarlett are on the outs. If it’s gonna be awkward as hell for you, I totally understand.”

      Scarlett.

      Just hearing her name throws me into a tailspin. My blood simmers as her face swims before my eyes. Psycho redhead with her violent tendencies and... perfect body.

      God, did she look so good naked, writhing as I...

      No. Stop.

      Fuck, this girl is in my head.

      I shake it off. “Nah man, don’t worry about it. We’re both adults and can handle being in the same room. Besides, it will give me a chance to make nice or whatever. We can be civil at the very least.”

      Leo averts his gaze, his lips pursed together.

      “Just spit it out.” I sigh.

      “When I started dating Julie in high school, Scarlett loathed me. In her eyes, I had taken her sister away from her, and I was the enemy. It wasn’t until recently that she finally warmed up and gave me a chance. For the longest time, she hated me, and I didn’t do anything but date her sister. From what you told me, you not only humiliated her, but screwed her out of something really important...I’m not saying she’s going to hate your guts forever, but yeah, she’s going to hate your guts forever.”

      “Too fucking bad,” I retort. “She’s just gonna have to get over it and play nice for a while.”

      “Your best bet is to lay low and not give her any more reasons to kill you.”

      I groan. “You know what the worst part is? Before everything went sideways, we were having this perfect date. She was everything I ever wanted in a girl and more. The sex? Don’t even get me started man, she was a wildcat. How the hell did everything get so messed up?”

      “For starters, you were clearly an asshole teenager.” I glare, and he laughs. “I’m just sayin’. Okay, you’re really mellowing my high right now. I gotta go get changed for tonight. Wish me luck.” He claps my shoulder and heads to his room.

      I lean back and rub my face.

      What the hell am I gonna do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

          Scarlett

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I cackle as I take him out again from where I’m perched high in a tree. This new SkelleSniper I looted from a boss is seriously OP. The barrel of the gun is a skull and the jaw opens every time a bullet passes through. I smile wickedly when Kane’s toon respawns1, he’s looking in every direction to try and figure out where I am.

      After a few minutes, a red potion appears in his hand; as he drinks, his health bar replenishes. As soon as he recovers all his HP2, I hit a button on my controller, and my vision switches to the sniper scope. When the crosshairs are lined up perfectly between his eyes, I pull the trigger.

      Once again, his body drops lifelessly to the ground. “HEAD SHOT!” I screech as I toss a handful of skittles at the screen. Getting to my feet, I shake my hips and perform an unladylike victory dance. “Take that you dick sneeze!” I spin around and bend over my chair, twerking at the screen in my spandex underwear.

      There’s muffled voices just outside the door. I flip around and plant my ass in the chair, kick my feet up on the bed, and act casual. The door swings open and Nessa floats in like she’s on cloud nine. Closing the door behind her, she leans against it with a dreamy look in her eyes.

      “I just bumped into Noah Williams in the hall, esta bien bueno.” She sighs as she fans herself. “I definitely call dibs on him, so don’t even think about it, pendeja.” She marches over to our shared whiteboard, and in the only free spot, she writes “#NoahisNessas.” It’s the last hashtag underneath a list of about thirty other similar hashtags. My favorite would have to be “#Mr.DarcyisNessas.” We both read Pride and Prejudice for a lit assignment, and she decided to claim him as her top broody book boyfriend.

      The greedy bitch has not only claimed half the Alpha Phi fraternity but also my favorite fictional character.

      I raise my eyebrow. “Didn’t you have sex with Noah a few months ago?”

      She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “As if I could ever forget being pinned underneath that delicious piece of—” Her hand flies to her forehead. “Holy shit, you’re right.” She pauses and then giggles. “Oh well, he’s still mine.” She takes a few more steps into our shared dorm but stops when she gets a better look at me.

      Her gaze drops to the giant bowl of candy wedged between my thighs, the skittles littered in a circle around me, and back up to the giant knot of hair on my head.

      “What’s uh...” Her finger points to me and my sugary mess. “What’s this? What’s happening here?”

      “Nothing,” I snap.

      Her arms cross. “Really? Nothing? Is that why there’s a lollipop stuck to the side of your head, Scar?”

      I reach up and feel the sticky candy nestled in my rat’s nest. After a few tugs, it pops out, taking a few strands of my hair with it. “I was saving it for later.” I shrug, trying to turn the chair and face away from her knowing stare.

      Her arm snakes out as she spins me back to face her. “I thought you were moving past this. Why don’t you just talk to him?”

      “Why? He’s an asshole, and I’ve got better things to do with my life.”

      “Like refuse to shower and fatten yourself up with buckets of candy?”

      I glare at her. “No. Like get revenge and beat his ass in the competition.”

      She straightens with a sigh. “Trust me when I say that I love vengeful bitch Scarlett—she’s a hell of a lot more fun to party with but...now, it’s just getting sad. This isn’t you, and I miss the old bubbly geek Scarlett. I really think you should just try and talk to him. Don’t forget I heard you on the phone that night. I know how much you liked him.”

      I shake my head fiercely from side to side. “Never.”

      “You’re so fucking stubborn. Will you at least chill with the sweets and revenge? It’s unhealthy.” Her voice lowers as she turns away. “Pareses una jodia loca…”

      “I know what loca means in Spanish, you slut.”

      She grins over at me as she stretches out like a cat on her bed. “Go out with me tonight. Trade your suckers for jello shots, and we can have a girl’s night.”

      “Can’t, Julie said I have to come over tonight. She has something she needs to tell me before our beloved family dinner.” Since mother insisted she pay for my tuition and expenses so that I could focus on my studies, there were a few strings attached. One being that once a week I have to come home for a family dinner. It wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t spend the hour and a half picking apart my life choices and making me feel like a steaming pile of garbage.

      Nessa perks up. “Ooh, think she got knocked up?”

      I groan. “I sure as hell hope not.”

      “Well, make sure you text me with the gossip. Okay, I’m putting my headphones in to study. Love you, bitch. I’m here if you need me, okay?”

      I nod and swivel back toward my game. Karnage is nowhere in sight in the game, and for the first time in weeks, I don’t have the desire to hunt him down. Maybe Nessa is right; I need to just put him out of my head and stop with my vengeance kick. The ultimate revenge will be when I take him out in the competition and become the newest intern at EkoTek.

      Until then, he doesn’t exist. I won’t think about him, I won’t off him in Tactical Heart, and I won’t breathe the same air as him. I’ve gone this long without seeing him on campus, so the next two years should be no problem.

      I slide the neon pink headset over my ears and pick up the controller. If I’m going to win, I need to be focused and ready.

      And I will win.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The leather couch squeaks underneath me as I reposition myself. Mother Dearest sits across from me sipping a cup of chamomile tea. Dinner won’t be ready for another half hour, but Julie asked me to get here early.

      Except, Julie isn’t here yet.

      So it’s just me, mom, and a room full of awkward, tension filled silence. When the front door opens, I jump up in excitement. “Thank god,” I mutter as I pull Julie into a crushing embrace.

      She laughs and pulls away. “Hey, remember that thing you wanted to show me in your old room?” she asks with an excited sparkle in her eye.

      I know my sister, whatever this news is, it’s big.

      “Oh, yeah. Mom, we’ll be back in a few,” I tell her over my shoulder as we walk down the hall.

      “Dinner will be served at six sharp,” she calls back.

      With her back to Mom, Julie rolls her eyes with a smile and drags me into the bedroom. Jumping on my bed, she folds her legs underneath her and pats the blanket for me to sit across from her.

      She’s physically trembling with excitement.

      “Oh my god, just tell me already!”

      “Close your eyes,” she demands.

      “Jules…”

      “Just do it!”

      I close my eyes until she tells me to open them. When I do, she’s holding out her left hand and on her ring finger sits a small diamond ring. I grab her hand and yank it closer to get a better look.

      “Holy shit! That’s an engagement ring.” I gasp.

      I lift my gaze to find her watching me nervously. Instead of shouting, which would cause Mom to come barging in, I whisper instead, “You’re getting married, baby sis?!”

      “I’m getting married!” she whisper yells back.

      I bounce up and down on the mattress and clap my hands in excitement. “How did he do it? Tell me everything!”

      She beams as she recounts the events of last night. “He took me to dinner, a real fancy place but said he just wanted to celebrate passing his last final. Afterwards, he asked me to take a walk with him through that beautiful park, Hillside. When we got to the pond, he gave me feed for the ducks; he knows how much I love them. When I turned around to get more, he was down on one knee! The sun was setting; it was just perfect.” Happy tears start rolling down her cheeks. “I know there’s a million reasons why I should have said no. I could have told him to wait until he was out of school, or until Mom gave me her approval, but all I could think about was how much I wanted to be his wife.”

      I pull her into my arms and feel my eyes start to mist up as well. “Let me handle her. If this is what you want, then to hell with everyone else. You guys have been in love since you were kids, and I know I was slow to warm to him, but Leo has always treated you like a queen. I am so happy for you both.”

      She pulls away and nods tearfully. “Of course, we’ll move in together before the wedding, you know, trial run or whatever ‘cause I’m not totally naive. But still, Mom is gonna be so mad, Scar, I’m terrified to tell her.”

      I’ve always been a stubborn, headstrong child. Julie grew up watching me get berated every step of the way, and so she took the easier path—obedience. Not that I blame her; if I was smarter, I would have done the same.

      When Mom told her to jump, she asked how high. When she told her to join the family marketing business right out of high school, Jules asked for directions to her office. There’s been a few small things she would stand her ground on, but nothing like this. Mom has a strict “plan for success” and getting engaged at nineteen is definitely not on it.

      “Are you gonna tell her tonight at dinner?”

      She nods slowly. “Yeah, no way I can keep this a secret.”

      “Not to save your life.” I laugh. “Can’t believe you’re getting married before me.” The reality of the situation is starting to settle. She’s so young, but she and Leo have always been perfect for one another. Even when I selfishly hated him, I could see it.

      Without warning, Julie’s hand flies to her mouth. “I’m such a bitch. Here you’ve been going through this awful thing with Kane and now I’m throwing my happiness in your face.”

      “Oh, don’t you dare do that. Honestly, I’m fine,” I lie.

      She gives me her favorite “oh really?” look as she pulls out her phone and shoves it in my face. It’s a picture of me crying on my bed surrounded by candy wrappers. The Notebook is on in the background; I can tell because sexy Ryan Gosling is dripping wet on the screen.

      “Ugh. Fucking Nessa, that traitor.”

      “So you want to try that again?”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, I’ve been a little bit of a mess. I’ve hated this faceless person for so long, and then there was Kane and he was amazing but...now those two people are one, and it has, admittedly, fucked with my head and my heart.” I sigh.

      She nods with a sympathetic pout. “I love you babe, but you hold a grudge like a dog with a bone. Remember you guys were so young when that happened; he was just a kid who made a dumb mistake.”

      My response is full of venom. “Yeah, well, he wasn’t a “kid” when he swapped a date with me for video games.” She snorts, and I glare at her. “It’s not fucking funny!”

      “I mean...it’s kinda funny.” She giggles. “In the way that you guys are totally perfect for each other because I’m pretty sure I’ve bribed you with that same exact thing.”

      I flip her off, but she only laughs harder. “What about the competition? Am I supposed to swoon and let him walk over my corpse in the game, so he can win? No. I’m going into this with no emotions. I will not pass up the opportunity of a lifetime for some boy,” I scoff.

      Her smile fades away as she reaches for my hand. “What if he’s the one?”

      “What if he’s not?” I shoot back.

      She pulls me into another hug and squeezes me tight. “I’m sorry your date was such a disaster. If you want to hate him, I’ll respect that, but there is something you should know…”

      “Okay, well that’s not a good face,” I say slowly.

      “He’s kinda going to be Leo’s best man. Kane might not be completely avoidable.”

      I let my head drop with a groan. “Son of a bitch.” I pop back up with an evil smile. “Okay, I’m good and fired up right now, let’s go have dinner, so I can let loose when Momster gets nasty.”

      Julie laughs and loops her arm with mine as we stand up. “I love you, Scar.”

      “Love you, too, sis. Let’s go dine with the Devil, shall we?”
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      Mmmmm...

      I wake to the delicious aroma of bacon and quickly throw on a pair of sweatpants. Leo never cooks breakfast, but he’s been in an annoyingly good mood since Julie accepted his proposal. It’s hard to mope when your roommate goes around the house skipping and whistling like a fool, but a hot breakfast is something I can get behind.

      Jogging out of my room, I head to the kitchen and spot shoulder length strawberry blonde hair. That’s definitely not my roommate.

      “Good morning, how do you like your eggs?” Julie asks, brightening as she sees me.

      I groan inwardly; I should have known it would be her. Ever since her mom freaked out about the engagement last week, she’s been staying here. I was fine only having to see her every once in a while, but now everywhere I turn, she’s there. At least she stopped giving me dirty looks.

      For the past few days, I’ve been hiding out in my room, hoping one day I’ll wake up and she’ll magically be gone. But they’re engaged now, so if anyone is going to be asked to leave...it will be me.

      “Ah, no thanks.” I spin on my heels to head back to my room.

      “Wait!” I turn with a raised eyebrow. “Look, I know I was a little salty toward you after the whole Scarlett thing, and I know you’ve never liked me much to begin with, and I’m totally invading your space, but please...let me make you breakfast. It’s the least I can do.”

      Crap, I was not nearly as subtle with my dislike as I thought.

      “Julie, it’s not that I don’t like you…”

      She waves the spatula in her hand. “Stop, I’m not stupid. Just sit okay?”

      If I’m as honest as Leo was, he’s the only real friend I have too. The last thing I want is to ruin that friendship because I can’t get along with his soon-to-be wife. Time to play nice.

      I take a seat at the small dining room table; it’s not long before Julie has set down two plates piled with scrambled eggs, bacon, and hash browns.

      “This looks amazing.” I bite into a piece of bacon and moan happily. Bacon is magic.

      She grins. “Glad you approve. Leo had a class this morning so that means more for us.”

      It’s not until our plates are cleared that I find the nerve to speak up.

      “About what you said earlier…” I start.

      She sets down her fork with a sigh. “You don’t like me, and I get it. We have zero in common, and admittedly, I’m a little high maintenance. Now I’ve come into your space, and it probably feels like you’re being pushed out.”

      I’m at a loss for words. She nailed it right on the head.

      She laughs at my expression of disbelief. “I may be a dumb blonde, but I’m an observant dumb blonde. Look, I’m going to tell you a few things, not just because I want you to understand me a little better, but also because you might learn a thing or two about my sister.”

      “What makes you think I want to know anything about Scarlett?” I scoff.

      She snickers. “Who do you think you’re fooling?”

      I roll my eyes but wave her to keep talking.

      “Our mother built her marketing company from the ground up. She not only became wildly successful but looked damn good doing it. She graduated at the top of her class, married a successful doctor, and life as she knew it was perfect. Then she had Scarlett, a beautiful little girl who she expected to obediently follow in her perfect footsteps.”

      I shake my head. “Yeah, I think I know how that story ends.”

      Obedient is the last thing I would call Scarlett, unless you count the time I had her pinned over the...shit, why does that keep happening?

      “You may know how the story ends, but not the battle that was waged every day in our house. When our dad died, it got worse. Mom couldn’t understand why Scarlett dressed the way she did, why she focused on her games and her art, why she refused to get her nails done or go to the salon. My sister was determined to be her own person, to follow her own dreams, and my mother took it as a personal affront. I grew up watching the way Scarlett was ridiculed and scorned for being her own person. I desperately wanted to have the same free spirit my sister did, but I wasn’t as brave. That and Scarlett was always Daddy’s favorite, so I craved my mother’s approval. I made myself perfect for her, and as soon as I got out of high school, I began training to someday take over the family company.”

      I whistle. Scarlett mentioned her family was a little dysfunctional, but I never imagined this…

      She continues, “Don’t give me that look. I don’t want your pity and neither does Scarlett. There were still good times, and we were loved the best way my mother knew how. But with Leo, I’ve never felt the need to be perfect, slowly but surely, I’m learning to accept my imperfections and release the reins. He’s who’s given me the strength to finally do something that is for me, and only me. My mother is gonna throw her tantrum, but I’m going to marry him because even though he’s not a doctor or a lawyer, I love that man with all my heart. I plan on being in his life forever, so I guess I’m just trying to say that I would really love if we could try to become friends.” She blinks back tears.

      I nod slowly as I digest her words. “I wrote you off without ever giving you a chance, and I’m sorry. Leo is a great guy, and I’m lucky to have him as a friend. Let’s try this again, shall we?” I take a deep breath and smile wide. “Hi Julie, I’m Leo’s roommate, Kane Decker.”

      I hold out my hand, and she shakes it with a giggle. “Hi Kane. It’s really nice to meet you.”

      I cup my chin and pretend to think. “You know, Julie, we just met, but I sense that you have this badass free spirit, and I would love to be friends with you.”

      Her eyes sparkle with more tears. “I would like that,” she whispers.

      Time to be the even bigger man. “I also sense you have a sister who I should try to make peace with—for everyone’s sake. Think maybe that’s something you could help me with?”

      A wicked little smirk crosses her face.

      “Oh, I’m positive I can get you in the same room with her. I wasn’t planning on a party for the engagement, but now I’m thinking we might just need one...”
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      My jaw drops as I park in front of the massive house. I knew they were rich, but hot damn, this place is fit for royalty. I can’t believe I took Scarlett back to our shit hole when this is the kind of digs she’s accustomed to.

      It’s been exactly one month since my date with Scarlett, and now, thanks to Julie, I have an excuse to be around her. Tonight is Leo and Julie’s big engagement party; apparently their mother has calmed down a bit and agreed to let them host it at the house.

      Fortunately, tomorrow the EkoTek convention is in town, so at least when Scarlett shoots me down again, I’ll have something to look forward to.

      Getting out of the car, I fix my tie and take a deep breath.

      Here goes nothing.

      I’m welcomed into the house by a bubbly Julie who takes me by the arm and gives me a short tour of the house. Since our talk last week, we’ve become something akin to friends. After breakfast, we hung out the rest of the day, chatting and watching movies. The girl can throw back shots like a champ and is the only person I’ve met who can whoop my ass on Dance Dance Revolution.

      Before leaving to entertain her other guests, Julie nods her head toward the backyard and winks. I mouth a “thank you” and head to the sliding door. I pause when I hear hushed voices to my left.

      Not feeling particularly good about myself for being a snoop, I stop to listen.

      “Oh dear, this just won’t do.”

      “I have given them everything, and this is how they repay me? My sweet husband must be rolling over in his grave.”

      That has to be Scarlett’s mom.

      “The foolish dear must have gotten herself knocked up, how tragic.”

      “Not my Julie. She’s just been spending too much time with her defiant sister, thinking she can do whatever the hell she wants with no consequences.”

      “Scarlett has been a horrid influence.”

      “Trust me, Margarie, I know. What on earth can I do but play along now? I won’t be made a laughing stock...”

      I step away slowly, a conversation I was never supposed to hear tumbling around in my head. Wow, just...wow. It was one thing to hear about their mom, but another thing completely to hear the way she spoke about her own daughters. It’s a kick in the gut, especially when I compare her to my own mother. We didn’t have money, but we had a whole lot of love and that’s not something I would have changed for the world.

      Sliding open the door, I step onto the wooden back patio. I spot Scarlett right away beneath a giant oak tree, but she’s not alone. There’s a lumbering guy standing too close to her for my comfort. He screams rich asshole from his giant gold watch to his designer suit. I walk along the house, staying in the shadows, until I can hear their conversation.

      For the second time this evening, I eavesdrop like a creep.

      “Baby, you know they didn’t mean anything. Stop playing these games and just come back to me.” His sleazy voice makes me want to throat punch him. I hold my breath for her response, please don’t fall for that shit.

      “You’re a pig,” she snarls back, and my heart soars.

      You fucking tell that asshole.

      He takes a step closer to her, wrapping his fingers around her forearm. “Look at you, Scar, your baby sister is getting married, and you’re here all alone. Do you think you can do better than me? Stop being such a bitch and give me a second chance, ‘cause this? This is just pathetic…”

      This has to be that Cody guy Julie was telling me about. Fucking prick.

      I step out of the shadows, my fists clenched in fury. “Scarlett, sweetheart, there you are.” His hand releases her arm as he steps back in confusion. I let out a breath of relief, the sight of him touching her was making my head spin.

      At first, her eyebrows scrunch together, but her face quickly brightens as a breathtaking smile lights up her features. “Kane! Sweetie, so glad you could make it.” I slip my arm around her waist, and she relaxes against me as if we’ve stood this way a hundred times before. The palm of her hand lays flat against my chest as she looks up at me with adoring hazel eyes. A bolt of excitement rushes through me at how good it feels to have her close again, even under false pretenses.

      Cody points accusingly at me. “Who the hell is this?”

      Scarlett twirls a lock of hair as she tilts her head in feigned innocence. “Oh, did I not mention? I’m with Kane now.”

      His lip curls. “Whatever. You’ll come crawling back when this joker can’t please you.”

      Scarlett grins like a cat who’s eyed a field mouse. “I don’t know, he sure managed to please me last night.” She holds up her fingers and with a whisper adds, “All seven times.”

      I jerk her closer, and she lets out a breathy giggle. “How about we beat that number tonight, Freckles?” I growl, my dick hardening at the hypothetical sex.

      She gives one last look at her fuming ex before she turns back toward me and bites her bottom lip. I take the hint and press my lips against hers in a kiss. She moans against my mouth as her hand snakes into my hair and grips it forcefully. I deepen the kiss, letting my tongue slip into her mouth. She presses her body so close to mine that I can feel her heart beating furiously against me. I moan against her mouth when her hand finds my dick and gives it a squeeze through my pants.

      Grabbing a handful of her ass, I grind against her, my dick getting even harder when she writhes against me. Her teeth bite down on my bottom lip, and I hiss in pain, knowing she broke the skin. I shove her against the tree and let my hands move up and down the tiny black dress that hugs every one of her delicious curves.

      Somewhere in the distance, I hear a grunt of disgust and footsteps, but in our frenzied state, neither of us pay it any mind.

      I slide my hand across the inside of her thigh, and her body shudders with excitement. Her warm tongue licks slowly up the side of my neck before she nips my earlobe. Sliding my hand higher up her thigh, gently pushing my thumb against her wet panties. Her head tilts back against the tree as she lets out a strangled moan.

      “Don’t fucking stop,” she cries.

      I grin and push her panties out of the way. My thumb presses against her swollen clit as I slide two fingers inside her. Her breath hitches, her mouth opens, but no intelligible sound comes out. Curving my fingers slightly, I plunge them deeper inside, and with each movement, my thumb rubs against her clit. Her moaning gets louder with each thrust of my fingers until I have to clamp my free hand against her mouth. Her eyes close, and I move my hand faster, every muscle in her body clenches and shakes until I feel her release with a muffled scream.

      As her body goes limp against the rough bark, I slide my fingers out of her and bring them to my lips. As she regards me with hooded eyes, I suck them clean, tasting her sweet pussy for the second time. Her eyes dip to my zipper, my fingers felt good, but she knows what part of me will truly satisfy her.

      The sound of glass breaking from inside the house snaps us both out of the lustful daze. With the back of my hand, I wipe the little bit of blood from my lip. Such a hellion.

      Face flushed, Scarlett’s eyes grow large with panic as they dart around the yard. Turning around myself, I let out a breath of relief as I notice that Cody is nowhere to be seen, and we’re completely alone under the shadow of the great tree.

      Her beautiful face twists into a scowl as she pushes me away. After fixing her underwear, she yanks down her dress and glares at me. “What the hell was that?”

      I hold out my hands. “The part where I got rid of the douche or the part where I gave you an orgasm?”

      “I didn’t want…I didn’t ask for any of it.”

      “Yeah? Well, ‘don’t stop’ was a pretty clear signal if you ask me.”

      She blows out an angry breath. “Whatever. I was just horny, and you were here.”

      I scoff, “oh, is that all?”

      She crosses her arms. “Yep. You mean nothing to me now that I know who you really are, Karnage.”

      I shake my head slowly. “You know, sweetie, I think deep down you still like me. You just wish you didn’t anymore.”

      Her eyes roll to the sky. “You were a piece of shit when you were a teenager, and it’s obvious nothing has changed. I’m going to laugh when I stomp your ass out and win the internship for myself.”

      My nostrils flare. “You think you’re hot shit, don’t you?”

      Her eyebrow raises in amusement. She’s toying with me. “Compared to you? I’m on fire. Don’t come to my house and try to have the upper hand. I’ll be civil for the sake of Julie and Leo, but that’s it. Oh and thanks for scratching that itch for me.”

      My jaw ticks as I remind myself that hitting the bride’s sister won’t be taken well.

      “Glad I got to see the bitch side of you before I fell for the fake side,” I bite out.

      Her eyes flash with fury.
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      Did he just call me a bitch?

      He did not just call me a bitch.

      “Get out.” I point to the gate at the side of the house.

      His arms cross over his chest as he smirks. “Make me.”

      “Nobody wants you here,” I snarl.

      “Well, I think Leo wants me here. And for that matter, Julie wants me here too.”

      I stomp my foot in the grass and blow out a breath. “You’re the fucking worst. So full of yourself, you’re nothing, and everyone will know it sooner or later.”

      His eyebrows waggle. “You know who else was full of me…”

      My nose crinkles in disgust. “Ugh.”

      I try to push past him, but his arm shoots out to stop me.

      Shoulder to shoulder, facing opposite ways, I can’t see his face, but I can hear the sudden dip in his tone. “I...didn’t like that asshole touching you.”

      Even as my blood simmers with rage, my heart skips a beat. He’s jealous?

      He’s jealous, and I like it?

      Oh fuck me.

      “Well, I was about five seconds from breaking his fingers. But seeing the look on his face when I said I was with you—way more satisfying.”

      “I hope that wasn’t the only thing satisfying,” he adds in a husky voice.

      I shake my head and push forward again. I need to get away from Kane; he’s poison, infecting my mind and confusing my thoughts. I loathe him and that’s the only thing I want to feel toward him.

      “Just wait a second,” he huffs. “I’m going to be at EkoCon this weekend; I figured you would want to know, so you could make sure you go on a different day.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Well, I’m going tomorrow, so make sure you go on a different day. It’s bad enough that I’m forced to see you during wedding events; I shouldn’t have to suffer at my favorite convention as well.”

      “I already have my ticket for tomorrow,” he grits out. “You move your day.”

      “Make me,” I challenge.

      His features harden. “Fine, let me just take a gander at my schedule.” He opens an imaginary list and pretends to throw it over his shoulder. “Aww shucks, Freckles, looks like you’ll be forced to see me there after all.”

      I shove his arm down. “Fine, just keep your distance. I’m bringing a date, and I don’t need you getting in the way.”

      I absolutely do not have a date.

      “I didn’t realize guys were into dating stubborn gamer chicks with bad attitudes.” Mocking me, he starts to slow clap. “You should really hold on to this winner. Is it another money bags like Cody the douche nozzle?”

      “Who I date is none of your business. You and I are not in a relationship; we had one date—that’s it, and that’s all it ever will be.”

      “Bullshit!” he retorts.

      “Bullshit?” I laugh. “What does that even mean?”

      “We didn’t just have a date, we had a fucking kickass date followed by mind blowing sex. You like me, I like you, so give us a chance and stop being so damn pig headed.”

      My eyes narrow into slits. “Didn’t we just cover this? I don’t like you. I can’t stand you,” I spit.

      “Yeah?” He turns to me. “So why is it that every time I get close, you swallow as if you’re nervous?” He grabs my wrist, pressing two fingers against my racing pulse. “And why does your heart speed up?” His lips move to my ear. I’m frozen in place. His hand caresses up my arm and slides around the back of my neck. “And why was your pussy so damn wet before I even touched you?” he breathes.

      A shiver runs through my body.

      A shout followed by laughter breaks me free of his spell.

      I jerk back and slap him across the face.

      Instead of looking shocked or hurt, he just laughs. “I sure get under your skin, don’t I, Freckles?”

      A strangled noise comes from my throat. Spinning on my heels, I storm into the house before my assault turns into a homicide.

      Who the hell does he think he is?

      Coming here with his blue eyes and magic fingers like he owns me. He keeps wiggling his way into my mind and screwing with the wiring in my brain until I let down my guard and do something stupid.

      These games need to end. I have to stay in control.

      I can’t fail, not with these messed up feelings, and definitely not in the competition.

      I stomp past guests and into my room, slamming the door behind me. Not wanting my sister or Mom to know I’m hiding from the party, I decide against flipping the light on. Moonlight pours into my bedroom through the window and provides enough light for me to see.

      I walk to the floor length mirror and take inventory of the confused girl looking back at me. The bottom half of my dress is twisted to one side, and there are bits of leaves and bark stuck in my red curls. My cheeks are flushed, and there’s a wild look dancing in my eyes. I reach up and touch my lips as I remember the way he tasted.

      They say to keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

      Well, I’m keeping him close alright.

      Close to me. Against me. Inside me...

      I’m startled out of my heated thoughts by a sudden movement in the mirror. My bedroom door creaks open, and Kane’s face appears in the opening. Not moving a muscle, I watch as he steps inside and closes the door softly behind him.

      Silently, he crosses the room to stand behind me.

      He watches me carefully through the reflection of the mirror. “Your sister said you might be in here,” he says in a hushed tone. “This your bedroom?”

      My mouth goes dry. He’s not touching me, but he’s so close I can smell his aftershave, I can feel his warm breath on my neck. It takes every ounce of self-control I possess to not lean back and melt into his chest.

      I clear my throat. “Um, it used to be. I live in the dorms now…” I trail off, watching in the mirror as his hand rises. Carefully, he brushes the hair off of my neck, tucking a few strands behind my ear. With my neck bared so close to his lips, I feel exposed. Vulnerable.

      It’s a feeling I’ve always hated.

      Or so I thought.

      Why is this so confusing?

      “Freckles,” he mutters, almost as if he’s talking to himself rather than me. “You’re driving me crazy, I mean pull out my hair and stab my leg with a fork fucking crazy. And damn near every time you open that mouth of yours now, you find a way to piss me off.”

      Heat rises up my neck. I part my lips to lash out, but he gives me a sharp look, and the words die on my tongue.

      “That being said...since our date, I cannot get you out of my head.” His lips press against my exposed neck, and a wave of desire pulses through me. My thighs clench together as I remember the rough bark biting into my flesh, the way his fingers felt as they slid up my thigh. The pain, the pleasure, the fear that someone could have been watching us.

      Kane brings out the feral side of me, one that craves to be tamed by his hand.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and take several deep breaths before reopening them. I’m letting him do it again, letting him distract me from the truth. From who he really is—the enemy.

      “I hate you,” I whisper. His startled eyes lock with mine in the mirror.

      Brow furrowed, he nods slowly. “I hate you, too.” My stomach drops at his words.

      Without warning, his teeth sink into my neck, and I let out a gasp of pleasure. My back arches as my head falls back against his shoulder.

      “But God do I love to hate you, Freckles,” he murmurs as he licks up the indentation that his teeth left in my soft skin.

      He steps away quickly and I have to catch myself before I crash to the carpet. When I’ve regained my balance, he’s gone.

      I comb my fingers through my hair and groan. I can’t go back out to the party, not with the whirling emotions that I’m struggling to stay afloat in. I strip out of the tiny black dress and pull on some comfy pajamas. I text my sister to let her know where I am and go to the only place that can calm me.

      Taking a seat at my desk, I tuck my legs under me and log into Tactical Heart. I glance at my headset but don’t put it on. Wren always knows when something is wrong. How can I talk about something that I can’t even start to understand myself?

      I disappear into my game. I become RedWyrm, and my only problem is deciding which quest I’m going to undertake next.

      Around midnight, when the party has been long over, my door flies open. Jules and Nessa tumble into the room, laughing like hyenas.

      When Nessa spots me, she claps excitedly. “Yay, we found Scarlett!”

      “My beautiful sister!” Jules gasps from beside her. They both charge over and hug me from either side, tugging at my arms until I’m teetering back and forth in my chair.

      “Oh my gosh! What happened to your hair?” My sister cries out as she starts pulling debris out of my hair.

      I chuckle. “Wow, you guys hit those sangrias hard, huh?”

      Nessa pets my arm as she checks herself out in the mirror. “Mhm, they’re yummy. Speaking of yummy, why the hell didn’t you tell me Mr. Gamer Boy was so fine?”

      Julie pipes up. “She’s scared because she hates him, but really, she loooooves him.”

      Nessa gasps. “Pendeja, you love him?!”

      “No,” I scoff. “Absolutely not, I can’t stand him.”

      “Nessy, what does pen-day-ha mean?” Julie slurs.

      She leans behind me to whisper to my sister. “Pendeja means idiot.”

      I look to the ceiling and inhale deeply as the girls dissolve into a fit of giggles.

      “I’m literally right here, Nessa. Damn it! I thought this whole time you were calling me nerd or something.”

      “That’s ‘cause…” She struggles to talk between bouts of laughter. “You’re a pendeja.” They both fall to the carpet as they clutch their stomachs and struggle to breathe.

      “I hope you bitches have the absolute worst hangovers tomorrow.” I step over my sister, flip off the light, and crawl into my inviting bed. It’s been a long ass day, and I’m exhausted.

      To my surprise, Jules gets in the bed and under the blankets with me like she used to do when we were little. Nessa is already snoring from where she fell on the floor.

      I fall asleep with hope that when I wake, I’ll be back in control of my thoughts and foolish feelings.
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      I roll over, grunting in pain when something sharp jabs into my side. Sitting up on the mattress, I find that my sister, as tiny as she may be, has taken over eighty percent of the bed by laying spread eagle. I shake my head as I push her leg off of me and stand up with a yawn.

      Stepping over Nessa, I cross the room to my dresser. Scooping up my outfit and accessories for the day, I escape to the bathroom to get ready. It’s early as hell, and I’m still groggy from a night of tossing and turning, but my costume for the EkoTek convention is intricate and takes a lot of work to pull together.

      After two hours of perfecting my wig, applying makeup, and squeezing into my tiny costume, I proudly observe myself in the bathroom mirror. On the top of my now blonde hair sits a dark crown. My dress is an earthy green adorned with intricate floral designs on the bodice, the bottom of the flowy skirt kisses the floor at my feet. Around my neck is a lightweight cape that loops around my shoulders and flows down my arms. My smoky makeup gives me an exotic and sultry look, and with a little contour, my cheekbones look much higher and sharper than they actually are. And of course, there’s shaped latex around my ears to give them an extended length.

      I look fucking awesome, and sexy as hell if I do say so myself. I mean I’m no pro, but my cosplay skills are pretty impressive. It looks like I walked right out of Tactical Heart and into reality. I chose to cosplay the elven queen, Naemona, my favorite npc1 from the game, not just because she’s totally hot—but ‘cause she’s a total badass. Plus, it doesn’t hurt she’s fairly evil and that’s the kinda mood I’m digging today.

      I do a little twirl and the satin material of my dress swishes with me. I look good, I feel good. It’s going to be an epic day. I snap a picture and send it to Wren; he’s definitely going to appreciate all the work I put into this costume.

      Instead of texting back, he calls. I answer the phone with a happy chirp, “Mornin’!”

      “Dude, sweet ass costume. You look exactly like the queen—I mean it is almost creepy.”

      I laugh and lean against the wall, careful not to crinkle any of the material. “Um, thank you, I think?”

      “It’s a compliment, trust me.” He clears his throat, and his tone softens, “Hey, so I saw you on the game last night, but you didn’t get on voice chat or respond to any of my messages. You okay?”

      I sigh. Exactly what I was trying not to think about. He already knew about the shit that went down on my date with Kane, so I give him a quick rundown of last night, and he lets out a low whistle. “Damn, I think I got blue balls just thinking about y’all getting nasty on that tree.”

      “Seriously?” I snort. “That’s what you took away from what happened, you horny bastard?”

      “Yeah, but all that chemistry after everything that’s happened? You’re both still hot for each other, that says a lot.”

      “No.” I huff. “The point is...okay, I don’t know what the point is. Just, every time I think about him, I get so furious, but all that anger morphs into this weird sexual energy when he’s near, and it keeps taking over. I’m weak, Wren.”

      “You’re not weak; you’re a person with feelings for another person.”

      “Ew, take it back.”

      “Nope. You caught the feelings, and you’ve been burned every time before, so you’re clinging on to any reason not to be with him.”

      “Um, no. You are one hundred percent wrong.”

      But, could he also be one hundred percent, right? Shit.

      “Red, what do you do when you can’t beat a level in a game?”

      I roll my eyes but answer him, “Restart and try again.”

      “That’s right. So maybe it’s time you restart and give this a real try.”

      “Did you just use video games to try and make me understand something?”

      He makes a noise that sounds suspiciously like him holding back laughter. “Just a little gamer explanation. Gamesplaining, if you will.”

      “Why do I even answer when you call?” I grumble.

      “Because you know I’ll beat you over the head with the truth when you need to hear it the most. Also, because I’m awesome as fuck.”

      “Uh huh. I gotta head to the con before I get shit parking. Talk to you later, crazy.”

      “Take tons of pictures, oh and relax and try to have fun.”

      I mumble an agreement and hang up. His words threaten to pick apart my anger, and it’s not a conversation with myself I’m ready to have. I return to my room and find both girls wrapped up in my blanket on the bed, talking and laughing as they clutch water bottles. I clear my throat and do a little curtsy, their eyes widen as they turn to look.

      Nessa nods appreciatively. “I’m so not into that nerdy shit—but I would totally hit that.”

      Jules groans with a laugh. “Gross, but seriously, you look amazing. I can hardly tell it’s you...is that a wig? It looks so real.”

      I grin and run my fingers through the fake hair. “Yep. Expensive as hell, too. Looks pretty good though, huh?” They both nod and simultaneously grumble at the pain the sudden movement causes them.

      “You guys were trashed last night.”

      “I’m never drinking again,” Jules whines.

      “Will sexy gamer boy be at your little nerd fest?” Nessa asks with a sly grin.

      I crinkle my nose. “He better not be.”

      “I wonder if he’s gonna be dressed up too…” she trails off as she pretends to look at her nails.

      The thought of him decked out in a costume, dressed up as a knight or a warrior in armor, has me salivating. Oh my, what if he dressed up as a barbarian?

      All oiled up in a fur loincloth….

      Nessa’s snickering snaps me out of my heated daydream.

      “You’re an asshole. I’m heading out,” I snap as she continues to giggle behind her hand.

      Flipping her off over my shoulder, I grab the leather pouch that I made specially for this event and drop my keys and wallet into it.

      It only takes me fifteen minutes to get to the convention center, but parking is a nightmare. When I finally find a spot, I have to walk thirty minutes to get to the entrance. The strange stares from people passing by chip away at some of my confidence.

      Slightly grumpy and feeling more than a little insecure, I finally step into the main hall. My negativity dissipates immediately as I take in my surroundings.

      Almost everyone is in a costume to a certain extent, not all are characters from Tactical Heart, but many are from other beloved EkoTek games. A smile spreads across my face so big that my cheeks start to hurt.

      This is it, these are my people. The nerds, bookworms, gamers, and loners.

      The misunderstood.

      All of us together in one place to celebrate the games that help us escape into worlds where anything is possible. Here, I feel at home. More than my childhood home, my dorm room, or even the arcade. Among those who don’t just understand the way I feel about games, but feel it themselves. A kinship with strangers that is more powerful than I’ve had with some people I’ve known my whole life.

      I walk around for the next few hours in bliss. Stopping only to eat or check out an open panel on gaming strategies. Several people ask to take pictures with me, and each time, I get just as excited as I did the first. Even a journalist from the local paper asks to snap a picture of me for their upcoming feature about the con.

      As I float along in my own little bubble of happiness, I spot a pair of familiar blue eyes in the crowd. Just like that, my bubble bursts, and I’m dropped back down to reality.

      My body tenses, not from anger like it should, but from excitement. I am physically excited just from the mere glimpse of him and that is what frustrates me the most.

      “You caught the Feelings.”

      Wren’s words echo through my thoughts, and I release a frustrated sigh. I need to stay away from him. Out of sight out of mind, right?

      But the reality is, no matter what I do, I just can’t seem to escape him.
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      I jerk to a stop as I pass by a dark window where I see my reflection. A thick cloak sweeps across one of my shoulders and down to the floor. Beneath is a black tunic with the golden Ulicia crest displayed proudly on my chest. Clunky leather boots rise to my knees and atop my head sits an impressive crown.

      Damn.

      I look sexy.

      Sure—as a kid pointed out with laughter—I do have tights on. Less than ideal, but I needed every detail to be perfect, and for whatever reason, the human king, Azlin, wore freaking tights.

      Looking around to make sure nobody is paying attention, I pull out my foam sword and swish it through the air. I wink at myself in the reflection as I pose with the weapon.

      I’m magnificent.

      Sheathing the fake sword, I continue down the hallway. My eyes dart from costume to costume as I take in all the amazing characters come to life around me. Some were clearly thrown together last minute, but for others, it’s obvious they put tons of effort and detail into them.

      I stop to stare at a girl dressed like a fairy. I’m fairly certain she’s not actually wearing clothes and just has green body paint covering her lady bits. I squint my eyes and lean forward. Yep, those are definitely her nipples. Hot damn I love EkoCon.

      “What the fuck are you looking at?” Someone asks from my right.

      A man dressed as a thief has his chest puffed out. By his angry glare, I imagine he’s scowling, but it’s difficult to tell as a hood hides most of his face, and his mouth is covered by a black scarf.

      “Uh. Me?” I point to my chest and look around to see if there’s maybe someone behind me he’s talking to.

      “Yeah, you, your Highness. You’re looking at my woman.” He nods to the fairy girl who’s looking nervously back and forth between us.

      A guy dressed as a wizard moves to stand beside the thief. He’s got on a fake beard, long blue robes, and a staff in one hand. In different circumstances, I would be complimenting him on his rad cosplay, but I’m sensing this isn’t a good time.

      The wizard turns to look at the thief as he points his staff at me. “Doth this traitor king make eyes at thou lady?”

      Terrible Old English? Check.

      Taking this roleplaying a bit too far? Check. Check.

      I hold out my hands. “Look guys, I don’t want any problems. I was just admiring her awesome cosplay, that’s all.”

      “You were gawking at her tits,” the thief snarls.

      “C’mon,” I snort. “I mean, she’s naked, where the fuck else was I supposed to look?”

      “That’s it.” The thief whips out two plastic daggers. “You’ve asked for it now, pal.”

      The wizard shakes his head. “Thou shall not go unpunished.”

      I can’t hold back my laugh. “You guys aren’t serious...are you?”

      The thief raises his arm and points the dull tip of his fake blade at me. “Unsheathe, bastard—I will fight for my lady’s honor.”

      My eyes glance at the fairy who’s bouncing her painted tits in her hands as she giggles. Catching me watching her, she winks and blows me a kiss. What a little freak.

      I return my gaze to the thief and nod toward the fairy. “Hate to break it to you man—but that ain’t no lady.”

      The thief’s face turns a strange shade of purple. He takes a step forward, fury blazing in his eyes. Just then, double doors beside us swing open, and people pour out of the room.

      People may be a strong word to describe them.

      Furries come pouring out of the room.

      There are lots of different types of creatures in EkoTek games, so it’s really no surprise that they would have their own furry fandom here. People in fursuits are everywhere: there’s a fox, a dragon, a unicorn, and tons of wolves.

      Two feline furries stop beside us, apparently taking an interest in our little altercation. One is a black cat wearing a hot pink bikini, and the other is a tiger that has long black hair, a big red bow and—no clothes, so I guess it’s...naked? I don’t really know how furries work, and I’m not entirely sure I want to find out.

      “What’s happening here, boys?” the black cat purrs.

      The thief’s lip curls in disgust. “Mind your business, you freak.”

      Now that pisses me off. I may not understand why people get their kicks being dressed in full fursuits—but that doesn’t mean you have to treat them like shit. Conventions are supposed to be a place where we misfits can feel safe to be ourselves, to not be judged.

      Fuck it. I’m gonna duel this punk bitch.

      I yank out my foam sword and hold it out like it has any chance of actually protecting me.

      “Don’t talk to her like that you prick.” I pause and turn to the person in a black catsuit. “Her?” I ask out of the side of my mouth. The black cat nods, and I give her a thumbs up and turn back to the thief. “Let’s fight.”

      The wizard waves his staff. “Thee shall fall by my magic this day.”

      “Bring it, wizbitch,” I goad.

      With a yell, the thief rushes forward and slashes his dagger at me. Holding up my sword, his blade hits mine, and it makes a light thump as plastic bounces off the foam. His opposite hand comes up, and I move quickly to block his second dagger. Again, he attacks, and every time he makes an attempt to stab or slash, my sword is there to meet his.

      Locked in a duel, our blades clash, but there’s no actual metal, so it sounds more like a pillow fight than a sword fight. Twisting my weapon, I land a soft hit on his wrist, and the thief drops one of his daggers with a moan.

      “Dagnar!” he yells over his shoulder to the wizard. “Cast a spell, you worthless wizard.”

      I raise an eyebrow at the grown man who just asked for magical assistance. “Seriously?” I ask. He stops for a moment to shrug and returns to slashing at me with his remaining dagger. He clutches his “wounded” hand to his chest.

      “Master!” the wizard wails. “He hast cast his own spell, mine staff is like fire.” His staff clatters to the ground.

      “You might want to look into that man,” I say, biting back a laugh. “Your staff might have crabs or something.” The wizard sighs and picks up his staff from the ground.

      He drops the bad Old English when he speaks up. “C’mon, Bob. This guy is a dick, let’s go eat.”

      The thief, or Bob, stops his attack and steps back. “Sounds good. I’m starving.” He swoops down to pick up his dagger. When he straightens, he holds out his hand with a smile. With a raised eyebrow, I shake his hand. “That was an awesome fight,” he says excitedly. “You should join our LARP team, look us up on Facebook; we’re called WizardWatch. Catch ya later.”

      With my eyebrow still raised, I watch as the strange pair walk away, leaving me in a state of befuddlement. What the fuck just happened?

      Before I have time to process, the feline furries rush to my side, cooing at me as they paw my cloak.

      “Thank you for defending my honor, you’ve been a purr-fect gentleman.” The black cat nuzzles the nose of her mask against my shoulder. The tiger doesn’t say anything, but continues to caress my shoulder on the opposite side.

      I’m pretty sure this day couldn’t get any weirder.

      “No problem, ladies. I uhh...better be off.” I dip my shoulder away from the tiger and take a step back.

      “Awwww,” the black cat cries. “Sure you don’t want to come back to our place and play with some yarn?”

      Nope. Don’t want that.

      “I’m actually meeting some friends—but thanks anyway. Maybe next time.” I let out a nervous chuckle as I take another step back.

      The tiger shrugs and in a deep voice says, “Your loss.”

      My eyes become saucers as I realize one of the cats feeling me up was one hundred percent a dude. Both furries turn, tails swishing behind them, as they take their haughty exit.

      Taking off in the opposite direction, I power walk until I’m out of breath. Dropping my head, I rub my face as if I can scrub away the memory. That’s one secret I’ll be taking to the grave.

      When I look back up, I see a familiar pair of hazel eyes.

      I know those eyes...but no, this girl has stark blonde hair. It couldn’t be who I thought. Or could it?

      Curiosity winning out, I move closer to get a better look.

      Holy mother of dragons—it is Scarlett.

      What are the odds that I decide to cosplay as the traitor human king when she’s dressed as the elven queen, Naemona. Is it a sign or a coincidence that their love story was a complete disaster, and here we are dressed up as that tragic couple?

      I’m gonna go with coincidence.

      Hidden from her view, I allow my eyes to follow her. Her costume is one of the best I’ve ever seen; she looks like she stepped out of the video game and directly into my hottest fantasy.

      I turn toward the nearest wall and bite my fist. “Shit!”

      We’ve got a boner in public alert. Code Red. Code Red!

      RAGING BONER OVER HERE!

      A hand falls on my shoulder, and I cringe at the touch.

      “Hey man, are you okay?” The kind looking man dressed as an orc asks.

      “Fuck off, dude!” My voice breaks as I squeak out the words in distress.

      The stranger holds up his hands in defense. “Sorry. Chill out.” He walks away, shaking his head, but I have more important things to worry about right now.

      Daring to sneak another look at her, our eyes meet and panic flashes across Scarlett’s expression. With a flash of green fabric, she disappears into a nearby room.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, I follow after her.

      My mind is screaming for me to stop. My heart is demanding that I give her space.

      But my biggest nerd fantasy just came to life before my very eyes, and my raging dick has taken over.

      The rest of me never stood a chance.
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      I duck into the nearest door and sigh with relief when it’s an empty conference room. I can hide in here for a few minutes and then head in the opposite direction Kane was going. With a smug smile, I mentally pat myself on the back for the quick thinking.

      I take a few steps into the empty room and do a small twirl, loving the way the satin feels as it brushes against my skin. Halfway in my spin, I come to a halting stop as my eyes widen in surprise.

      Kane leans against the door, watching me with a smirk playing on his lips. I swallow hard as I realize he’s in cosplay also, regal from head to toe as the traitor king.

      Oh...oh my.

      Shaking the lustful thoughts out of my head, I huff at his brazen attitude. He looks so fucking cocky that I want to slap that look right off his face. Clearly, the first slap I gave him didn’t knock any sense into him.

      “You’re the traitorous king,” I state stupidly.

      Without responding, he crosses the room in long strides. I take a nervous step back when he gets too close for comfort. He gives a deep bow and holds out his hand. Hesitantly, I place my hand in his. Leaning forward, he plants a gentle kiss just above my knuckles.

      “Your highness,” he breathes.

      I should laugh.

      This is ridiculous. What, are we going to role play now?

      C’mon Scar, snap out of it.

      If I just laugh him off, I can walk away like he’s some big joke and still come out on top.

      But my throat is dry and there’s nothing funny about the way his eyes are devouring me. I’m little red riding hood, and he’s the big bad wolf, ready to eat me up in a single bite. If I let it happen, I don’t think I can crawl back out of his grasp again. He has a magnetic pull that consumes me, befuddles me. A pull that I’m tired of fighting off.

      “Scarlett, you look…” His eyes dip back down to my costume, lingering on the deep v neckline that exposes my heaving chest. “You look hot as fuck,” he says in a deep, husky voice.

      I shiver with anticipation. I’m not strong enough.

      I need him, and I need him now.

      Glancing to my left, I spot a small door and walk purposefully toward it. Finding it unlocked, I swing it open and find exactly what I was hoping for.

      Looking over my shoulder, our eyes lock, and I nod my head before disappearing inside the utility closet. Reaching up, I yank on a metal chain and a dim light bulb flickers on as it swings back and forth. The sound of my heavy breathing fills the room, but I’m not left waiting long.

      Kane storms in with a dark expression. The door slams behind him, and I’m backed up against the wall.

      “Why...why can’t I stay the fuck away from you?” His voice is a mix of excitement and confusion.

      Guess I’m not the only one struggling with this carnal attraction.

      “Because you’re a horny bastard,” I snarl back. He grabs my mouth forcefully and yanks my face up to his.

      “That’s king horny bastard to you.”

      I bare my teeth with a growl. “Fuck you.”

      He grins wickedly. “Oh, you can count on it.” Looking around, he raises an eyebrow. “So, where’s this date?”

      “You know damn well I don’t have one.”

      “Good.”

      Air rushes out of my lungs as I’m slammed back against the wall. His mouth flies to my neck as he bites into me. I whimper at how good the pain feels when I’m so incredibly turned on.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” I breathe in his ear with a dark laugh.

      With quick movements, he pulls out his throbbing dick and unrolls a condom over it. Gripping my thighs, he lifts me up and shoves me higher against the wall. Pushing up my dress and sliding over my panties, he thrusts inside. I moan in pleasure as his dick forcefully slides in and stretches me. His hand snakes out to grab my wrist, restraining me against the wall as he fucks me into oblivion.

      An orgasm rocks me quickly, but he’s far from being finished. Pulling out, he lets me slide back to the floor with a thump. I open my mouth to tell him this has been a terrible idea when his mouth crashes against mine. I part my lips and let our tongues clash in ecstasy as his hand yanks down one of my sleeves. My tit pops free, and his mouth greedily moves up as he licks and sucks at my hardened nipple.

      With a squeal, I’m flipped around to face the wall. My panties are ripped down, and I immediately spread my legs and stick out my ass. His hand slides between my cheeks and across my wet pussy. Rubbing small circles over my clit, I jerk against the cold wall as I come undone by his hand. With a satisfied grunt, he presses his dick inside me once more. He slams into me, the pain bringing me to new heights of pleasure. I rock back against him feverously, feeling another orgasm start to build; he fucks me so hard I start to see stars dance across my vision. My body winds up, muscles taut, as every nerve is lit on fire.

      I cry out the same time as I hear him grunt in pleasure.

      When he pulls out, I collapse against the wall and close my eyes, enjoying every last minute of the lingering waves of pleasure that roll through me. When my heart returns to a normal pace and I can breathe properly again, I slide my panties back on and let my body slide down the wall.

      Kane follows my lead and sits down against the door on the opposite wall.

      “Do you think...” he starts slowly, “just while we’re in here, we could pretend that we’re just those people who had an amazing date...you know, before everything went to shit.”

      “I would like that,” I whisper.

      He gives me a crooked smile. “That was incredible.”

      “Hell yes, it was.” I grin.

      “I finally see what you mean, elves are most definitely the superior race.” He chuckles.

      “I tried to tell y—Kane, are you wearing tights and a purse?” My eyes are glued to the tight thin fabric covering his thighs.

      Dropping his hands down, he drapes the cloak over his legs and the small black bag with a sheepish grin. “It’s a satchel first of all, and it’s all part of the costume…”

      I burst into laughter. “You are such a nerd.”

      “Have you looked in a mirror lately?” he shoots back.

      I clamp my lips together and nod. “Touché.”

      I rest my head against a metal cabinet and let my eyes slide to the tile floor. A heavy silence settles over us like a blanket.

      “You know this is crazy,” I say, pointing back and forth between us.

      “You don’t even know crazy.” He snorts, and I look to him curiously. “Earlier, I got into a sword fight with a thief and a wizard to defend the honor of a cat wearing a bikini.”

      “I…I don’t even know how to start unwrapping what you just said,” I admit with a laugh.

      “Trust me, I don’t either, and it happened to me.”

      I let out a breath and tap my head against the cabinet with a thump. “I just wish things weren’t so...complicated.”

      His intense gaze holds mine. “It doesn’t have to be.”

      “Don’t do that, Kane,” I warn. “We can’t...I can’t.”

      His shoulders slump, but he nods. “I know.”

      “I wish things were different. But when I think about what happened...” My voice wavers, and I have to look away.

      Looks like we couldn’t pretend for very long.

      “I’m going to wait however long it takes,” he says firmly.

      I snap my eyes back to his. “What?”

      “You heard me, Freckles. We can fight, have hate sex, scream at each other, and go toe-to-toe in this damn competition. But no matter what, I’ll be here when you’re ready to give us a chance.”

      I stand up, shaking my head in confusion. “You don’t even know me. That’s ridiculous. Take it back,” I demand.

      He gets to his feet. “We hardly know each other, you’re right. But it’s your face I see before I fall asleep, and your voice that brings a ridiculous smile to my face. I don’t pretend to understand it, Scar, all I know is I will do whatever it takes to be with you.” His hand reaches out, and his fingers brush lightly against my cheek. “Just a chance, a second chance, that’s all I’m asking for.”

      My throat closes up with emotion as conflicted thoughts tug my heart into a million different directions, threatening to tear it apart.

      “You don’t have to say anything. Look, I’m having a game night, and I want you to be there. No expectations. Give me a chance to show you I’m not that punk kid I used to be. I’ll have Julie give you the address, just be there Friday night at six.”

      I stare at him blankly.

      “Just as friends. I know we have this weird sexual tension, but I promise I’ll be on my best behavior.” He forms a cross over his heart.

      Without a word, I push past him, escaping his crystal stare and the tiny closet.

      It’s not until I’m outside the convention center, in the fresh air and away from the crowd, that I can finally breathe.
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      I drum my fingers against the window I’ve been staring out of for the past ten minutes. My watch reads five till, which means she’s probably not coming.

      Why would she?

      I pace the kitchen, ignoring my mom’s curious stare.

      “You really like this girl.”

      I roll my eyes. “She’s just a friend, Mom.”

      “I see,” she says slowly. “Is that why you’ve bitten all your nails down to nubs?”

      I cut her a dirty look. “It’s not like that. I mean, well, it was, but I was a dick to her in a game a few years ago, and I kind of had to be bribed to date her...just, it’s a long story.”

      “You were mean to this precious girl? I raised you better than that…”

      I slam my head back against the doorframe with a groan. “You’ve never even met her—why are you sticking up for her and not your own son?!”

      She jumps up and takes a seat on the counter. “Hoes before bros.” She shrugs as she grabs an olive from the vegetable tray and pops it into her mouth.

      “Ma!” I yell.

      “Lasses before asses.”

      I slam my head again. It’s definitely better that she isn’t coming—what the hell was I even thinking? That it would be a good idea to bring her to this insane asylum?

      “Oooh Kane is getting stood up by a giiiirl,” Jack sings from the living room.

      “Am not!” I yell back.

      “Why is anyone surprised?” I hear Max mutter under his breath.

      “It’s because your brother verbally abused her online!” Mom yells back and smiles over at me like she’s being helpful.

      I gotta get out of here.

      Dad’s deep voice rumbles from behind me. “I wouldn’t be too sure clan.” I swivel to see him pressed up to the front door’s peephole. “Looks like Kane might lose his virginity before forty after all kids.”

      My brothers both snigger as I lunge forward and punch Dad in the shoulder.

      The next minute, there’s a hesitant knock. I push Dad out of the way and grip the door handle. With a deep breath, I turn back to my family.

      “Remember what I told you,” I hiss. “Don’t be assholes or nobody gets to do the thing. I’m serious—yeah, I’m looking at you, too, Mom. Pretend to be a nice, normal family for just this one night,” I beg.

      Dad nudges Mom with his elbow. “Man, he really likes this girl,” he tells her in a half whisper.

      “Maybe he’s not gay after all,” she whispers back as she rubs her chin in thought.

      I tilt my head back and look to the ceiling. “Oh God, this was a bad idea.”

      Regretting all the life decisions I made that led me to this point, I slap on a smile and open the door. Scarlett looks startled when our gazes meet, and her large round eyes make me worried that she might make a run for it.

      I give her a gentle smile. “You made it.”

      She shrugs nonchalantly. “Yeah, well, I’m a sucker for game night.” She spins the sucker in her mouth and looks away.

      “About that.” I swallow hard. “I may have forgot to mention that this is game night...with my family.”

      Her mouth opens and shuts several times before she sputters, “wait, what?”

      “Yeah, but, honestly, they’re really cool.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire!

      “No no no no no.” She shakes her head frantically. Spinning on her heels, she begins to walk back toward her car. “Not happening, Karnage,” she shouts over her shoulder.

      I’m on her in an instant, reaching out, grabbing her hand, and forcing her to come to a stop. She whips around, eyes lit with a dangerous fire.

      “No, Kane. I am not meeting your family, not with all this weirdness going on between us—and look at how I’m dressed. This is not a ‘meet the parents’ outfit.” She lets out an exasperated sigh as she sweeps her arms over her body.

      I take a second to let my eyes wander across her body. Her red hair is in two long braids, those bright blue sunglasses pushed up on her head like the day I first met her. She has on a white shirt that says ‘Choose your weapon’ with a bunch of different game controller designs. Her black jeans are ripped at the thighs and knees.

      To me, she looks like nerd heaven.

      With her soft hand still in mine, I give it a small squeeze. “You look beautiful, Freckles.”

      She sighs, but there’s a hint of a smile playing on her lips. “Kane…”

      “You’re already here. Plus, you hate me anyway, so why do you care what they think?” I tease.

      She bites down on her lip. “I don’t hate you…I just, I just can’t like you. Not right now at least.” Her eyes plead with me to understand.

      And I do.

      Like me, a competitive nature runs deep in her blood. If she admits to herself she likes me, lets down her guard even a little, she’s scared she won’t give the competition her all. She might even let me win. And the way her mother controls her like a puppet with strings, she sees winning this internship as her only real chance of escape.

      The reason I know this is because it’s exactly how I feel. I’ve already talked myself out of pulling from the competition several times, so it would be one less person she would have to compete against. But every time, I’ve had to push down the urge, because this is also my one real shot to get my foot in the competitive door of game design.

      The competition looms over us like a storm, threatening to strike us with lightning, the moment we get closer. No matter how much chemistry we have or the potential for a relationship that could be out of this world phenomenal, we remain at a standstill.

      “I get it,” I say finally. “Do this for me today and...I promise for the next month, I won’t talk to you, won’t even look at you until after the competition. We can be true rivals, enemies, just like you want.”

      Hurt ripples across her features but is gone as quickly as it came.

      She gives a curt nod. “Deal.”

      I hold out my hand, and we shake on it. I linger for a minute, her palm pressed against mine. Reaching up with my free hand, I grip the stick of her lollipop and tug it free from her lips. As she opens her mouth to say something, I yank her toward me, and with a squeal, her lips crash against mine. I kiss her soft and slow, savoring the sugary taste of her candy coated lips.

      A kiss that I pray will cling to her thoughts as I keep my distance.

      Her face glows with happiness when I pull back. Something catches her attention as she looks over my shoulder and back at the house. Her lips press together as if she’s trying to hold back a laugh.

      I turn to see four grinning faces in the kitchen window, watching us for god knows how long. Raising my hand, I stick out my middle finger, and with the flutter of curtains, they scatter like cockroaches.

      “I’m preemptively apologizing for whatever they say or do.”

      She laughs. “A night dedicated to games and embarrassing you? Now I really can’t say no.” Snatching back her candy, she sidesteps me and heads for the house. With a shake of my head, I sprint ahead of her and open the door.

      Her air of confidence slightly diminishes when she steps into the living room and finds four sets of eyes on her.

      I stand beside her with an encouraging smile. “Guys, this is Scarlett, those are my brothers, Max and Jack.” When I gesture toward them, Jack waves and Max nods a “what up?” “And this is my dad.”

      He moves forward and shakes her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you. Dig the shirt.” He winks, and Scarlett blushes. I cut him a warning look. My dad is admittedly quite the charmer with his steel gray eyes and dimpled smile. I hate going shopping with him, all the women bat their eyes and swoon, and he just eats it up. He’s loyal as a dog—but he sure loves to wag his tail at the attention.

      Mom swoops in before I have the chance to introduce her. “Scarlett, honey, I am so glad you could make it to game night. Be warned these boys get a little rowdy and competitive, but their bark is worse than their bite.”

      Scarlett grins. “Trust me, Mrs. Decker, that won’t be a problem.”

      My mom wrinkles her nose. “My does that make me feel old! Just call me Annie, and my husband is plain ol’ Zach.”

      Scarlett beams at her and nods. “You have a beautiful home, Annie.”

      Mom leans forward. “It was, before these animals got through with it,” she mutters, making Scarlett laugh.

      Dad claps and waves everyone to the center of the living room. We all sit around the folding table that now takes up the middle of the room. There’s a large white board propped up against the wall behind him with all of our names listed to the left.

      “Okay, listen up nerds,” he starts with the stern tone of a commander directing his army. “We have an ass ton of games and a new player joining us today.” He points to the corner where our pile of board games is stacked neatly. “Some games we’ll pair off for, and others, we’ll play all together. Anytime you win, you get a point. Whoever gets the most points by the end of the night wins this beauty right here.” From the top of the bookshelf, he brings down a glass jar. Inside is a twenty-five-dollar Visa card surrounded by brightly colored candy and foil wrapped chocolates.

      On a hunch, I look over, and, sure enough, Scarlett’s eyes are as big as saucers. Her gaze is fixated on the pink and blue swirls of an oversized sucker. This girl has an extreme sweet tooth; I can’t imagine how many cavities she had as a child.

      “Hell yeah, money. That’s what I’m talkin’ bout, Pops,” Max whoops.

      Jack scoffs, “Dream on. I need a new headset and that money is mine. Capiche?” Max reaches over and scruffs up his hair until Jack yells for him to stop.

      To my surprise, it’s Scarlett who speaks up next. “Sorry, boys. That jar is gonna be mine.” She flashes them a challenging smile.

      “Looks like the newbie has some spunk. It will be that much more fun to crush her,” Max gloats as he punches a fist into his palm.

      She leans forward in her chair with a creepy smile. “Bring. It. On.”

      Suddenly, I’m not sure if I should be worried about protecting Scarlett from my family...or protecting my family from her.
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      I’m so giddy I can hardly contain myself. I’ve always wanted a family game night, and I mean always. A night dedicated to silly competitions, playful banter, and good fun. Granted, it’s not my family, but beggars can’t be choosers.

      It’s funny how excited I am, considering how many times I tried to talk myself out of not showing up. In the end, it was my sister who convinced me to give it a chance. That girl could make walking into a burning building seem like my best option; I guess marketing wasn’t the worst direction she could go in. Regardless, if Kane keeps his promise, this will work out in my favor. He’ll back off, and I’ll get back my clear head and focus.

      If I’m honest with myself, I have to appreciate that he’s willing to give me the space I need. Maybe it’s time I stop viewing him as the obnoxious teen who once screwed me over. He really has grown, and his offer alone shows maturity. When the competition is all said and done, maybe…maybe it doesn’t have to be completely over between us.

      Maybe he deserves a real shot like Wren said.

      Watching Annie pull out a game, my blood starts to pump. Adrenaline races through my veins as complicated thoughts are pushed aside. I’ve been told that I can be a little competitive. Nothing obnoxious or uncontrollable.

      I’m just an easy goin’ gal who occasionally becomes consumed with a bloodthirsty need to win in all things, at all times.

      See? Totally chill.

      I clap my hands excitedly as the first game, Clue, is set up. The side of the box looks a little different than the ones I’ve played before. Wait is that—

      Hold the fucking phone. Is this the Harry Potter edition?!

      I elbow Kane in the ribs. “You guys are Harry Potter fans?”

      He looks over at me like I’m insane. “Uh duh? Nerds remember? I’m in house Gryffindor,” he says with a proud smile.

      “I’m Hufflepuff!” Jack chimes in.

      “Slytherin, all the way,” Max says with a smirk.

      Mr. Decker, Zach, looks up from where he’s sorting cards. “The missus and I are both Ravenclaw. The kids got our good looks, but sadly, not our high intelligence.” I snort with laughter, but none of the three boys look very amused.

      “I was sorted into Ravenclaw, too,” I admit.

      Kane’s parents both give him a knowing look that makes him roll his eyes.

      If you can fall in love with a family, I just took a nosedive. Their relationships are all so easy with each other: they laugh and talk openly. There’s no uncomfortable silences or judgements being thrown around like weapons. This is what a family should look like.

      About thirty minutes into the game, things are starting to get a little heated. Jack already guessed wrong and got booted out of the game. Kane keeps glaring at Max like he committed the murder rather than a fictional character. I tick off another box and smile when I have everything finally narrowed down.

      “Shit. Look at the girl’s face—she’s on to something,” Zach warns as he nudges his wife.

      My smile widens, but I say nothing. When it’s finally my turn, I let them know that I will be making my guess. Standing on my chair for theatrical effect, I point down to the middle of the board. “It was Draco Malfoy, with a mandrake, in the Defense Against the Dark Arts classroom!” I bellow, sounding a little more amped up than intended.

      Kane laughs from beside me. “No way is it the Mandrake. Good try, newbie.”

      Sitting back down I reach for the small envelope and slide out the three cards. I scream “HAH!” as I shove them in his face. He grabs the cards from my hands, his smile slipping as he reads over them.

      “Shit. She wins,” he groans.

      I jump up from my seat and twirl in place. “I win!”

      “Well, at least you’re humble about it,” Max scoffs. I stick out my tongue at him, and he rolls his eyes.

      “Okay, Scarlett, winner picks the next game.” Zach holds his hand out to the stack of games. I pick out Trivial Pursuit and help set it up with Annie as the boys put away Clue.

      Two hours later, Zach calls for a break and leaves the noisy room to call for pizza.

      Jutting out my chin, I sit back in my chair like it’s a throne, and I’m looking down upon my lowly peasants. I’m two points in the lead, with Kane in second place. Behind him is Zach and Max at a tie, next Annie, and in last place is Jack with a whopping two points.

      “I don’t understand,” Kane snaps. “How are you so good at like every game? Are you cheating?” He accuses as he points a finger at my face.

      I slap him away and laugh like the queen of games that I am. “You’d like that wouldn’t you, peasant?”

      Max sniggers from across the room. “That growing ego took her somewhere weird, bro.”

      I shrug in agreement, and Kane scrubs his face in frustration. Every time he’s won a game, I’ve been able to keep two points ahead of him. About thirty minutes ago, his leg started bouncing uncontrollably, and now his expression has started to sour.

      Me thinks I’ve found somebody with the same competitive streak as me.

      About damn time I found someone who can keep up. The more I learn about Kane, the more my heart tips dangerously in his favor.

      After we eat pizza, it’s right back to the games. Annie busts out the two player games and tells us to pair up. As soon as I stand up, I’m yanked sideways.

      “Oh, it’s you and me, Freckles.” His face is an inch away from mine as he pulls me onto his lap.

      “Just as it should be, Karnage.” He cringes at the use of his gamer name but recovers quickly. Jumping up I grab the box of Connect Four, and we separate the colorful tokens into two piles. From the sound of it, the others are setting up their own games, but my eyes remain glued to Kane. He drops the first yellow token, and I drop in a red one.

      Yellow.

      Red.

      Yellow.

      Red.

      Over and over, until I slam down a red token with a shriek and connect four in a row. With a roar, he grabs a handful of the remaining tokens and starts chucking them at me one by one. My hands wave back and forth, trying to fend them off; I let out a startled gasp when one plinks off my forehead. I grab it from the floor and fling it back with a laugh.

      Shoving aside the game, red and yellow chips flying everywhere, Kane leans forward with a wild look in his eyes. “Thumb war, baby, let’s go.”

      “You can’t be serious?” I scoff, “How lame.”

      He smirks. “Oh, scared are you?”

      The playful smile is wiped from my face. “Never!” I stick out my hand, and he hooks his fingers with mine. Our thumbs stick straight out, facing off like it’s the battle of the century and not a silly child’s game.

      “One, two, three, four. I declare a thumb war,” we chant simultaneously. As soon as the last word is out of our mouths, our thumbs jerk wildly, trying to pin the other down.

      After what feels like an eternity of our thumbs attacking each other to no avail, I decide to get creative. With my free hand, I reach around to my back pocket and pull out my emergency Dum Dum lollipop.

      Ooh cherry, my favorite.

      Kane’s eyebrow arches as I rip the packaging off with my teeth and swirl the round sucker in my mouth. His eyes are trained on my mouth as I part my lips and swirl the candy on my tongue. His left eyebrow pops up to join the right as I take out the lollipop and begin slowly licking it. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down, and that’s my cue to go in for the kill.

      My thumb snaps over his and pins it down. As if waking from a dream, he looks down in confusion. His thumb thrashes violently beneath mine, but it’s too late, and my grip is too strong. I count to ten and release him with a satisfied sigh.

      “Seriously?” he snaps.

      I’m the picture of innocence as I spin the sucker in my mouth. “Hmm?”

      His lips pucker as he nods his head. “Oh, it’s like that, Freckles?”

      I shrug. “Are you going to put my point on the board, or should I?”

      “Oh my god, you’re the Devil with tits,” he growls.

      I crunch down on the sucker and finish it off in one bite. “That’s Miss Devil to you.”

      Gripping the sides of my chair, he slides me closer. I giggle as I’m jerked to a front row seat of the vein that’s bulging out of his forehead.

      Before he can respond, Kane’s dad booms out with a question. “Okay, this was the final round. Do I even need to ask who won between you and Scarlett?”

      I smirk, and Kane rolls his eyes.

      Zach makes the final tally and shakes his head. “Okay clan, I say this with a heavy heart, but...we all got our asses kicked by the newbie. I really expected more from my offspring.”

      Max flicks a card at him. “Shut up, you lost to her, too.”

      “Probably cheated,” Zach grunts.

      I laugh. “Heard that old man!”

      Annie swoops in to grab the jar full of candy and holds it out to me. “I can’t remember the last time Kane didn’t win game night.” She beams.

      “Mom, we talked about this. You’re supposed to be Team Kane.”

      She pretends not to hear him. “Would you like to see some baby pictures?”

      “A million times, yes,” I rush out as Kane rockets to his feet.

      “Hell no. Not happening.”

      “I’ll grab the scrapbook!” Jack shouts as he runs down the hall and returns with a leather bound book.

      Everyone but Annie and Kane excuse themselves from the living room after getting the games cleaned up and put away. Annie pats the seat beside her on the couch, and I sit down, shooting Kane an evil grin.

      In the first picture, Kane is a baby; he can’t be more than a year old. He’s sitting up on a blanket with squishy cheeks and big blue eyes.

      “Oh my gosh,” I coo. “Look how chubby you were! Like a wrinkly little pug.” I giggle.

      “Except our puppy learned to potty train faster than he did,” Annie whispers out of the corner of her mouth.

      “Okie-doke.” Kane snatches the book from his mom and sets it on the table. “We’re done here.”

      Annie cackles as she stands up and yanks her son into a hug. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, sweetheart.” Kane gives her a droll look. She raises her hands in defeat. “Okay, okay, maybe a little, but you were really quite the shit growing up, so perhaps this is payback.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      She pinches his cheek with a smile. “You kids have fun; this old woman is going to bed.”

      Kane’s eyes are full of adoration when he looks back at her. “Love you, Mom.”

      What I wouldn’t give to have a relationship like this with my own mother.

      “Love you, too, honey.” She turns back to me, and much to my surprise, wraps her arms around me for a hug as well. “It was wonderful meeting you, Scarlett. I do hope this isn’t the last we see of you.” She winks and disappears down the hallway, humming a happy tune.

      “I should probably get going myself,” I admit.

      Tell me to stay.

      His smile melts away. “Yeah. It is pretty late…”

      Ask me not to go.

      “I’m glad I came. Not just because I whooped your ass either,” I tease.

      His strained expression tells me he holds back the words I want to hear. “Let me walk you out.”

      I nod, turning toward the door quickly, so he doesn’t see the disappointment I can’t hide.

      This is what I wanted, so why does my heart feel like it’s being squeezed in a vice?

      We walk in silence to my car. A silence that fills me with an unknown dread.

      “Scarlett, I…” His breath makes a cloud in the chilly night air. “Good luck with the competition.”

      I swallow hard. “You too.” I smile, trying to ease the sudden tension. “May the best gamer win.”

      In one swift movement, he steps closer, bringing his hand to my cold cheek. I nuzzle into the warmth of his palm and release a sigh.

      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      With a conflicted look, he leans forward and presses his lips to mine for a soft kiss. Pulling back, he looks me square in the eye. “I’ll find you when this is over, Freckles. Just give ‘em hell.”

      I replay the look in his eye and the promise on his lips the entire drive home.
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      “What do you think about this one?”

      Julie holds out a sample invitation that looks identical to the one she showed me just before it.

      “Pretty.” I swirl my finger in my new candy jar before plucking out a starburst.

      She drops the invitation on the bed. “That’s the exact word you used to describe the last one.”

      “Well...it was pretty, too,” I say carefully.

      “And the one before that. And the one before that.” She clucks.

      I groan. “I love you so much, but I am terrible at this stuff.”

      To my surprise, she laughs. “I know, I’m honestly impressed you lasted this long. I already texted Sarah, and I’m gonna head over to her place—bitch lives for weddings.”

      “Ooh, Sarah Keeler?” Nessa perks up.

      Julie nods. “Yeah, why?”

      “Nada. Heard she’s a bit of a slut that’s all.”

      My sister raises an eyebrow. “But, Vanessa...you’re a slut.”

      Nessa’s hand flies to her chest. “Cómo te atreves!”

      I shrug at my sister. “Don’t look at me, she speaks Spanish when she’s upset.”

      “Or horny,” Nessa adds with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

      My face scrunches. “Didn’t need to know that.”

      “Ay, Ay, AY PAPI,” she moans as she stretches out on her bed and rolls her hips back and forth.

      “Okaaaay, I’m gonna go.” Julie shakes her head, and I can’t help but laugh. I love my roommate, but that crazy bitch sure knows how to clear a room.

      I bounce my butt on the mattress in excitement, making Julie bob up and down across from me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “Scarlett,” she says in a solemn tone. “You’re officially released from wedding duties for the day.”

      “YES!” I shout to the ceiling and quickly look back at my sister. “I mean, are you sure?” I bare my teeth in an apologetic smile.

      She shoves my arm playfully. “Go play your game, nerd. Oh and good luck tomorrow! You’re going to kick ass.”

      My stomach clenches as I remember what I had been purposely trying to put out of my head. I can’t believe it’s already been a month, and the competition is here. Between wedding planning, parties with Nessa, and playing Tactical Heart, I’ve kept myself purposefully busy. Time has flown by, and now, the big day is tomorrow.

      Am I ready?

      After Julie leaves, I hop in my chair and tug my headset over my ears. I twirl a strand of hair between my fingers as the game loads up. I smile when I see his username has a little green dot, which means he’s online.

      I touch my lips as I remember the last time I saw Kane a month ago. True to his word, since that night, we haven’t talked, haven’t seen each other, the only exception being the handful of times our characters passed each other in the game. My pulse quickens as I think about tomorrow when I will finally get to see him in the flesh.

      I shake my head and groan. No, that’s not what I should be thinking about today. He’s not who I should be thinking about.

      My thoughts need to be on game strategies, not his intense blue stare.

      They need to be on how the hell I’m going to take out fifty other players, not the way his smile melts me into putty.

      Or the way he chanted my name as he fucked me from behind…

      There I fucking go again!

      Everything I did to push him away, and he’s still rooted in my mind like a stubborn weed.

      My character comes to life on screen, and I equip my newest gun. My mind goes blissfully blank as I hunt down monsters and blow them to bits. I finish off a mob of twenty goblin creatures when I turn and find a familiar character.

      I bite the inside of my cheek as I stare at his username. KarnageKing13...once a name that ignited a trembling fury in the pit of my stomach. But now? Now, it just confuses the hell out of my head and my heart.

      I swallow as I see the little speech bubble pop over his toon’s head. He’s typing something. I stare hard at the chat log, as though it might disappear if I blink.

      
        
        KarnageKing13: So?

      

      

      My brows furrow in confusion. So?

      That’s what he says to me after not talking for an entire month?! I must have really romanticized this fucker in my head.

      
        
        RedWyrm: SO? So what?

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Sorry, I’m usually dead when you’re this close, so I don’t know what to do with myself.

      

      

      I snort out a laugh. This asshole thinks he’s funny.

      
        
        RedWyrm: LOL. Shut up.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: You ready for tomorrow?

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: As ready as I’ll ever be. You?

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: It’s been a little easier to prepare without getting killed every few seconds.

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: Don’t be so dramatic.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Does this mean my punishment is finally over?

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: Yeah, you’re off the hook.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: It’s because I sexed you so good, huh?

      

      

      I shake my head at the screen. Cockiest damn nerd I swear…

      
        
        RedWyrm: You’re an idiot.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: I’ve missed you.

      

      

      My fingers freeze over the keyboard. He missed me.

      
        
        RedWyrm: I’ve missed you, too.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Dinner, tomorrow night?

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: Kane…

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: We’ll celebrate the win, no matter which one of us it is.

      

        

      
        RedWyrm: And if neither of us win?

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Hah! Have you seen the scoreboard lately? They don’t stand a chance, and you know it. This is between you and me, baby.

      

      

      He’s right, we’ve been dominating with our kills.

      
        
        RedWyrm: Goodnight, Kane.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Night, Freckles. Give ‘em hell, beautiful.

      

      

      I click out of the game and press my palm to my chest. My heart is in a frenzy, and I haven’t even seen him yet. I shouldn’t have gotten online. I shouldn’t have talked to him. Now my thoughts are in a tailspin, and I don’t know how to make them stop.

      I have to win this fucking competition, and I can’t do that with Kane stomping around my mind and pulling my concentration away. Hitting the shortcut keys to open my voice chat program, I sigh a breath of relief when I see Wren is online.

      I need a friend, someone who doesn’t cloud my judgement to tell me what the hell I’m going to do. As soon as I enter the chat room, his voice is in my ear.

      “Long time no hear, Red.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a busy couple of weeks with the semester ending and getting ready for the competition,” I admit. I’m such a lousy friend. I’ve hardly been on to talk to him between running dungeons and studying for tests.

      “I’m just teasin’ ya.” I relax when I hear the amusement in his voice. “So, it’s tomorrow.”

      My stomach does another flip, and I’m officially nauseous.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” I whisper into the mic after looking and making sure that Nessa has her earbuds in and can’t hear me.

      I hear a grunt. “What the hell do you mean? Of course you can.”

      I bite my lip as all my fears bubble to the surface. I’ve spent a month pushing them down, and they won’t be contained any longer.

      “I can’t do this, Wren. I’m a nobody, a girl trying to play in a boy’s world. He’s going to be there; he’s in my head, and I know how badly he wants it. I’m going to choke, or worse, roll over and let him win because I was a dumbshit and caught feelings for him. Every damn time I see my mom, I feel her disappointment drilling into me. I need this win, but I’m fucking scared, and all I want is to run away.”

      Tears are streaming down my face as I finally get the words off my chest. I hold my body still, refusing to let my body tremble and give myself away to Nessa. I love her, but she just wouldn’t understand that a night of shots or a long bubble bath isn’t going to solve all my problems.

      “Red.” His voice is sharp and demanding. “You can do this. You are a seriously awesome gamer—and no, not just ‘for a girl’ either.” I smile imagining him doing exaggerated air quotes. “You’ve made TH your bitch, and you are going to rock that competition tomorrow and break records doing it. So, fuck Kane, fuck your mom, fuck everyone else and go in there with your head held high because you deserve to do this for you and only you.”

      I bite my lip with a grin, using my oversized shirt to wipe away a tear. “That’s a lot of fucking you’re asking of me,” I tease.

      “Yeah, well, a good fuck is always the answer.”

      I cackle and shake my head. “Thanks for the pep talk. I’m still a total mess but that helped.”

      “I hope so, I’m gonna have to be a jerk for like a year to get that ‘nice’ taste out of my mouth.” He makes a retching sound, and I roll my eyes. “Now, there’s just one little change I think you need to make to that TH toon of yours…”

      “What’s wrong with my toon?” I ask. Opening up the game, I look over my elf decked out in legendary black gear. I look intimidating as hell, perfect.

      “It’s time you stop hiding behind ‘the cock’, my friend.”

      I snort out a laugh as I realize the implication of his words. “You’re right. If I’m going to do this, I need to do it right. No more cock hiding.” Clicking open my character’s information panel, I make the switch from male to female. I give RedWyrm long fiery red hair and an awesome pair of tits—for authenticity, of course.

      My stomach clenches with fear, but I take a deep breath and release it nice and slow. I’ve pretended to be a guy in my games for so long that it feels like I’ve been stripped naked by switching to my true gender. It’s silly, the gaming world is so much more accepting of girl gamers than ever before, and yet...I felt safe when everyone else thought I was just one of the guys. I know I will have to deal with the constant flirting, guys not taking me seriously like Kane once did, but for the first time, I’m okay with it.

      I’m Scarlett Mavis, I’m good with games and oh shit—I have a vagina too. Come at me world! If you have a problem, I’ll show you exactly where my lady balls are.

      “That’s my girl!” Wren whoops with approval. “Okay, it’s late, you better get some sleep. Big day tomorrow, and I want to log in and see your gamertag splattered all over social media.”

      I groan. “Fine, but don’t you dare watch, that will make me even more nervous.”

      EkoTek will be live streaming the competition on their website, so people from all over the world will be able to tune in. No pressure though.

      “Better believe I’ll be watching and rooting you on the whole damn way.”

      When I shut off my computer and set my headset on the desk, I take another calming breath.

      I can’t predict what’s going to happen tomorrow, who’s going to win or lose, but there’s two things I know for certain.

      This is going to be one hell of a competition.

      And I’m falling for Kane Decker.
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      The auditorium is buzzing with excitement.

      Rival players are getting their stations set up, making last minute changes to their armor. There are only about twenty-five players here and another twenty-five at a different location. EkoTek’s massive headquarters is located in the heart of the city. They are really big on giving back to the community that helped get them to where they are, which is why they made the competition localized.

      Computers are set up in a U shape, facing a large projector screen. There are two officials from EkoTek drinking coffee and laughing at a table to the side. Another official is sitting at a computer so massive, so beautiful, that I have to wipe a little drool from my chin. He’ll be monitoring the competition, focusing on the action and projecting it up on the wall for the judges to make sure there’s no cheating or prohibited weapons being used.

      I look around at the faces of my competitors and wonder if maybe Scarlett was right, that neither of us will win. These people, young and old, look deadly focused, as if they’ve been preparing their whole life for this day.

      I pop my knuckles and shake it off.

      Now is not the time to start doubting myself. After game night, I buckled down hard. If I wasn’t studying or eating, I was plugged into Tactical Heart and busting my ass to find a weapon that plays to my strengths, to improve my reflexes, and to acquire one of the best armor sets in the game. Without Scarlett taking me out every twenty minutes, I was able to stay laser focused, and now, I’m more ready than ever.

      I think my girl is going to be surprised by how much I’ve improved since last time she brutally murdered me.

      Doing another scan of the competition, I glance toward the opening door and smile when I see a head of fiery red hair beneath a black ball cap. As she moves around the room, finding the computer labeled with her username, a dozen sets of eyes follow her. Being one of the few girls in this sausage fest, she sticks out like a sore thumb.

      Her hair falls in loose waves over a lime green shirt that reads “Game Over Bitch.” Her black leggings show off the perfect curve of her ass, and I find myself wanting to punch every guy who I catch staring.

      Hold the phone.

      What if she wore those skin-tight leggings in an attempt to distract the multitude of nerds in this room that still consider the female gamer to be a mythical creature? I whistle low under my breath.

      She’s a sexy, evil genius.

      Finding her computer, she sets down her bag and takes a seat. She scowls when she looks up to find me directly across from her.

      With my palms facing up, I shrug.

      Not my call, sweetheart.

      Her eyes roll in annoyance as if she can read my thoughts. She pulls out a neon pink headset (are those cat ears on them?) and a matching controller from her bag and sets them by her keyboard.

      In a sea of muted colors, tense shoulders, and broody faces, Scarlett is a bright light in the dark. She chews on a twizzler with a carefree smile on her face, but I can see through the act. Her knee is bouncing, her fingers are tapping on the desk, and there are dark circles under her eyes.

      She’s just as nervous, if not more so, than I am.

      But even with the fear I see flickering in her eyes, she still looks strangely at home—as if she’s drawing strength from the electronics that surround her. Gaming is in her blood, it comes easy to her, and even with all the pressure of needing this win, she’s in her element.

      Admittedly, it’s pretty fucking hot.

      Wiggling uncomfortably in my chair, I adjust my pants and force myself to look away. Mother of dragons, I have a boner, and the girl is just sitting there for crying out loud. The competitor next to me clears his throat as he looks over at me with a soured look.

      “Oh, like you’ve never had a gaming boner,” I bite out.

      The burly man opens his mouth to argue, but snaps it shut and nods in agreement with a shrug.

      “That’s what I thought, now focus on your screen instead of me, huh?” I snap. He raises an eyebrow but returns his attention to his computer.

      Gamers, I’ve learned, often ballsy behind a screen, don’t actually want to engage with real life conflict.

      “Karnage.”

      I whip my head up to find Scarlett standing behind my screen. I smile up at her. “RedWyrm.”

      Her gaze transfers to the burly guy beside me. I look over and find him staring at her with his jaw almost to the floor.

      “You’re RedWyrm?” he asks in awe.

      She nods. “That’s me. Nice to meet you.” She holds out her hand, and he gives it a quick shake. I suppress a laugh as I watch her carefully swipe her palm on her leggings. I would bet one hundred bucks this guy has gross sweaty hands.

      “You’re...I mean.” His eyes are bulging out of his head. “In the game, you are a... but look at you, and you’re actually a…” I half expect smoke to start coming out of his ears at how hard his brain is working to process right now.

      Using my hands to hide my mouth from Scarlett, I glare at him. “What the hell did I tell you?” I hiss. His eyes snap back to his screen with a grunt.

      Scarlett’s shaking with silent laughter. “Be nice.”

      My eyebrow arches in defiance. “You gonna make me?”

      “Yeah, right after I kick your ass,” she challenges.

      I bark out a laugh. “I’ve gotten a lot better, Freckles, this might be a little harder than you think.”

      Her fingers go to her chin. “Oh, so you’re gonna last twenty minutes instead of just five?”

      The corner of my mouth twitches. “You know I can last a lot longer than that.”

      A blush creeps up her neck. “You’re an idiot.”

      I laugh. “I need to get in the zone. Stop fraternizing with the enemy.” I shoo her away with my hand.

      She looks over her shoulder and then back to me. “Yeah, guess I should get all set up.” She gets a few steps away before I call out her name.

      She stops and turns around with a quizzical look on her face.

      “Give ‘em hell.”

      She gives me a dazzling smile before she returns to her seat.

      We have about thirty minutes until the competition begins, so I grab a protein bar out of my bag and look over the armor I have equipped, making sure it’s only the best of the best of what I own. If I’m going to make any last-minute changes now is the time.

      “Scarlett?”

      A hesitant voice calls out over the noise and chatter of players and officials. Snapping my eyes up, I see a guy who looks a bit out of place in a sea of geeks and nerds. He’s covered in tattoos, has long black hair, and piercings on his lips and up his ears. A chain hangs across one of his legs, and he’s sporting some wicked looking boots.

      I mean, anyone can be a gamer, but you don’t normally see guys all decked in punk gear at a computer much. The ones I’ve known were all too busy trying to become rock stars.

      The punk is staring across the room at Scarlett

      She’s looking back at him, confusion scrawled across her face.

      I get to my feet. I don’t know who the hell this guy is, but she clearly doesn’t know him. I don’t like the way he’s eyeing her, and I’m about to drag his ass out of here if he doesn’t back off.

      “Red?” he calls, this time with a small shrug.

      Her face transforms. Clapping a hand over her mouth, she laughs, and a wide smile splits across her face.

      Every muscle in my body clenches.

      Without a word, she runs into his arms.

      She. Runs. Into. His. Fucking. Arms.

      Like this is some fucking romance movie, and he’s just professed his love.

      He spins her in his arms as she giggles with excitement. Everyone around me is talking, the whole building is fucking loud, so no matter how hard I strain, I can’t hear a word they’re saying. All I see is the happiness in her eyes, the way she touches his shoulder and runs her fingers through his hair.

      Evil genius was the most accurate title I could have crowned her with. Does she think she can psych me out by bringing her little boyfriend or fuck buddy to the competition?

      I crack my knuckles and sit back down. My eyes turn to my screen, and I refuse to let them look away, not wanting to see the way she touches him for one more second.

      She wanted to throw me off my game.

      But baby you just warmed me up.

      Now I won’t have a second guilty thought when I destroy her.

      No. Mercy.
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      What the hell is going on? I don’t get nervous when it comes to games. Much like a bull, I lower my head, paw at the ground, and charge forward without a second thought.

      Until now.

      I can’t stop fidgeting. My mom’s disapproving scowl, Wren’s encouraging words, Kane’s warm smile, all whirl around in my mind. I keep trying to hold on to the way I felt right after talking with Wren, ready to take on the world, but it keeps slipping through my grasp. I’m a hot fucking mess, and I can’t afford to be.

      “Scarlett!”

      Irritated at being pulled away from the computer when I’m trying so hard to focus, I whip my head toward whoever’s calling my name. Standing across the room, staring blatantly in my direction, is a guy who looks like he just walked out of a Misfits concert. Dark hair hides part of his face, he’s covered with tattoos and wearing black from head to toe. I don’t recognize him at all, and he’s not someone I would easily forget.

      With a tilt of my head, I rise steadily to my feet. Before I can awkwardly point to myself and double check I heard him right, he calls out once more.

      “Red?” he yells, cupping his hands around his mouth.

      Red?

      There’s only one person on the planet who calls me that, and there’s no way…

      “Wren?” I question. He can’t possibly hear me with all the noise, but he must be able to read my lips because his mouth suddenly twists into a crooked smile.

      Clamping my hand over my mouth, I squeal like a child on Christmas morning.

      We’ve been online friends since the day I ran home crying with a broken heart from Dylan McFucker. He and all the others in the chat room welcomed me into their circle of misfits and introduced me to the wide world of gaming.

      In all this time, I’ve never seen as much as a picture of him. Until recently, we’ve kept our relationship simple—bullshitting on chat, venting about relationships, and video games. Shit, I figured he might live on the other side of the country. It’s crazy how technology can bring people together and yet keep them so far apart.

      Without another thought, I push my chair out of the way and run over to him. Looking a little nervous and unsure of himself, he opens his arms slowly as he sees me coming. I jump into them with such force that I cause us to do a little spin.

      “Wren!” I gasp. “You’re here. How the hell are you here?” I pat his arm to make sure it’s not some weird daydream.

      “I drove.” He smirks, and I shove his shoulder playfully.

      “Seriously—I can’t believe you’re here.” I give him a curious look. “Why the heck are you here?”

      “You logged back into TH an hour after we talked; I know you didn’t get much sleep. My little pep talk was clearly garbage.” His lips twist into a wry smile. “I knew we lived in the same state after you’d mentioned what college you go to. So, I looked up where the competition was being held and saw it was only a six-hour drive...I got up early this morning and here I am. Making sure you’re supported and all that.”

      “Dude, that’s crazy.” I gape. “You didn’t have to drive all this way.”

      He shrugs. “I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to. Now that the band has taken off, I finally have a car and a little cash in my pocket. There was nothing holding me back from being here for you just like you’ve always been there for me.”

      With tearful eyes, I smile up at his pierced face. “What the hell did I do to deserve a best friend like you?”

      He cups his chin in thought. “Dunno, but you can start by introducing me to your roommate later.”

      I snort with laughter. “Who, Nessa? You don’t even know anything about her—or even what she looks like.

      He gets a mischievous look in his eye. “Yeah, but that Spanish accent I hear over the mic is sexy as fuck.”

      I pat his arm. “You are sooo not her type, buddy.”

      “Musicians are everyone’s type.” He winks.

      “Yeah, let’s back it up for a minute. You’re in a freaking band? I mean I know I heard the guitar a lot over the mic, but I thought it was just the radio or something...”

      He sticks his hands in his pockets and rocks back on his feet. “I dunno, man, we were too busy talking games and relationship drama. It just never came up.”

      I reach up and tug on a long strand of his dark hair. “And your hair is almost as long as mine!” I squeal. He smacks me away and pats his hair back down.

      “I haven’t cut it in four years,” he admits.

      “Well, if you get serious about wooing Vanessa, you might want to consider it…”

      “You mean change how I look so a girl will give me a chance?”

      I laugh. “You’re right, that’s not the way us misfits roll.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I was just asking for clarification if it would work. I’ll go bald if it would get me her number.” He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively.

      I snort and wave as I see my sister headed our way.

      “Hey, Jules, you made it!”

      “Mom tried to give me some bs work to do, but I snuck out early.” She gives me a hug and turns her curious gaze to Wren. “Well, hello, person I’ve never seen before.”

      “This is Wren,” I explain. Her eyes become saucers.

      “Wait, your online bestie since middle school, Wren?” she screeches.

      I nod, and she claps her hands in excitement as she turns to look him up and down. “You look...different.”

      I smack her. “Be nice.”

      Her hands fly up. “No, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Remember that one time we tried to Facebook him? The only result was this super geeky kid with oversized glasses. That’s just always how I pictured him.” She turns her head toward me and whispers, “Or as a forty year old pervert.”

      Wren’s eyebrow arches at me. “You tried stalking me?”

      “What?” I give him a pointed look. “I was an impressionable girl trying to make sure you weren’t an online predator.”

      “You heard my squeaky voice, Red, you knew I wasn’t an old creep,” he chides.

      “Fine,” I grumble. “We were curious.”

      He chuckles. “I only got a Facebook account last year, whatever kid you were creepin’ on, wasn’t me.”

      I smirk at my sister. “Told you it wasn’t him.”

      Julie rolls her eyes and turns back to Wren. “So you’re here to watch Scar win, too?”

      “Yeah, wanted to make sure she didn’t stay home and work herself into a sugar coma.”

      I stick out my tongue, and he grins.

      “Well, do you want to sit with us? They have a sweet setup in the other room for friends and family to watch.”

      “Yeah, that would be awesome—you good, Red?” His eyes soften with concern.

      I take a second to really think about it.

      My nerves were shot to shit when I walked in this morning. Running on nothing but sugar and coffee after a night of little sleep did nothing to help. But now that I have my best friend and my sister by my side? Confidence and clarity are seeping back into my bones.

      No matter what happens, win or lose, rain or shine, they’ll have my back.

      “Yeah. I’m good. I got this.” And to my surprise, I believe it. “Better get back to my station, I’ll see you guys after.”

      Julie loops her arms through Wren’s and wheels him away as she chatters on. He looks back at me over his shoulder with fearful eyes.

      “She’s harmless!” I yell after him, laughing as he slowly turns back around and begins working his way out of her embrace as they walk to the other room.

      Just as I sit down, the announcer booms over the mic, “Competitors to your gaming stations. We will be opening the arena in exactly five minutes. Take this time to turn your eyes to the front and recap the rules. If you break even one of them, you will be disqualified and asked to leave the room. If you’re killed, you may go to the back to watch the remainder of the match, but you cannot remain at your station. Any questions?”

      The room is quiet, and the official nods.

      “Then good luck, we cannot wait to have a new member on the Eko team.” He takes a seat, and a countdown pops up on everyone’s screens. I stare hard at Kane, wanting to give him one last nod before we begin, but he’s focused hard on the screen in front of him.

      I pick up my pink controller and look down at it with a determined smile.

      Boys and girls—it’s showtime.
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      The countdown has officially started. This is a match to the death, only the last player standing will take home the win. I have every confidence that player will be me. I’ve let all other thoughts wash away. I’m here for one reason and one reason only—to whoop some serious ass.

      Five seconds to go.

      After stretching my back, I settle into the seat and make sure my noise cancelling headset is snug on my ears.

      Four seconds.

      I ready my hand on the mouse.

      Three seconds.

      A bead of sweat rolls down the back of my neck.

      Two seconds.

      This is it.

      One second.

      A buzzer goes off in the room, and the game is finally unlocked.

      My character appears in a rocky terrain surrounded by pine trees and is that?

      Yep, it’s snowing. A small chunk of my health is knocked off. I quickly open my inventory and swap out for a piece of gear that will protect me from cold damage. Glad I spent that weekend hunting down protective gear from all the elements; it’s already paying off.

      I smile as I also equip my prized possession, the Gravity Cannon. With a flip of a switch, gravity is disrupted, and everyone within the radius rises into the air and becomes disorientated. Unless you have gravity boots on, which happen to be a very rare item in the game.

      The weapon is surprisingly not on the prohibited list and will give me an upper hand in tight situations.

      I catch movement out of the corner of my eye and slide my mouse to look around. Aiming at the trees, I take a deep breath and wait. There’s a flash of color, and I pull the trigger without hesitation. Something crashes to the ground several paces away. I look up and see my character on the big screen with the words “First Kill” hovering above me.

      Not a bad start.

      I move quickly to the dead toon and loot his body. I lift a few pieces of crappy armor, a decent gun, and stash them in my inventory. Not sure which direction to head, I pick one at random and start walking through the trees. After a few minutes, I notice footprints in the snow. They disappear fairly quickly, so whoever I’ve stumbled upon can’t be far ahead.

      Suddenly, there’s a flash of green light, and I’m knocked back through the trees and thrown to the ground. Fuck, like a noob, I must have walked right into someone’s trap. I try to move my toon, hitting the key that’s supposed to make him stand, but nothing happens. Little bolts of lightning zig and zag across my body. I can’t move, that explosion not only took some of my health, but it stunned me as well.

      Out of the green fog, I watch a small form walking toward me.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      A fairy with shimmering wings is aiming a blaster at me that’s nearly as large as she is. Lights are glowing brighter, whirling around the barrel of the gun as it powers up.

      I smash my buttons faster. C’mon, get up. Get up!

      A half a second before she blows a crater into the ground, I barrel roll away. Through my headset, I hear a feminine voice utter a curse. That must be the fairy. Because we’re within close range in the game, we’re able to hear one another if we talk into our mics. It’s a more realistic feature TH added that I love—although many turn the feature off or mute themselves.

      The green fog has become thicker rather than dissipating like normal. I’m not sure what kind of potion she used, but it’s a pretty risky strategy. Sure, you take out your enemies’ vision, but you leave yourself at a disadvantage as well. I fire a few rounds through the trees in the last place she stood, but it’s pointless; I have no idea where she’s at now.

      I back up and drag my mouse to the edge of the screen, looking around me in a circle for even the smallest movements. I curse when I see a flash of light and watch another chunk of my health fall off. She hit me. Thankfully, it wasn’t a fatal head or heart shot, or I would be out of the game rather than just missing some health. I back up and take off to the right, whizzing past trees as I move to circle around where the shot came from. I grin when I see a small form crouching in the mist. She’s facing away from me, likely thinking she’s right on my tail. I switch to my scope and aim directly for the back of her head. A fatal shot that will kill her and take her out of the game for good.

      I pull the trigger, and the fairy splits and breaks apart into a hundred tiny butterflies. I hear a small giggle mock me.

      What the fuck?

      Oh shit, it was an illusion. I swing my scope to the left and watch the fairy step out from behind a tree with her light blaster aimed at me. We face each other in a standoff, may the faster player win. I hover my finger over the trigger key, but pause when her voice speaks up in my ear.

      “Alliance?” she offers.

      We’re allowed to team up for the competition, and many will; however, it’s not something I planned on. But this fairy is clearly smart and a stronger player...it wouldn’t be so bad to have someone watching my back until it’s down to the last few players and becomes every man for himself.

      I think carefully before responding. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “You can’t, idiot, but I noticed you have the Grav Cannon equipped. I’m a fairy—I’m used to being in the air; it’s not going to affect me. We could be a deadly combo.”

      Damn. She’s got a point. I read the gamertag floating above her toon. “Okay, Brightstar, until it’s down to the last five players, you’ve got yourself a partner.”

      It should be Scarlett.

      But no, she made it very clear. We are enemies until a winner is crowned, and even then, I don’t know what will happen. Not anymore, not since he came into the picture—whoever the fuck he was. She made it clear from the beginning that she’s still furious about the past, so what if this has all been a way to mess with my head on the day of the competition? Some twisted ass plot to get revenge?

      Fuck, not important right now. Focus.

      We both switch out of attack mode, and our weapons disappear and reappear slung over our shoulders. Flapping her wings, she flies forward, and I follow close behind, weaving in and out of trees until we get to a clearing. It’s a large field with a single tree in the middle, something large cradled in the branches about halfway up. It kinda looks like a nest?

      I swap out my weapons and equip a sniper rifle that has a powerful scope. Sure enough, there’s a giant bird’s nest in the tree, two ugly baby birds are poking their heads out and—there’s something else nestled between them. A dark red rifle, holy shit that’s a...

      “Crimson Strike,” Brightstar breathes.

      I whistle. Crimson Strike is an extremely rare and deadly weapon. If you get shot, no matter where on your toon’s body, you get an automatic “bleed” debuff.1 Not only do you take damage to your health every thirty seconds, but you drip blood everywhere you walk, and it’s impossible to hide if someone is hunting you down.

      Brightstar takes a step toward the clearing.

      “Wait,” I hiss, and she stops. “We have company.”

      Four other players step out of the clearing to our left and head straight for the nest. An orc, a human, and two elves. They’ve formed a team, and it’s made them cocky, walking right out into the open without first checking the perimeter. They’re a good distance away, but to be on the safe side, I don’t risk talking into the mic. Instead, I type out a message in a private chat to the fairy.

      
        
        KarnageKing13: Ready to test out your theory?

      

        

      
        Brightstar: Let’s do it.

      

        

      
        KarnageKing13: Double up and distract them.

      

      

      I equip the Grav Cannon with a grin. Brightstar splits into two, and her clone flies into the field. The group is on her in seconds; they pull out their guns and begin firing as she flits above their heads and draws attention away from where we hide. Stealth mode engaged, we creep forward. I flank the right and she goes left. I take aim at the elf closest to me; I pull the trigger, and the toon crumples to the floor. It was a headshot, instant kill.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Brightstar take out the human.

      The remaining two players flip around as they realize it’s an ambush. Without giving them a chance to react, I hit the keyboard combo that unleashes the Grav Cannon’s special ability.  Brightstar kicks off to the air, and my boots power up and clamp to the ground. The orc and the elf float up as zero gravity kicks in all around them. Their arms and legs flail as they try to twist and shoot at us.

      “What the shit?” A deep voice growls in confusion.

      “Buh bye!” Brightstar giggles as she aims at the orc and watches him explode in a green cloud. My scope zeroes in on the floating elf, and with my gun fully powered, I hit the trigger and blast him out of the sky. With only a sliver of health remaining for each of them, Brightstar and I step forward and do one final headshot, ensuring they’re both out of the game.

      I glance up at the large screen and see that the counter, which read “fifty players remaining,” is now at “thirty-three.” It’s only been twenty minutes, and people are getting knocked out of the competition left and right.

      Brightstar flies up to the branches and yanks the sniper from between the squawking birds. With a triumphant smile, she floats down before me. I hear her voice speak up in my headphones.

      “I don’t have a decent weapon, do you mind if…” she trails off.

      “I have the Grav Cannon, you should definitely take the Crimson Strike.” I want nothing more than to own that badass rifle, but I can’t be greedy; she needs a good weapon if we’re going to make this to the end.

      I flinch when a loud screech pierces my ear.

      “What the hell was that?” I demand.

      “I—I don’t know,” Brightstar stutters into her mic. “It wasn’t me.”

      I drag my mouse to the edge of the screen and force my toon to turn, so I can see everything around us. But I see nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      “Look. Up,” Brightstar whispers.

      Diving toward us is a monstrous black bird. It has two heads with four giant beady eyes trained on us as it sweeps through the air.

      Above us, the baby birds in the nest finally stop squawking.

      Mama’s home.
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      A bullet whizzes past my head. I drop to the ground and crawl beneath the thick underbrush of the forest. That orc is hella fast, and I’ve just barely managed to stay alive with him on my trail.

      Holding my breath, I wait a few minutes and watch as he walks right past me.

      “I heard you mumble something, little girl, come out and play with a real gamer.”

      Looking through my inventory, I quickly switch out my weapon as he searches for me.

      “So, because you have a dick swinging between your legs that makes you a ‘real gamer’?” I scoff in disgust. Looks like I’ll be dealing with a sexist pig sooner than I thought.

      “We have more focus, more stamina, and we’re not worried about our periods or breaking a nail. It’s like I said, a real gamer.”

      Peeking around a thick tree trunk, I aim the new gun and pull the trigger. The barrel makes a pathetic wheezing sound as a tiny creature pops out and falls to the ground.

      The soosoo, an adorable yet incredibly uncommon creature of Ulicia, looks around curiously before it hops forward. His fur ripples as it changes color with each movement.

      The orc stops as the soosoo skips ahead of him.

      “What the hell is that?” He sounds more curious than worried.

      The soosoo stops at his feet and looks up with big purple eyes. With a grunt, the player points his gun and shoots, but the soosoo dodges it with ease. They play this deadly game for a few seconds, and with every shot, the soosoo bolts out of the way, making a little squeak each time.

      “Annoying little fucker, aren’t you?” The orc turns his back to the soosoo and begins to walk away.

      Without warning, the tiny ball of fluff jumps onto the orc’s neck with a piercing scream.

      With a Cheshire grin, I smash a button, and my toon takes off running in the opposite direction. The ground shakes, and I’m tossed into the air as a huge explosion is set off behind me.

      Looking back, I see rainbow confetti falling to the ground. Getting to my feet with a suppressed laugh, I head back to loot the foolish orc. The toon is lying flat on his face and covered in confetti and bits of fur. I click on the orc to double check his health, and it is indeed at zero. The soosoo isn’t deadly if you kick it away before it explodes, but never turn your back on one—they latch on and BOOM! sayonara, fucker.

      “Who’s the real gamer now, bitch?” I sneer before I select the corpse and loot it.

      After a few seconds, the confetti and fur begin to tremble from where it’s scattered across the forest floor. With a small pop, it snaps back together, and the soosoo is in one healthy piece. I lean down and pet him.

      “That’s a good boy,” I coo.

      He makes a soft mewling sound before hopping to my gun and squeezing back into the barrel where he’ll remain until I pull the trigger once more.

      My eyes widen when a thundering screech cuts through my headphones. I flick my joystick to look toward where I think the sound came from. Whatever that was sounded angry...and big.

      And where there are pissed off monsters— there are more players for me to take out.

      I’ve already removed four competitors since I entered the arena. My laser focus is back, and I’m feeling pretty damn invincible.

      I take off at a run in the direction I think the noise came from. I pass an endless amount of trees until a huge field is sprawled out before me with a massive tree in the center. Following the edge of the forestine, I take in the strange sight before me.

      A gigantic bird with two heads is chasing a human and a fairy across the field. It would be comical if my heart didn’t seize at the gamertag hovering above the human.

      KarnageKing13.

      There’s a huge nest in the tree, and it doesn’t take me long to figure out what happened. The officials put some sort of trinket or weapon as bait, and once it was removed, the monster bird would automatically be summoned. A trap that should have been spotted a mile away.

      Shit Kane, what the hell were you thinking?

      Better have been one damn good reward for him to take this big of a risk.

      I’m close enough that I can hear Kane and who must be the fairy through my headset.

      “Karnage, what do we do?”  the fairy groans. She dodges out of the way just as a claw swipes at her.

      My stomach churns at the feminine voice. He teamed up with some chick?

      I give my head a furious shake. Not the time or the place.

      I hover over the monster and silently read its name, Hydriss. Hell no. This is not my battle; I’m going to head the opposite way and see about taking out more players. These two will be seriously crippled or get taken out of the competition—either way, it works in my favor. The last thing I need to do is involve myself.

      A sound of a leaf crunching makes me flip around. Without hesitation, I swap to my Storm Blaster and shoot a strike of lightning in an arc around me. A fellow elf drops, jerking as electricity sparks through him.

      “Good try, buddy!” I snort.

      “Woah, woah. Hold on, just wa—”

      I aim the gun at his heart and send another blast that finishes him off. I hit a button combination on my controller and do a little dance over the lifeless elf. Another kill means I’m that much closer to winning the internship.

      Another bellowing screech snaps me out of my daydream. I turn to watch as Karnage distracts both heads, and the fairy flies behind the monster. Rather than aiming at the body, she aims her rifle at the head closest to her.

      Shit.

      I charge into the clearing before logic can talk me out of it. “Stop! Don’t shoot the head!” I scream into the mic. “He will—”

      But it’s too late, her aim is true, and the head explodes in a blast of feathers.

      The fairy with the gamertag of “Brightstar” yelps excitedly over the chat. “Take that birdbrains!”

      I groan and have to stop myself from face palming. Idiot.

      “Scarlett?” I hear Kane’s confused voice in my headphone, but all my attention is on the thrashing bird.

      The fairy takes to the air and zooms toward Karnage. Behind her, the bloody stump where a head used to be ripples, and the skin begins to bubble up. I open my mouth to yell again, but snap it shut with a sigh. She’s just going to have to learn the hard way.

      The bird shudders, and two more heads shoot out of the severed neck. All three heads immediately swivel to look at the fairy. Karnage shouts for her to turn around, but it’s too late, one of the heads lunges forward and snatches her out of the air with its beak. Hydriss swallows her whole with a grunt of pleasure. Dragging my eyes away from the computer screen, I glance up at the counter in the front of the room. What just read “thirty-three remaining players” has dropped down to “thirty-two.”

      Brightstar would have been booted out of the game as soon as her health hit zero, not even a chance to say goodbye to her new pal, Kane. I’m crying for her...deep down on the inside.

      Deep, deep, down.

      The head that ate the fairy starts jerking back and forth like a cat who’s getting ready to puke up a hairball. It coughs and spits out a red rifle and two glittering fairy wings that flutter to the ground. It takes more self-control than I thought possible not to laugh at those damn wings.

      Kane, being the idiot that he is, runs forward and picks up the rifle. Being close enough to pull aggro1, the beast’s heads simultaneously turn to zero in on him.

      “Oh fuck,” he mutters as his toon takes off running. Hydriss is on him within seconds, the heads taking turns as they dive at the ground. He rolls through the grass in the opposite direction as soon as a beak gets too close. He can run, but sooner or later, he’s going to hit a button too slow and be gobbled up.

      Not your problem, Scar. Let him die, this is a competition remember?

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Flipping through my inventory, I take out my blaster that has the most powerful punch and aim it at Hydriss. Looking through the scope, I wiggle the joystick and try to line up a clean shot to where I assume the bird’s heart is.

      It’s no use, he’s all over the place as he chases Kane back and forth across the field.

      “Karnage, get over here!” I demand.

      The little human toon continues to serpentine away from me. “Get out of here!” he shouts back.

      And he calls me the stubborn one.

      “Just c’mon, I have a plan,” I hiss.

      Finally, he begins running directly for me but so does Hydriss. I raise my scope and pull the trigger. The bird’s form stutters but continues barreling right at me. I shoot three more times in the same spot, praying that I hit his heart. On the last shot, Hydriss lets out a bellowing wail before crashing to the ground at my feet.

      Clicking on the bird corpse with my mouse, I loot his body and smile wide when I see that he’s dropped the Hydron. It’s a legendary gun that other players would kill for.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Scarlett?” Kane’s voice booms through my headset. His toon stands before me now, red rifle still cradled in his hands.

      “You mean besides saving your ass?”

      “I didn’t want or ask for your goddamn help.”

      Woah, where’s all this anger coming from all of a sudden?

      “The Hydriss drops one of the best guns in the game, that’s the only reason I took him out, so don’t flatter yourself,” I snarl back.

      True, though not something I remembered when I started attacking.

      “Selfish Scarlett, why am I even surprised?” His rifle turns on me in an instant. I smash a button, and my toon steps backward.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I snap. “And get that shit off me, I’m not joking.”

      “This is a competition, Wyrm, or did you forget?” His voice is cold and unfamiliar. “Because you saved me, I’ll give you a two minute head start before I start firing.”

      “You can’t be serious. Kane, c’mon, it doesn’t have to be like—”

      “Like what?” he seethes. “This is what you wanted, Scarlett. You told me over and over that we are enemies, and the light has finally clicked on. Maybe you were never really into me; it doesn’t matter. I need this, and I will do whatever it takes to win. This competition is on, but me and you? It’s game over.”

      Never into him? Is he fucking high?

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play stupid. Two minutes left.”

      There’s pain ringing through his words that I don’t understand, but he’s finally giving me what I wanted, he’s unblurring the lines. He’s acknowledging me as a true rival, and in this game, right now, nothing else exists. I will have to unwrap the other shit he said later; for now, I need to see him as one thing and one thing only, the enemy.

      His gravelly voice is in my ear once more. “You give this everything you’ve fucking got; do you hear me? Don’t you get soft and cheapen the competition. I’m going to whoop your ass fair and square. Do you understand?”

      My eyes flick up over the screen and meet his burning gaze. He gives me a curt nod.

      “I understand.”

      I will give it my all, and he better bring his A game.

      “Ten seconds,” he taunts.

      I kick myself into gear. Darting into the forest, I zigzag through trees, putting as much space between me and him as possible. Just when I think I’m in the clear, I hear a loud bang and watch a huge chunk of my health fall off as an unknown debuff is applied to my toon.

      Shit. He shot me!

      I keep running because if I slow down, he’ll kill me for sure. I squint at the screen as I notice something on the ground everywhere I go. Blood.

      FUCK.

      It was a bleed that gun put on me. Wherever I run, I’ll leave behind a bright red trail that might as well be a giant target on my back saying “injured player, take me out.”

      I’m in deep shit now.
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      Acting like she doesn’t know what I’m talking about just to confuse me more. Well played.

      What she doesn’t know is how fast and agile I’ve gotten. She’ll feel stupid for ever underestimating me, for trying to get in my head and cost me the win.

      I glance up at the death count, only a handful of players left. This is when things will really start heating up, as the best of the best are left standing.

      I scan the grass until I find what I’m looking for, a trail of red that will lead me right to my prey. She’s hunted me down for years, and finally, the tables have turned.

      I follow the blood along a narrow path that hikes up the side of a cliff. I’m so focused on the ground, I almost miss the two players stalking toward me. I flip around and take them out with surprising ease, one headshot after the other and then continue following Scarlett.

      When I reach the top of the cliff, I find myself looking at a field of brightly colored mushrooms that tower over me. Creeping around in stealth mode, I keep my eyes peeled for the feisty elf. There’s blood everywhere: on the ground and on mushrooms, which means she has to be here somewhere. It looks like she ran back and forth through the mushroom field to try and confuse me, but she can’t hide forever.

      Leaning toward my computer screen, I spot something lying next to a smaller purple mushroom. It’s two dead dwarfs covered in bloody footprints.

      My lip curls into a grin. She’s playing with me.

      That’s my girl.

      The cap of the mushroom nearest me is suddenly blown off. I roll through the grass and duck behind another thick stem. Several mushroom caps around me begin to explode as Scarlett shoots from an unknown location. I watch where the bullets are coming from, and it dawns on me, I know exactly where she is.

      I dart behind another mushroom and then two more until I’m in the center of the field, directly under the largest mushroom.

      “Hi, Freckles,” I whisper into the mic as I throw a grenade on top of the cap and run.

      “Shit.” I hear her screech. A fraction of a second later, I see her toon falling through the air and tumbling into the grass ahead of me.

      She rises to her feet. My gun is trained between her eyes, hers is aimed at my heart.

      How ironic.

      I take a step back, and she follows suit.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me, handsome.”

      I flick my eyes to the big screen. Holy shit, just two players left. I made it to the end, just one last obstacle in my way.

      There’s a strange shimmer in the air between us. I quickly dodge behind a nearby mushroom. “What the fuck are you doing?” I shout.

      “Nothing, that’s not me!” She sounds nervous and dips behind a mushroom herself.

      Something is floating down from the sky between us. Something...sparkling? Scrolling my mouse wheel, I zoom in to try and get a better view.

      What the...

      “Kane?” Scarlett’s voice is thick with confusion. “Is that...is that a fucking unicorn?”

      “Roger that.”

      It’s unmistakable now. Fluffy white fur, spiraling horn, and a thick mane that’s every color of the rainbow. The horse whinnies and shake his head as he floats down through the sky and lands with a plop into the grass. He prances in a circle, looking back and forth between me and Scarlett.

      “It’s so…”

      “Fucking adorable,” I finish.

      The unicorn makes a little squeak, a hiccup, I think, and a little bubble floats from his mouth and pops in the air above him.

      “Kane. Look at his name. Look right now.” There’s a new urgency in her voice.

      I drag my mouse over to the unicorn until the name hovers above it.

      Graveskull.

      The fearsome monster that everyone has been hunting since the game released is a fucking unicorn?!

      As if it can hear me, the unicorn does a small jump, a shimmery rainbow trailing behind his every move, and then strikes a pose.

      I can’t help it; I burst into laughter. It’s infectious because Scarlett starts giggling herself. Forcing myself to get control, I take a deep breath.

      “You know what this means right?” I say in a grave voice.

      “Yeah, means you better look alive, Karnage.” The top of the mushroom I’m hiding behind is blown to bits. I shoot back as I tumble to the left, searching for cover. She aims to take out the unicorn, but I throw a poison gas potion at her feet, and she has to skitter away.

      Swapping guns, I equip the Grav Cannon and flip the switch. Scarlett rises up, but her toon twists fast in the air, and her gun is trained back on me in an instant. She shoots and hits my chest, almost hitting my heart, taking out a big slash of my health.

      Fuck, she’s good.

      I flip off the Grav Cannon, and her toon crashes back to the ground. I use her moment of distraction to shoot out to my left. When she’s back on her feet, she runs toward me, the massive Hydron gun equipped in her hands.

      I drop my rifle to the ground and hold up my hands and drop to my knees in the universal sign of defeat. She stops in front of me, her weapon raised and aimed at my head.

      “You almost had me. It was a damn good fight.” Her voice is low and breathy in the mic. “I’ll be sure to give em’ hell.”

      With that, she pulls the trigger and…

      Nothing.

      The bullets bounce off my toon with a plink.

      I grin and get to my feet. I pick up the rifle from the ground and equip it.

      “What? How? I—” she stutters. There’s a sharp inhale of breath, and I know she sees it. Graveskull to my left, dead as a doorknob.

      “Ruh roh,” she whispers, and I pull the trigger.

      RedWyrm, Scarlett, drops to the ground at my feet.

      Reaching down, I loot the dead elf as I whistle a happy little tune. I find the last gun she’d stolen from me and tuck it back into my inventory where it belongs.

      “Guess it was my turn to give you a little hell, huh?” I snicker, unable to fight the ear to ear grin that spreads across my face.

      Tearing off my headset, I stand up to a chorus of muffled cheers. All the gamers who stayed to watch the results of the match are behind the glass in the back, whooping and shouting in excitement. The double doors open, and people pour inside where only the officials, Scarlett, and I remain.

      A tiny girl who looks like she can’t be more than sixteen runs up to me first. She has bright purple hair and a line of piercings on both sides of her nose.

      “That was awesome! I mean it sucked that I got eaten, but you made it!” she squeaks, and I immediately recognize her voice.

      “Brightstar!”

      She grins. “Yeah man, we made a pretty good team there for a hot minute. I always have the same username, so look me up and lets game together sometime. Wicked win, bro, you deserve it. Man, the way you got Graveskull without her even seeing…” She whistles, still muttering excitedly as she walks away.

      My body is humming with adrenaline from the win. I don’t think I’m really processing what just happened. I actually won. I’m going to be working at EkoTek as an intern. A huge smile splits across my face as the reality settles.

      I did it.

      The air is whooshed out of me as I’m suddenly tackled to the ground.

      “You won! You won!” Jack shrieks in my ear.

      Max offers his hand with a devilish grin and helps me up. When I’m back on my feet, he grapples me into a bear hug. “So proud of you, lil sis.”

      I laugh and push him away. My parents come up next, each jumping up and down with excitement as they squeeze me into a hug.

      That’s when I spot her headed in my direction. My family parts to let her through. When she passes him, Jack holds out his fist, and Scarlett bumps it with her own. Mom rubs her back and embraces her in a small hug, and Dad claps her shoulder and gives an encouraging smile.

      When she’s finally before me, her arms slip around my neck, and she holds me tight. “You’re amazing, Kane Decker,” she whispers in my ear. After a soft kiss to my cheek, she returns to her sister and the...punk.

      I watch until she disappears into the crowd.

      Before I have time to mourn what felt like a goodbye, the lead official from EkoTek is clapping my shoulder. A golden trophy sits cradled in his arms.

      “Welcome aboard, son.”
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      It’s not until I step outside of the warehouse that I let the emotions I’ve choked back well to the surface. My knees wobble as I walk toward my car; Wren and Julie are talking, but I can’t understand what they’re saying. All I hear are two words spinning around in my head.

      You lost.

      You lost. You lost. You’re nothing, you lost.

      I drop to the curb and hide my face in my hands.

      “Oh Scar, you did so good. You should be proud, sweetheart.” Julie’s soft voice is in my ear.

      “Dude, she’s right. You kicked major ass,” Wren chimes in.

      But they don’t understand. Everything is ruined.

      Kane hates me for some reason, that much was clear in his venomous words. Something changed from last night to today, and I can’t figure out what. No, that’s not true, is it? It’s because I kept pushing him away, and he finally got sick of it.

      Mom is cutting me off; I have no idea where I’ll live or how I’ll afford school.

      Everything is falling apart because I failed at the only thing I thought I was good at.

      “Scarlett Mavis, get up off that filthy ground.”

      My head whips up at the sharp voice.

      “Mom?”

      What the hell is she even doing here?

      As far as I know, nobody told her when or where this competition would take place. Let alone the fact that she has audibly made it clear how much she hates anything related to video games.

      “Up, up.” She motions for me to stand, and warily, I do.

      “Mom, please, I can’t deal with this right now,” I plead, lip quivering.

      “Strangest thing, a very handsome boy visited me at my work yesterday.”

      My face scrunches in confusion. “Wha...?”

      She shushes me with a stern look. “Let me talk. Now, although he was handsome, he was also quite rude. Telling me about how talented my daughter was, that I needed to quote ‘pull my head out of my ass’ and come see you compete today, so I would understand you better.”

      What th—did Kane go and see her?

      “That’s right, this stranger implied I didn’t know my own daughter. Ridiculous. Ridiculous and yet...completely true.” Her bottom lip trembles, a sign of weakness I’ve never seen her show before. “The Scarlett I saw in that room, she reminded me so much of her father. Full of passion and excitement. I won’t pretend to understand what was happening on that screen, it was all gibberish, but it made me realize it is not just a childish pastime. I wanted you to follow in my footsteps, Scarlett, and that was wrong. You are your father’s daughter, too, with my determination and his raw creativity, you were born to forge your own path.”

      She takes a deep breath and takes my hand in her own. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. She continues with a smile.

      “I won’t always understand, but from now on, I’m going to listen instead of closing my mind and my heart like my mother always did to me. The EkoTek internship may be out, but we will find an even better company to get you into. I’ll do everything in my power to help you become a game maker...game drawing person…” she trails off, looking embarrassed.

      I laugh, and the weight of a house lifts from my shoulders.

      “Video game designer,” I croak out, and she nods feverishly.

      “Yes! That one! We just need to make a plan of success. First, re-evaluate your classes and then see about this internship business. Eventually? I’m thinking CEO of your very own company. You know I have a close friend who—”

      “Mom, stop.” I cut her off with a small smile. “I love you so much, you don’t understand how happy I am to have your support but...I’m done.”

      She looks taken aback. “You’re done?”

      I throw my hands up with a sigh. “Mom, I lost. Maybe you were right, I need to find a serious job. So what if it’s not my dream? I had to get my head out of the clouds some time right?” I blink back tears.

      Her features soften. “You got knocked down today, and what did your father always have to say about that?” I shake my head, but she presses me, “What. Did. He. Say?”

      I close my eyes, clear my mind, and let my father’s deep voice fill my thoughts. “When you get knocked down, rub dirt on your cheeks and prepare for war,” I choke out with a strangled laugh.

      She nods. “That’s right. We don’t give up. We keep fighting because that’s the Mavis way. We are warriors, my dear.”

      With that, my mother wraps her arms around me and gives me the first real hug in years. I drop my face into her neck and hug her back tightly.

      A deep voice calls out from behind us.

      “I hate to interrupt, but I was wondering if I could talk to Miss RedWyrm for a moment.” A stoic man in a dark suit stands beside the car.

      I break away from Mom and make my way over to him. “That would be me.” I keep my back straight, and my chin high. Failure sits like a pit in my stomach, but I won’t let it show. I may have lost, but I played a damn good game, and nothing can take that away from me.

      “You were quite impressive back there; I can see how you’ve kept on top in the leaderboards for so long.”

      “I—thank you, sir.” This guy looks familiar, but he wasn’t one of the officials from inside.

      “Next year, we’ll have another internship position opening. Now, it won’t be paid, and it won’t be glamorous, but if you’re interested…”

      “Yes!” I shout, then snap my mouth shut in embarrassment. “I mean, it would be an honor, sir.”

      His face cracks into a smile. “Well, Miss Wyrm, keep those grades up, and we will see you soon.”

      As soon as the man is out of earshot, everyone starts talking at once.

      “Smart, smart man,” Mom says with an approving smile.

      Julie clings to me. “Oh my god, oh my god, Scar, I told you they would love you.” She squeals as she squeezes the breath out of me.

      Wren claps my shoulder with a grin. “This calls for a celebration, you lucky bastard. Also, how does he know about your grades? Damn, he’s got tabs on you, girl.”

      As if noticing him for the first-time, mother gives Wren a shrewd once over.

      “My dear, I have no idea who you are, but you desperately need a haircut.”

      Julie falls into me laughing as Wren’s face sours.

      “Mom, this is Wren. You know my online friend I used to tell you about all the time.”

      “I never approved.” She sniffs. “He could have been anyone. I’m glad to see he turned out to be...relatively normal and not some psychopath.”

      “No worries, ma’am, I made sure to take all my meds this morning.” Wren flashes her a predatory smile.

      I smack him in the arm, unable to hide the smile on my face. “Cut it out.” I turn back to my scowling mom when it hits me. I did recognize that man; he was on the cover of my favorite gaming magazines last month.

      “Holy shit! That was the CEO who was just talking to me, guys.”

      Wren’s eyes widen. “The CEO of EkoTek? Seriously?”

      Dazed, I nod slowly. I caught the eye of the fucking CEO.

      “Okay, this definitely calls for a celebration,” says Julie. “Plus, I’m starving, how about we find a nice place for dinner?”

      Kane’s voice is ringing in my ears. “This competition is on, but me and you? It’s game over.” I guess that means our dinner is off the table.

      Guess that means everything is off the table.

      “Yeah,” I croak out. “Dinner sounds good.”
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      Spring break couldn’t have come at a better time. A few days after the competition, the school semester came to an end, and I was granted two weeks of freedom.

      Kane was...dust in the wind.

      I texted him a few times, no response. I passed him in Tactical Heart, and he would blip out of existence. After the competition, everything was supposed to be less complicated, open the door for us. Instead, it slammed shut, and I was stranded in the dark, wondering what the hell happened. I racked my mind for days trying to figure out what I did wrong. It couldn’t have been me pushing him away; the stubborn bastard never minded before...right?

      He won the internship for fuck’s sake; if anything, I should be the salty one.

      I’ve lied to Nessa and Jules, Mom and Wren. I’ve lied to everyone, but try as I might, I can’t fool myself. I’m not okay, I’m not over him, and it does hurt like a bitch. More than Dylan calling me a worm and Cody sticking his dick in an entire sorority. More than every guy who lost interest in dating me because I was “geeky” or “abrasive.”

      That stupid nerd grew on me, and damn if I don’t miss him like crazy. So with a cracked heart and wounded pride, the plan was to spend spring break with my two good friends, Jack and Captain Morgan.

      Two days deep into my “cleansing,” Mom decided it was time for a family vacation. Julie will never confess, but I know her ass snitched on me. Begrudgingly, I admitted it was exactly what I needed. Mom set us all up in a fancy resort and the three of us spent our days tanning at the beach.

      Whoever said money doesn’t buy happiness has never had an oiled up Fabio give them a deep tissue massage.

      The relationship with my mother hasn’t magically fixed itself overnight. It’s still awkward talking about certain topics, like two strangers trying to pretend they aren’t strangers. It’s going to take time, but for the first time, we have a dialogue going that doesn’t end with me getting defensive or her saying she’s disappointed. She seems genuinely excited to help me with my career path, and I’m not too stubborn to realize I’m still young and could use the help of someone who’s been successful for over forty years.

      We got back yesterday, with only a few days left until classes start back up again. Nessa is still in Puerto Rico visiting family, so I’ll have the dorm to myself. Huzzah!

      Lugging my suitcase over my shoulder, I open the door and breathe a sigh of relief. It’s good to be home. Nessa’s clothes are strewn across her side of the room, and I swear there’s a purple vibrator on her bed, but I refuse to give it a closer look.

      Closing the door and dropping my luggage, I fly to my computer and wrap my arms around the monitor. “I missed you so much, sweetheart. Mama didn’t mean to be gone for so long.” I stroke the plastic lovingly before I move on to my headset and keyboard, making sure all my children receive attention. When I pull my hand back, I catch a glimpse of silver.

      My dragon ring that Kane gave me on our first date. It’s quite ridiculous that I’m still wearing it; he certainly had no problems taking off his. I close my eyes and take a couple deep breaths, trying to remember some of the cliché mantras I’ve been told.

      I don’t need a man.

      I’m a strong, independent woman.

      Everything happens for a reason.

      Don’t cry over spilt milk.

      Ugh. I don’t even know what that last one means. Who the hell cries over milk? A bitch that’s who.

      Well, I’m done crying over Kane Decker. It’s a new semester, and if I play my cards right, I’ll still be able to intern at EkoTek before I graduate.

      So it’s time to put the past in the past and smile big at the future.

      Swallowing, I slide the silver ring off my finger and drop it into my desk drawer without a second look.

      Powering up my computer, I log into Tactical Heart for the first time since I left for the resort a week and a half ago. Right after the competition, I had a flood of friend requests in the game. I may not have won, but I was apparently a big hit.

      In the top right corner, a little envelope is glowing green. Someone sent me a private message. I hover the mouse over the envelope, hesitating, before I click it.

      Maybe it’s…

      No. It’s not him, don’t be foolish.

      I click on the envelope, and much to my surprise, I don’t have just one unread message, but about sixty.

      What the shit?

      I click on the oldest one and read it quickly.

      “RedWyrm, I just watched u on EkoTek Live and u were AWESOME. All the boys tell me im a girl so I cant be as good as them but now I know I can b awesome just like u. U ROCK!!”

      I click and open the next message.

      “OMG!! Not only did you get into the competition but you won second place and wiped all the rest of those guys out. You’re inspiring as hell, thank you for showing the gaming world that gamer girls aren’t to be messed with!”

      Most of the messages are from females, all along the same idea. My heart swells with a confusing mix of emotions as I read through them. Some were bullied like me, others have kept their gaming a secret, but all of them have struggled in one way or another as a girl gamer. They watched the competition and found me...inspiring.

      Many have hashtags written at the end; after a quick online search, I realize #whosarealgamernowbitch and #realgamer were both trending with videos of girls winning matches or kicking ass in different games.

      I sink back into the chair in amazement. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I could make this kind of impact by just, well, being me. Gamer chicks all over the world are feeling more confident in being their nerdy selves because I whooped ass with no apology.

      A growing smile splits across my face.

      How can I be upset about losing when this was the outcome? In this small way, I made a positive impact on women and girls like me, and that’s worth a hundred trophies.

      Fuck it, I’m going to celebrate tonight. Tactical Heart can wait one more night; I’m fairly sure it won’t kill me. I rummage around my top desk drawer and pull out my fake ID with a yell of victory. I only have a few months until I turn twenty-one, but Nessa made sure I would be able to go with her before that. I don’t get the urge to go to a club very often, but something about loud music, poor lighting, and idiots buying me free drinks is so appealing right now.

      I pull on the tiniest black mini skirt I can find in Nessa’s closest, a white shirt that shows off my tight stomach, and my favorite knee-high boots. Using my straightener, I put some loose curls in my red hair and apply a touch of makeup.

      Standing in front of Nessa’s floor length mirror, I place a finger on my right ass cheek and make a hissing sound.

      “This nerd is too hot to handle,” I inform my smirking reflection.

      Grabbing my black studded purse and my keys, I skip out the door. There’s a strip of bars and clubs near campus that everyone and their mom goes to, I might even see a friend. God, Nessa is gonna be pissed when she finds out I did this without having to be dragged, and more importantly, without her.

      It may be a week night, but everywhere is packed with students. Everyone’s filtering back in from break and ready for one last night of fun. I hone in on a club that has actual fog pouring out of the doors. That shit looks like an asthma attack waiting to happen, and I’m so ready.

      I step into line, but a bulky bodyguard swoops in on me right away. His deep voice is gravelly, “Just you?”

      I throw up my hands. “Don’t rub it in, man,” I joke and flash him a flirty smile.

      Nothing. Not a smile, not an eyebrow raise, not a hint of amusement. His face is set like a damn stone, a permanent scowl. I’m actually concerned a smile would make his face crack and crumble into dust.

      “This way.” I pass the long line of people and am led directly into the entrance.

      I put a strut in my step, a little sway to my hips. “Damn, Stoney, you sure know how to make a girl feel special.” The bodyguard doesn’t even bat an eye. Crossing his arms, he leans against a wall, eyes scanning the crowded club.

      I pat his arm with a sigh. “You’ll warm up to me, big guy.”

      Leaning across the bar, I order a Seven and Seven cocktail and a Washington Apple shot. Flipping around to lean on the counter, I watch the mass of drunk people making fools of themselves on the dance floor. A few more drinks in me, and I’ll happily be one of those fools.

      Once I’ve thrown back the shot, I grab my drink and move to the outdoor patio and lean over a tall cocktail table. There’s a heated lamp close by, and the waves of warmth feel good as hell.

      Not even five minutes of people watching and a glass full of dark liquid is slammed down before me. Looking into the eyes of a stranger, I tilt my head.

      “Can I help you?” I ask lazily. He’s tanned, well built, but looks like a damn teenager. Aren’t they supposed to be carding people? Although they didn’t card me…

      The man child grins. “You looked lonely, thought I would get you a drink.”

      With the tip of my finger, I push the glass toward the edge of the table and away from me. “While I’m sure rohypnol adds something special to the taste, I’m gonna have to pass.”

      His youthful face scrunches in confusion. “Roh-hip-nol?”

      “Jesus, I hope you’re in school still,” I mutter before enunciating my words slowly for him. “You know. The. Date. Rape. Drug?”

      He looks taken aback. “No, no, you have the wrong idea. I would never do that to a woman. It’s just a little ecstasy,” he explains with an encouraging nod toward the drink.

      Is he fucking serious?

      I grab him by the collar of his shirt and yank him close. “You don’t offer a woman you don’t know laced drinks, you little shit. Now get out of my face or I’m going to collect your balls as a trophy and hang them in my—”

      “Problem here?” The bodyguard materializes out of thin air.

      I release the kid and turn to give him a sweet smile. “No problem, Stoney. Just teaching the kid a few manners. My civic duty really.”

      Babyface sneers and disappears into the throng of dancing people.

      “He can’t be old enough to drink,” I comment, surprised when I get a response.

      “Owner’s kid.” He shrugs.

      “Well, you should tell the owner his little party boy is running around offering laced drinks to his customers.”

      Stoney’s eyes narrow. “I’ll pass on the message. The little punk.”

      I let out a little gasp and start counting on my fingers. “One, two, three...oh my god, seven words you spoke in one sentence.” I poke his massive bicep with a giggle. “I knew you’d warm up to me.”

      Flaring his nostrils, he walks away without another word. “Love you, too, Stoney!” I shout after him.

      Finding a planter nearby, I dump the laced drink with a quick apology to the plant. I finish off my drink and make my way back to the crowded bar. An intoxicated girl wearing the most revealing dress in existence attempts to weave her way around me. Her drink spills across my white top, but she continues to barrel through the crowd without a second look back. I hiss as the icy cold liquid sinks through the material and splashes across the twins.

      Sloppy bitch.

      With a sigh, I lift myself onto a barstool. When a bartender is in earshot, I wave toward my breasts and ask for some napkins. She nods and reaches under the bar and sets a pile before me with a sympathetic smile.

      “I’m not drunk enough for this shit,” I mutter as I try to pat myself dry. Thank god she was drinking something clear at least.

      “I could help with that,” a voice shouts over the music.

      I stop mid pat, hand hovering over my soaking tits with a droll expression. “I bet you’d like that.”

      He laughs. “I meant the drunk bit. Let me buy you a drink.”

      Now that’s how you offer a girl a drink.

      “That would be nice.” I flash him a smile, but his eyes don’t meet mine. “Up here, buddy.”

      His eyebrows arch, but he still doesn’t look up. “Sorry, are those…what I think they are?”

      Glancing down, I see that my bra is on complete display through my wet shirt. I forgot I put on my Pokémon underwear set this morning. The cotton material is half white and half red, making my tits look like two large poké balls.

      I smile proudly and give the balls a good shimmy. “The Voltorbs needed a night out, too.”

      He laughs, and his gaze finally meets mine. Dark skin, dark eyes, and a wolfish smile that says he wants to eat my nerdy ass right up. Let’s play, handsome.

      “I don’t know what you just said, but you’re cute as fuck,” he whispers in my ear. I twirl a curl with my finger and watch as he flags down the bartender and orders a line of shots for us.

      That’s right, I’m pretty damn fucking cute. Kitten cute. Panda cute. Red Panda cute. If Kane doesn’t want all this cuteness then it’s my duty to bestow it on someone who does.

      We down our shots, and with my body buzzing with alcohol and excitement, I let the hot stranger lead me to the dance floor. I’m the exact amount of drunk that I can still walk and talk properly but don’t give a fuck about my terrible dancing. After a couple of songs, we move to the patio: flushed and laughing, I lean against a pole and catch my breath.

      It’s a good night to mend a broken heart; I might even take this lucky bastard ho—

      Kane?

      My eyes zero in on the smiling jerk who’s sitting on a lounger with some girl’s leg draped across his lap. I close my eyes and think of happy things.

      Unicorns. My video games. Candy. Sleeping in. Art. My video games.

      My eyes snap open, but a murderous vine still coils its way around my heart. He dropped me like I was a sack of potatoes and now he’s here all smug with some skank?

      “You okay?” My handsome suitor looks over me with a worried look. Hackles raised, fists clenched, I probably look like a tiger ready to pounce.

      “Fine.” I snatch the drink out of his hand and down half of it in one gulp.

      “Damn girl, these are strong, take it easy.”

      Some tiny part of me realizes he’s right; I’m already feeling it, and I need to start slowing down. But I don’t care. All I care about is the slut draped all over my nerd like a sloth in heat.

      Sloth? Fuck, I’m drunk.

      “Ex-boyfriend?” I turn to my dance partner who’s following the burning lasers from my eyes.

      My upper lip lifts into a snarl. “He wishes. No, we went on one date.”

      “One date? Then why do you look like he killed your cat?”

      “Look, do you want to help me make him jealous or not?”

      He looks as if he considers it and nods. “Fuck it, why not?”

      “Fuck yeah!” My hand shoots up, and he gives me a high five with a laugh.

      Taking him by the hand, I lead him to the edge of the dance floor that is only a couple of feet away from Kane and his floozy.

      With my ass grinding on his groin, I lift my arms and move seductively to the pounding beat. I keep my gaze forward and refuse to let them slide back over to Kane. Let his eyes draw to me like a moth to a flame. Let him eat his choice to ghost me.

      I’m a seductress, a siren, a succubus.

      I’m sexy as fuck, and he will rue the day.

      RUE THE FUCKING DAY!
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      “Obviously I wanted the Kors that matched my cute new flats, but what was I supposed to do? Say no to a free purse? As if...”

      The chick I bought a drink for an hour ago continues to drone on about some shopping spree with her “besties,” popping her gum every few seconds. I’ve half a mind to pull out my pocket knife and slide it across my throat just to escape this date.

      Scarlett ruined me.

      I used to be able to tolerate girls who keep small dogs in their purses or wear more makeup than a clown. Sure, these cookie cutter chicks annoyed me, but I figured I would have to get used to it sooner or later—that’s how they come packaged these days right? Shallow and boring—then I met Scarlett.

      The girl who could run circles around me in video games, who was more than happy to talk books or movie theories.

      The girl who looked as comfortable in a cocktail dress as she did in ripped jeans.

      The girl who embraced the unconventional and who broke all the rules in the process.

      She was one of a kind, and I lost her to some grungy little punk. I should be thrilled; my internship starts next month, and my dreams of becoming a game designer are closer than ever.

      But my sullen heart aches for the girl who dared to be different.

      God, the booze is sinking me even lower; this was such a bad idea. Tara here was an even worse idea. I just need to man up and give Scarlett a call.

      Or...maybe talk to her in person, considering she’s about twenty steps away on the dance floor. My face pinches as I watch her grinding against some guy.

      Her arms are flailing, head lolling. I’m actually concerned she might be having a seizure. She’s trashed, that much is clear. Is that...her bra I’m seeing through her shirt? Jesus, Freckles, and I thought I was the mess.

      I call her name, and she turns to me with bleary eyes. Grabbing her date, she wobbles her way toward me.

      This...is not going to end well.

      “Oh hey.” She hiccups. “Didn’t see you there.” Her hand goes to her hip, and she swats a flyaway hair out of her eyes.

      I give her a pointed look. We locked eyes not ten seconds ago, but I’ll play her game. “It’s really good to see you.” Her black skirt is riding dangerously high on her hips, and it’s becoming increasingly difficult not to stare at her creamy thighs.

      She rolls her eyes. “That’s ‘cause I’m a red panda, you ass.”

      “Did she just say she’s a red panda?” Tara whispers from beside me.

      I shrug, and Scarlett’s eyes narrow on her. “You’re the sloppy sloth that did this!” She points to her wet see-through shirt.

      “Gotta catch ‘em all?” I ask, her bright red bra drawing my eyes like a magnet.

      Her pretty face twists in a scowl. “Yeah, I’m gonna catch them all.” She grabs the collar of her date and yanks him in hard for a sloppy kiss.

      When she’s done, he steps back and raises both his hands. “Ma always warned me white girls are crazy. You’re hot, but you’re not that hot.” He looks to me with sympathy. “Good luck, man.”

      “Pussy!” she screams at his back.

      “Scarlett, maybe we should just talk in the morning when we’re both a little more sober.”

      “Yeah? So you can just ignore me again?”

      Ouch. She’s got me there. I wasn’t ready to have her dump me over the phone, so I figured just avoiding her would be easier. Little did I know that I would run into drunk Scarlett, who is downright scary.

      “Look. You have your little boyfriend. I have Tara—”

      “It’s actually Sara,” the blonde clarifies in her annoying valley girl accent that makes it sound like she has a dick in her mouth.

      Don’t care.

      “I have Sara. What’s there to even talk about?” I snap.

      “My boyfriend? I just met that guy like ten minutes ago.”

      “No, not him.” I feel the frustration building just having to talk about it. “The guy you were all over at the competition, the one with the piercings and shit.” I motion at my face to make a point.

      “Wren?” She laughs.

      “Oh, I’m glad you find this funny,” I snarl.

      “We never dated!” she scoffs, wavering a little on her feet. “I’m not even his type—he’s into crazy chicks and crazy dicks for that matter.” She giggles at her little rhyme.

      “You looked awfully happy to see your ‘friend’ when you ran into his arms.”

      “That was the first time I got to see him IRL, you stupid shithead,” her voice rises with each word.

      “Well, I—I didn’t know that!” I yell with a stutter.

      “You never fucking asked!” She slams right back.

      “I’m going to have to ask you both to leave.” I have no idea where the hell he came from, but a huge bald guy wearing the club’s logo is standing beside us now.

      “Stoney!” Scarlett exclaims, laying her head gently on his bicep.

      “I’m not with them,” Sara pipes up as she gets to her feet and disappears into the crowd.

      We’re guided through the club and out to the street. The bodyguard sets Scarlett on a bench and returns to me, placing his hand on my shoulder. “I called an Uber. Can you make sure she gets home safe?”

      I look her over with a wary look but nod to the bouncer. His hand tightens on my shoulder until it throbs with pain. “See that you do.” He gives me a dark look before going back to the club. Scary motherfucker that one. When the black SUV with an Uber sticker in the window rolls up, I help Scarlett into the backseat and sit myself in the passenger seat. I give the driver directions to her dorm and relax against the headrest. My head is spinning. I’m pretty drunk but not nearly as bad as the lush snoring in the backseat.

      Her words keep filtering back to the front of my cloudy mind. She wasn’t dating the punk? Did I jump to conclusions like a chump or is she just trying to cover her ass? Shit, why do I even care? From the very beginning, it’s been a complicated mess. Two raw substances that become volatile when mixed together. It’s not supposed to be this hard…

      The vehicle jerks to a stop, and I thank the driver. I wake up a groggy Scarlett and help her out of the car. Before I can ask the driver to wait, the tires squeal, and he’s gone. With a sigh, I wrap Scarlett’s arm around my neck and begin the short walk to her dorm. Thankfully, she’s lucid enough to tell me which door number is hers.

      When we arrive at her room, it’s another four minutes of her giggling as she roots through her purse to find a set of keys. Plucking them from her fingers, I unlock the door and flip on the light. Bolting to the left, she throws open a second door and retching sounds echo from the small bathroom.

      “Shit.” I rush in and grab a fistful of her strawberry curls that are dangerously close to getting puked on. Keeping her hair up and away from the toilet bowl, I rub my free hand up and down her spine as she empties her stomach. When her feeble hand reaches up to flush, I help her get to her feet. White knuckled, she washes her face in the sink and rinses with mouthwash. I follow close behind as she stumbles her way out of the bathroom, strips down to her Pokémon underwear, and lets her body drop face first on the bed.

      With a chuckle, I lift her upper body further onto the bed and swing her legs onto the mattress, so they aren’t hanging off the edge. In her sleep, she wiggles on the mattress, turning onto her side and tucking in her knees to get comfortable. Her makeup is smeared, hair disheveled, but I can’t help but think how she’s the most beautiful mess I’ve ever seen.

      Brushing hair out of her face, I kiss her clammy forehead and turn to leave. Her hand catches mine, and when I turn, she looks up at me with bloodshot eyes.

      “Stay with me?”

      Shaking her hand away, I continue toward the door. When I look back, her eyes are welling with tears. Shaking my head, I give her a reassuring smile as I click off the light.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I whisper into the dark. After kicking off my shoes and tugging off my shirt, I crawl into bed behind her. With a mewling sound, she scoots backwards until her back is flush against my chest.

      Tucking my face into her neck and wrapping an arm around her waist, I close my eyes and fall asleep before I can convince myself that this is a bad idea.
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      “Oooh, somebody made poor decisions last night.” A thick Spanish accent wakes me from my deep sleep. Sitting up, I blink into the bright light until my vision sharpens, and I see a curvy girl with thick black hair and a vicious smile looking down at me.

      “Mornin’.’” I yawn. I glance to my right and find red curls splayed across blue bedding and last night comes back to me like a freight train. I fall back with a groan. “Shit.”

      “You better get going while she’s passed out. Morning Scarlett can be a little...snappy.”

      “How’s that different than any other time of the day?”

      She throws her head back and laughs. “I like you, estofón.”

      “You must be Vanessa.”

      “And you must be the imbécil who broke my girl’s heart.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but snap it shut when I feel Scarlett stir beside me. Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles when her eyes land on me—for about two seconds—and then her face twists in fury.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” She lifts the blanket and peeks under. “More importantly, where the hell are my clothes? Did you drug me?”

      “I think he drugged you, pendeja. Slap him,” Nessa urges, her eyes lit with excitement as if drama fuels her soul.

      I blanch at the accusation. “We got kicked out of the club. I brought you home because you were beyond drunk, and you asked me to stay with you. Try to remember because that’s all that happened.”

      Her face scrunches as she reaches into her mind for memories of last night. I figure she must remember something good when her eyes soften, and her claws retract.

      “You held my hair back when I was puking...”

      I give a halfhearted shrug. “Of course.”

      “Awwwwwww, Dios mio, just make up already,” Nessa squeals as she holds her clasped hands to her chest.

      “Shut up,” Scarlett screeches as she throws a pillow at her roommate. “Could we maybe get a little privacy here?”

      “No way. This is like my very own CW show. I’ll be the hot token minority character. Now, I demand that somebody slaps somebody!”

      “Vanessa…” Scarlett warns.

      “Fine. I need coffee anyway.” She grabs her purse from a hook and saunters away. She gives one look back at us with her hand on the door handle. “Don’t have sex on my bed.”

      Scarlett cringes when Nessa slams the door behind her. “Ugh. Headache.”

      “I think you drank your weight in alcohol.”

      “Feels like it.” She groans as she rubs her temple. “I made an ass out of myself last night, didn’t I?”

      “Not more of an ass than I’ve been for the past few weeks,” I admit.

      “Because you thought...I was with Wren?” Hurt and confusion ring out in her voice.

      Leaving the warmth of the blanket, I scoot to the edge of the bed. Looking anywhere but her sad eyes, I try to explain. “No...Yes. Maybe?” I sigh. “No. I think...maybe I wanted to believe you were sleeping with him.”

      “Wait—why?!”

      “I knew the end of the competition meant we would finally be free to figure out us, and this insane pull I’ve felt toward you from day one. What I wasn’t willing to admit, even to myself, is that it scared the shit out of me…”

      “I don’t understand.” Her voice is so small, unbefitting her normal confident demeanor.

      I flip toward her in exasperation. “Don’t you see it? You’re gorgeous, funny, smart as hell, and a freaking gamer. Just getting to see your smile makes my whole damn day. You’re perfect for me, Freckles.”

      “You didn’t call me back because...I’m perfect?” Her voice is thick with irritation now.

      “What happens if we break up? How could I ever find someone who could compare? I would be ruined, Scarlett. If I give you my heart, you could destroy me, and that scares the fuck out of me.”

      Wrapping the blanket around her body, she jumps to her feet, a storm brewing across her features. “You broke my heart because you’re a scared little bitch?”

      “Scarlett…”

      “Oh, I’m so perfect?” she spits. “How about you let me down from this pedestal you’ve got me chained to? I’m riddled with flaws and daddy issues. I don’t even know how to be in a functional relationship, and if you haven’t noticed, I’ve got a bit of a temper. So stop using me as an excuse. If you live in fear of the future, you’ll never learn to take a chance on what matters.”

      I tug on my shirt and turn to face her. “Don’t put this all on me. Who was pushing whom away first? I know you’ve been treated like shit in the past, and I’m not innocent in that. I know you guard your heart like a dragon with gold, but you can’t project everything onto me. I’ve had no hidden agenda. From our first date, all I wanted was to get to know you, to be near you. You blew up like a grenade, destroying everything before we had a chance to know where it was going.”

      “Yeah? Didn’t stop you from trying to get in my pants every ten seconds did it?” she snarls.

      I rub my neck and look to the ceiling with a sigh. “I don’t want to fight. Maybe we could…”

      “No.” Her icy stare freezes me in place. “Your fault, my fault, it doesn’t even fucking matter anymore. We are a train wreck together, and you know it. Just, get out.”

      A single tear rolls down her face, but her features are set in certainty as she points to the door. Swallowing my words, I grab my shoes and swing open the door.

      “Women are fucking impossible,” I mutter under my breath as I slam the door shut behind me. With frustration swarming around my head like a pack of bees, I lurch forward. I don’t see the skinny kid standing outside the dorm until I’m barreling him over.

      “Shit man,” I hold out my hand to help him up. It’s not until he’s back on his feet that I realize where I know him from. “Oh perfect. Of course you’re here.”

      Brushing dark bangs out of his face, the punk known as “Wren” arches his eyebrow at me. “And from the pieces of conversation I just heard, you must be Kane.”

      “Eavesdrop much?”

      Wren smirks. “Yell much?”

      “Man, I’ve already had a huge itch to kick your ass, and if you keep talking, I’m gonna have to scratch it.” I roll my tongue across my lower gums and flex.

      “The punk and the geek? I don’t think that’s a fight anyone wants to see.”

      Fair point.

      “Why are you here anyway?” I sigh. The fight is already out of me; the brawl with Scarlett zapped my energy. I just want to get the hell home.

      “My band is playing in town, and I wanted to come see how she was doing. Last time I talked to her, she was masking her pain about you, so I wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      “Were you guys…” I can’t even bring myself to say the words. I steady myself for the truth.

      “Nah, man. It’s not like that. We’ve been online gamer friends since we were kids. Red is awesome, but she’s always been one of the guys—plus, I don’t think I could date a chick who could whoop my ass.” Pulling a cigarette out from behind his ear, Wren lights up and inhales. A sudden bang on Scarlett’s door makes us both swivel to look. Three more bangs and then silence. He holds out his hands as if that proves his point. “See? She’s fucking violent, man.”

      I chuckle. Yeah, but fuck if I don’t love that feisty side of her.

      “Got another one of those hidden in your hair somewhere?” I motion to his cigarette. I prefer weed, but I’ll take just about anything to help calm my nerves right now. He grins and pulls a pack out of his back pocket. I pull out a cigarette and take the lighter he offers me. I relish the burn as I suck in the nicotine.

      We both move to lean against the wall as a pair of college girls doing the walk of shame, strappy shoes clutched in their hands, pass by the row of dorms.

      Something still doesn’t feel quite right. “So you’re just here to be a good friend? Why not call first? She didn’t seem to have any idea you were coming...” I’ll sniff out the truth one way or another.

      Wren takes another drag on his cigarette. “Well, uh. I thought if I popped in out of the blue, maybe I would catch the roommate here…”

      I release a cloud of smoke with a laugh. “What, Vanessa? You into her?”

      His face sours. “What’s so wrong about that?”

      I suppress my laughter, not wanting to offend him. “Just...a strange match that’s all. You’re all brooding and dark, she’s loud and obnoxious.”

      He shrugs. “Love is strange.” I nod at the simple statement. “From all the shouting, I guess you guys didn’t work things out.”

      “Yeah,” I scoff. “Maybe it’s for the better.”

      “She’s talked about you a lot.”

      “All bad things I’m sure.”

      He shakes his head slowly. “You don’t get it. She’s never talked to me so much about anyone before. We kept our conversations about games, school, and sometimes relationships if her heart had been broken. But you? She wouldn’t shut up about you, man.”

      Before I have a chance to respond, I see Vanessa strolling up the path with two coffees. I nod my head her way, and Wren’s eyes widen when he sees her.

      She stops at the door and looks from Wren to me. “We havin’ a party out here, boys?”

      “Only when you showed up,” Wren responds, smooth as hell.

      She makes a tsking sound. “Sorry, el diablo, this is one fire you couldn’t handle.”

      “Only one way to find out,” he growls back.

      She rolls her eyes with a scoff, but gives him a small smile before disappearing into the dorm.

      I clap him on the shoulder. “Dude, you’re fucking crazy, and I dig it.”

      He smirks back and puts out his cigarette butt. “I’m gonna head in. We should game sometime. I want a chance to kick the champion’s ass on Tactical Heart.”

      Agreeing, I start heading toward the parking lot and pull up the Uber app on my phone. Realizing I have no idea what his gamertag is, I turn to see him frozen with his handle on the door. His eyes are downcast, and I could swear he was just...checking out my ass?”

      “...he’s into crazy chicks and crazy dicks for that matter.”

      Yep. I understand that phrasing now.

      Face red, I flip back, and his laughter follows me to the parking lot.
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      Reaching under my bed, I pull out a small wooden treasure chest. Flipping open the lid, I hear a symphony of angels as I feast my eyes on the overflowing stash of candy. As if I would only have one emergency stash. I grab a pack of Skittles, a Pez in the shape of Porky Pig, and a rope of Nerds. Ripping open the Nerds first, I bite off a piece and chew it angrily.

      How dare he.

      How dare he be here a—a—nd help me get home when I was drunk and have fears about things not working out.

      How dare he look sexy without a shirt on and feel so good with his chest pressed against me in my bed.

      But most of all, how dare he give up so easily. He should have stayed, should have fought, but he gave up. He gave up ‘cause he’s a fucking coward.

      Grabbing a sneaker from the shoe rack, I throw it at the door.

      Fuck yeah that felt good.

      I grab another. Thump.

      Two more. Thump, thump.

      I cringe when the heel of a stiletto chips off paint from the door. Flopping back onto my bed, I chew off another bite of the rope covered in delicious nerd candies. I almost cry when I turn into the sheets and inhale his faint scent of weed and Irish Spring soap all around me.

      I don’t know how long I’m lying in a pool of self-pity when Nessa comes flying in. I have the bag of Skittles opened and ready to pour into my mouth when she locks eyes with me.

      “Scar…” She sets the two coffees down slowly on my desk. “You don’t have to do this. Put. The. Bag. Down.”

      I angle the bag, and two Skittles plop into my greedy mouth.

      “Think of the calories!” she cries out, lunging forward to snatch the bag. Before she can reach me, I pour the entire bag over my face, darting out my tongue to catch as many as I can.

      “Pendeja!” She laughs, scooping up a pile of Skittles and throwing them at me. I’m in the middle of scooping up my own ammo when there’s a knock at the door.

      “El Diablo,” Nessa whispers as she makes the sign of the cross across her chest.

      “Kane is not the devil.” I sigh. “He’s just an asshole.”

      “Not that one, I’m talking about the cabrón in all black with a dark soul.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “He’s got the pentagram tattooed on his arm. Malvado. Evil.”

      “Oh, chill out.” I cross the room and open the door to find Nessa’s devil—Wren. “What the heck are you doing here?” I squeal as I yank him inside.

      He gives me a sheepish grin before his eyes dart to Nessa and back. “My band is playing in town this weekend, and I just wanted to check on you.”

      I bounce between him to Nessa and give him a knowing look. “Uh huh. I see. Well, besides this massive hangover and being pelted with candy bullets...I’m fine,” I lie.

      “Yeah, usually when I hear people screaming at each other, it means everything’s just fine,” he says sarcastically, taking a seat at my desk and making himself comfortable.

      “Eavesdrop much?” He laughs and shakes his head. “What? What’s so funny?”

      “That’s exactly what the boyfriend said to me.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “By the way, I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about until he walked away, and the view was mighty fine…”

      “Don’t check out my boyfriend!” I screech and slap a hand over my mouth.

      Crossing his arms with a smug smile, Wren kicks his feet up on my bed and leans back into the chair. Scuttling forward, I kick my foot out, and his studded boots fall back to the floor with a thump.

      “So why was your ‘not boyfriend’ here anyway?”

      I look toward the wall. “He kind of stayed the night.”

      Wren swivels toward Nessa. “Can you keep up with them? ‘Cause I gotta say, it’s all very confusing.”

      “Not even a little,” Nessa responds. “But they’re nerds, this stuff isn’t really their thing.”

      I let my head loll back with a sigh. “I’m literally right here.”

      Wren’s eyes don’t even flick away from my roommate. “When I know what I want, I go for it. No games. Know what I mean, Vanessa?”

      She clears her throat and pretends to ignore him as she starts rummaging around her desk drawer and pulls out a bottle of nail polish.

      “Wren,” I snap.

      With a smirk, his gaze slides back to mine. “Alright, Red, so what happened? Catch us up.”

      Leaving out the more embarrassing parts, I tell them about my interesting night. Starting with the messages I found waiting for me on Tactical Heart. Once I’m finished, I cringe, waiting for the proverbial anvil to crash on my head.

      “Let me get this straight,” Nessa begins evenly. “You went out to a bar without anyone having to knock you over the head and drag you there by force? Puñeta!”

      “I did it for women empowerment, Nessa. I had to!”

      She makes a clicking sound in her cheek but seems to decide it’s an argument for another time as her voice drastically softens. “You acted out of crazy jealousy last night. You’ve got it bad, chica.”

      “I do not.” I turn back to Wren. “Do you really have the sign of the Devil tattooed on you?” I ask, more curious than anything.

      “Who wants to know?” He looks Nessa up and down, but she’s suddenly focused on painting her nails. He grins wolfishly as if he enjoys the challenge.

      “I want to know, you little weirdo.” I snap my fingers in his view.

      He laughs and rolls up his sleeve to show me. “Nah, I don’t worship the Devil, just really frugal with my money.” Inked above his bicep is the star of David.

      “You’re Jewish?”

      “Right out of the Promised land, baby.” He rolls his sleeve back down and turns to Nessa. “But the nice Jewish girls Ma brings around don’t really do it for me.”

      “In your dreams, Diablo,” she hisses.

      “We’ll see.” His amused gaze returns to me. “So, seems like you guys ended on a good note. I mean you did ask him to stay the night, so why kick the nerd out?”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t hear with your ear pressed to the door,” I snap. “He purposefully distanced himself because he’s got commitment issues or whatever. I love games but not when it comes to a relationship. I need a man, and he’s proven himself to be just a boy.

      “He’s got some fears, and you put a video game over having a relationship. I’d say you’ve both got issues but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t give it a shot.”

      I scowl at the implications. “It wasn’t just a video game; it was my career.”

      He holds up his hands in defense. “I know. I know. I’m just saying, maybe cut the guy some slack. The pain was written all over his face; he really cares about you.”

      “As if you could tell he was in pain. What—did he cry on your shoulder out there?”

      “I’m a musician, Red. You think my best work comes from tuning into my own devoid soul? Nah, I read people, I tune into their body language, and I watch their story unfold with my eyes. Shit, I’m itching to write some lyrics just being around all this emotional distress.” With that, he snatches a notebook and a pencil from my desk and starts furiously writing.

      “Aww,” Nessa coos. “He’s writing a song about your nerd love.” I shoot her a glare that she doesn’t see as her eyes are glued to her nails as she holds them up to the light.

      “Of course I like him, and miss him, and think about him all the fucking time, but—”

      “Stop,” Nessa demands. “Mi amor, that right there? I’ve never felt even a little bit that way about anyone. No lo sigas negrando—Don’t keep denying this. If you’ve found someone who makes you crazy, happy, and alive—you’re even more of a pendeja than I thought.

      “More importantly,” Wren interjects, looking up from the notebook. “Is he worth pausing a video game for?”

      I think back to our first date. How much I laughed when he tried to break into the claw game and the fire I felt with our first kiss in the photo booth. He’d selflessly convinced my mom to watch me compete, ultimately leading us down a path of reconciliation. He blew into my life with his geeky charm and everything in my life is better because of it.

      “Ugh,” I grumble. Scooting to the end of the bed, I reach over Wren and yank open the desk drawer. I fish out my silver dragon ring and hold it between my fingers.

      I need to sleep on this, no more rash decisions. I’ll be an adult and figure this shit out in a responsible manner.

      You know what you want.

      Shit, I hate when inner Scarlett spits the truth. I slide the ring on my finger and feel my lips tug into a small smile.

      “Date the man, don’t marry him,” Wren chides.

      I roll my eyes and flop back onto the mattress with a heavy sigh.
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      “You look like hammered shit.”

      “Love you too, pops.” I drop onto the couch beside my little brother who’s engrossed in his cartoons.

      “Jack, go watch TV in your room. I need a chat with your older brother.”

      “Ooh, you’re in trouble.” He smirks. I stick my tongue out, and he smiles as he saunters off to his bedroom.

      Dad takes Jack’s seat beside me and looks over with concern. “Last time you were here, you were over the moon, excited to start your internship. What’s going on?”

      I groan and scrub my face with my hands. “I’m an idiot.”

      “He messed things up with Scarlett again,” Mom talks over a running faucet from the kitchen.

      “Is that right?”

      I blow out a breath. “Is she ever wrong?”

      Dad chuckles. “Not often, son, not often.”

      “I keep screwing things up. Pushing her away ‘cause I’m scared of not having her in my life.”

      “You want to be with her but...you...don’t want to be with her?” He scratches his head in confusion. “Son, I don’t think I’m following.”

      There’s a clatter of dishes from the kitchen, and we hear Mom sigh. With a dish towel strung over her shoulder, she comes barreling in.

      “Darlin’, I was really rooting for you, but I think I better take this one.”

      Dad rockets to his feet with a scowl. “I can handle a simple girl problem, woman, get back in that kitchen.” He seems to regret his words immediately as he swallows hard and takes a small step back.

      Mom’s voice drips with venom. “Wanna run that by me again, husband of mine?”

      Plucking the towel from her shoulder, he gives her a meek smile. “Let me, uh, finish drying those dishes for you, sweetness.”

      “Why that would be wonderful of you, dear.”

      The nicer she sounds, the scarier her eyes get. Dad must be into that kinda thing since he married her. Although Scarlett is kinda scary and assertive, too.

      Did I... fall for a girl just like my mom?!

      A shudder works its way through me as I push the thought into the depths of Hell where it can’t hurt me.

      “Now, honey.” Mom sits beside me and places a hand on my back. “When I met your father, I had the exact same fears. He was so handsome, so wonderful, that the thought of having him and losing him terrified me.”

      “Really?” Finally, someone who understands.

      She presses her lips together as if she’s fighting off a laugh. “No. Your father was a slob who drank too much. Only reason I gave him that second and third date was because he was wild between the sheets.” She looks into the distance fondly as if reliving a memory.

      “Hey-ohh!” Dad shouts from the kitchen.

      My insides coil in revulsion. “Gross. Please stop or kill me.”

      She chortles. “You’ve always had your head in the future. Worried about your brothers, worried about me and your old man, stressed about getting perfect grades and the perfect job. But if you keep worrying so much about the future, the present is gonna slip by under your nose. It’s okay to take chances, to take risks, because honey, those gambles can come with the sweetest rewards.”

      “I think I love her, Mom,” I say the words out loud and realize there’s no question that I do.

      “You wouldn’t be such a mess if you didn’t, sweetheart. Better pull up your britches and make things right before it’s too late.”

      “It might already be.”

      She pulls me in for a tight hug. “Only one way to find out.”

      The gears in my head grind with different ways I can win Scarlett back. I can’t just show up with flowers and an apology; she’s not just any girl. She’s proud, and I’ve wounded her ego by being a tool.

      Then it hits me. I think back to our first date and realize I know the perfect way to not only show her I’m completely in, but maybe even do a little damage control in the process.

      We go back to school Monday, which means I have two days to pull this off. I’m going to need help. A lot of it.

      “Mom. You still have that old sewing machine, right?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

          Scarlett

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It’s Sunday, my last day of freedom, and I cannot find a single goddamn person to celebrate with. I spent the morning returning messages on Tactical Heart and adding a shitload of new friends to my friends’ list. It’s weird as hell being a bit of a celebrity in this tiny little circle of gamerhood, but kinda cool, too.

      I still haven’t decided what to do about Kane. Yes, I have all these stupid feelings for him. But he’s also a man-child with commitment issues. Oh, and he’s a little sexist, or at least he was. I’ve put the ring he gave me on and taken it right back off about a hundred times since taking it out of the drawer.

      Now, I need a little distraction. It’s lunch time, and I was hoping to go with Nessa or Julie to my favorite diner. They have a Snickers pie that is to die for. But neither of these assholes has been returning my texts. In fact, they’ve been weirdly silent all weekend. Even Wren has been AFK since he left to go home Saturday afternoon.

      These assholes are really starting to piss me off. I’m in emotional turmoil over here. What’s a bitch gotta do for a little sympathy meal?

      Screw it.

      Picking up my phone, I tap on a contact and listen to ringing on the other end.

      “Hey Mom, I was just wondering if you wanted t—Uhuh, I see. Well, do you know where Julie’s at today, I—.” There’s a click, and the line is dead.

      I throw the phone onto my bed with a grunt. Brushed off by my own mother?!

      I pace the room, irritation ballooning in my chest. I know I’ve been a bit of a mess lately with my gloomy moods and candy gorging. I know I still have a good shot of interning with EkoTek but not winning the competition was still a kick to the lady nuts.

      Maybe everyone is just sick and tired of dealing with my bullshit.

      No way, that can’t be it. I’m a fucking joy. A delight.

      It’s definitely them just being jerkwads.

      After grabbing lunch from one of the school’s cafes, I prop myself up on the bed and watch The Two Towers as I stuff my face. It’s my favorite of the Lord of the Ring movies, and it always cheers me up. I’m midway through the third movie when I feel myself drifting off to sleep.

      My phone vibrates beside me, and I wake with a start. Finally!

      
        
        Baby Sis: Where the hell are you? Dress rehearsal for the wedding was supposed to start ten minutes ago.

      

      

      I look at the timestamp.  How the fuck is it already five in the evening?

      Wait...DRESS REHEARSAL?

      
        
        Me: Oh my god, what are you talking about? You haven’t set a date for that yet!

      

        

      
        Baby Sis: You’re joking right? I know you’ve had a lot going on, but you are my sister and the maid of honor, Scarlett. How could you forget? Put on a nice dress, pretty yourself up, and GET YOUR ASS OVER HERE. Address incoming.

      

      

      A surge of panic kicks my ass into gear as I rip open my closet and claw through my clothes. I can’t believe I fucked this up. I could have sworn up and down she hadn’t set a date yet. Somewhere in my self-absorbed bubble, she told me, and I completely spaced out.

      God, no wonder everybody has been busy.

      I am officially the worst sister in the history of ever.

      With a pathetic whimper, I give up on finding anything decent in my closet and begin on Nessa’s. In the back, I find a long black cocktail dress and have it on in a flash. I throw my hair into a high ponytail and find some dangling earrings I’ve likely never worn before. Tugging on strappy black heels, I grab my phone, keys, and purse and fly out the door.

      After plugging the address she gave me into the GPS, I sigh a small breath of relief when I see that it’s only about ten minutes away. I berate myself the entire drive over, considering different ways to punish myself when I pull into a parking lot with a handful of cars.

      “Shit, shit, shit, shit,” I mutter as I throw open my door and step out of the car. Even in my hurry, I notice something odd about this venue. Taking a quick second to really take in my surroundings, I realize that I’m standing in front of the auditorium of Julie and mine’s old high school.

      Puzzled, I double check the address to make sure I’m even in the right place.

      Yep, this is it. I guess I should have recognized it before. What a weird place for her rehearsal to be, but unlike me, I guess she has tons of fond memories of this place. Besides the auditorium is a nice size, good as any place to practice for a wedding I suppose.

      Clearing my thoughts, I walk up to the entrance and read the shimmery banner above the double doors.  “Nerds WELCOME!”

      What the...fuckity fuck?

      Oh jeez, who the hell did she have help her decorate? Another job that should have been mine if I wasn’t so far up my own ass. Oh, I am going to get on my damn knees for this apology.

      Clutching my hand around the metal handle, I swing open the heavy door and step inside the dimly lit auditorium.

      Squinting my eyes as they adjust to the dark, I can see tables and chairs set up in one corner. There’s also something hanging from the ceiling rafters, but I can’t quite make out what they are in the shit lighting.  Someone is making their way over to me, but why the hell are they sitting in the dark?

      Close enough to finally make out his features, Wren stands before me. He’s in a dark suit, hair slicked back and something in his hand.

      “I see you got roped into this, too. Why is it so dark in here?” I ask. “What the heck is going on?”

      He smiles and holds out a small flower that’s pinned to a lacey wristlet. “Will you go to prom with me, Red?”

      My eyes widen with surprise. “Fuck off, what are you talking about?”

      His smile grows, but he simply repeats the question.

      “No, you twit. I’m not going to prom with you. Now tell me what’s going on!” He pockets the flower and steps to the side.

      Nessa is behind him with her hip jutted out, pink flower in hand, quickly stepping into his spot. “Pendeja, let my sexy ass take you to prom?” she purrs, and I shake my head in bewilderment.

      “Ness, tell me what the shit is going on. Have you guys been kidnapped or something?” Suppressing a laugh, she only winks and sticks the flower into her cleavage before stepping to my right, directly across from Wren.

      Before I have a chance to shout for someone sane to step up, I look down and find Jack Decker, Kane’s little brother, smiling up at me. He’s holding out a flower just as the others.

      “Scarlett, family game night champion, will you go to prom with me?”

      His toothy smile widens, and I can’t help but grin down at him. “Sorry, handsome, no prom for this girl.” In his tiny tuxedo, he skips to stand beside Wren.

      “Well, you know, I look bangin’ in this slutty sequin dress. How about you say yes to me?” Julie saunters forward, practically glowing with mischief.

      “There’s uh...there’s no rehearsal today is there?” I ask her slowly.

      She giggles and shakes her head. “Can’t put anything past you, can I, sis?”

      I growl and reach out to shake her. “I was fucking in panic mode, Julie. How could you freak me out like that?” I cry.

      A voice behind me replies, “She did it because I asked her to.”
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      Strands of red fly through the air as she turns to look at me, lips parted in surprise.

      “This..,” she gestures around her. “This is all your doing?”

      With a smirk, I nod. “You haven’t seen nothin’ yet, Freckles.”

      The shock clears from her features, quickly replaced by anger. “I’m not in the mood for whatever this is. You made yourself clear, Kane, just leave it alone. Please.” She stomps past me, only looking over her shoulder to shout at her friends. “Thanks for nothing, guys!”

      Not paying attention, she runs smack into Max who’s doing his job well of guarding the exit.

      “Just hear him out. I’m tired of his whining,” my older brother says gruffly as he swivels a wide-eyed Scarlett back toward me.

      With a deep breath, she marches up to me. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself from laughing. God, she’s adorable when she puffs out her chest and tries to look intimidating.

      “Thirty seconds, speak,” she barks, crossing her arms in defiance.

      “Scarlett Mavis, will you go to the prom with me?”

      She raises an eyebrow and flips away a piece of her hair. “Let me think about that for a second. How about umm...no?” She flashes me a wicked smile, and this time, I don’t hold back my laughter.

      “You’re impossible you know that? Stubborn, unpredictable, snarky, violent, and the most competitive human I have ever met.” Someone behind me clears their throat, and I roll my eyes. “Okay, I might be as equally competitive, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Dude, you’re supposed to say nice stuff now,” my little brother whispers from the side of his mouth. “You’re so bad at this.”

      Scarlett’s mouth twitches, but she fights against the smile trying to surface. “Kid’s got a point.”

      “But,” I continue, reaching for her hand and taking it between mine. “It’s those qualities that I value most about you. They are what make you so damn strong. You take things on head first, and you don’t apologize for who you are. I would consider myself lucky to possess half the confidence you carry around. You are fucking amazing, and I know I was being an idiot, but I’m all in now. I want to fight with you, game with you, and geek out like the nerds we are.” Releasing her, I hold my hand flat at my stomach, palm facing down. “Video games.” I raise my hand to my chest. “EkoTek internship and future career.” My hand shoots above my head. “You.”

      Seems she loses the fight ‘cause her face cracks into a beautiful smile that sends my pulse racing. “You’re crazy,” she says, but the smile doesn’t falter for even a second. “Where did all that come from?”

      Wrapping a hand around her waist, I tug her closer, our bodies not quite touching. “Looks like I leveled up.” I grin, making her laugh. “Our first date was the best day of my life. It started me on a quest, and I didn’t even realize it. There were obstacles, virtual bloodshed, and a close call with a demon.” My eyes shoot over to Wren who just snickers. “But part of me knew I would never be happy again until I reached the top of the castle and found my princess.”

      “I’m not some damsel in distress, Kane Decker.”

      “Oh, did I mention at the top of the castle was a badass warrior in the place of a princess?”

      “Much better.” She grins.

      “I love you, Freckles.”

      I can practically see the wind knock out of her. “Wait...you, you love me?” she squeaks.

      A chorus of voices speak up around us, “Duh!”

      Eyes brimming with tears, her arms wrap around my neck as she hides her face into the crook of my neck. “I love you, too,” she whispers against my skin. I squeeze her close against me, relishing the way her body fits with mine so perfectly.

      “Go to prom with me?” I ask softly in her ear, one last time. Eyes shut, tears squeezing out of her eyes, she nods furiously against me.

      Lifting her chin, I bring her lips to mine and give her a kiss to put all of our previous kisses to shame. Wrapping my hand around her neck, I pull her in deeper, my tongue caressing her bottom lip before I finally break away to look into her hazel eyes.

      Knowing I wear the cheesiest smile in existence, I yell over my shoulder, “That’s your cue, fam!” before letting my lips crash back against hers, hungry for more.

      The auditorium bursts into light, and everyone bustles to their tasks. Scarlett breaks away breathlessly, eyes wide as she looks around the room. Wren calls out to someone outside and a few people, all dressed head to toe in black, pile inside behind him. They head directly to the small stage where Wren slides on an electric guitar and adjusts his mic.

      My mom is taking lids off containers full of finger food that are lined out on a long table covered in blue cloth. As she works, she chats with Ms. Mavis who is moving around the tables and chairs, lighting the floating candle centerpieces.

      To our left is a dark blue backdrop dotted with tiny stars. In white lettering, it says “Nerd Prom 2019” and a few paces away, a camera is set up on a tripod. Jack is looking through the lens, and once everything is lined up, he gives me a thumbs up.

      Scarlett’s chin lifts, and I know she’s looking at all the glittering stars hanging from the ceiling, spinning when a current from the air conditioner hits it just right.

      Looking around, I give myself a mental pat on the back. It looks like any typical school dance covered with cheesy decorations.

      But the real reward is the look on Scarlett’s face this very moment. Eyes full of wonder, she’s so breathtakingly beautiful.

      Priceless.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SCARLETT

      

      

      

      What?

      How?

      Wha—but—I mean—holy shi—fuuck.

      Kane Decker has broken my fucking brain.

      I always regretted that I never went to my senior prom. Julie spent the day trying to convince me to go, that it would be one of the best experiences of my life, just like in the movies. But I refused and spent the night huddled over my keyboard, pretending not to care.

      Now, spread out before me is how I always imagined it should look. Well, aside from my mom being here, who’s waving frantically at me from across the room. I give her a wave back, and nodding to Kane, she gives me two thumbs up.

      “Now, I don’t have a flower for you,” Kane says, lifting my hand. “But I figured this would be a little more appropriate.” I look down as he slips a colorful corsage around my wrist.

      I choke back a laugh as I look down. Where flowers would typically be, there’s an arrangement of lollipops nestled among lace and curled ribbon.

      “I can’t believe you did all this for me.”

      Kane’s fingers slip through mine as he tugs me back into his arms. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. I mean, look what I’m wearing for crying out loud.”

      For the first time, I drop my gaze from his face to his clothes and sit back on my heels appreciatively. In a slim burgundy suit and a shiny black bow tie snug under his collar, he’s looking pretty fly. With a twirl of my finger, he does a little spin and finishes with a pose, one hand on his hip and the other framing his face.

      “Not too bad, Karnage, not too bad at all,” I tease.

      His eyes take a moment to travel down the length of my body, lingering on the deep v neck of the dress. “Not bad yourself,” his breathy voice has me squeezing my thighs together with need. God, it’s been too long since he’s been between them.

      “None of those eyes, not since you decided to bring chaperones.”

      His eyes flick to where our moms are blatantly staring at us, eyes full of happy tears. He makes a growling sound in his throat that says he’s regretting that decision.

      The sound of tapping on a mic has everyone stopping what they’re doing to look up at the stage.

      “Check, check. Alright, ladies and gents, tonight is a very special night, it’s Nerd Prom—where all gamer girls, goth chicks, bookworms, theater dorks, band geeks, and all those sad toys on Misfit Island are welcome. So grab some punch, get your picture taken, and hit the dance floor. We are Reaper’s Remorse and uh one, two, three...” The tune to a popular pop song strikes up. Strumming his guitar, he leans into the mic and begins to sing.

      My jaw almost hits the floor. Since finding out he was in a band, I demanded he send me some of his songs on Spotify. All of his band’s music is metal, which isn’t my usual thing, but it was still pretty damn good. Hearing him sing an upbeat song is completely opposite than anything I’ve heard him sing before; his voice is soft and soulful.

      “Damn. He’s good,” Kane echoes my thoughts, his eyes glued to the stage. I laugh and nod in agreement. I look around to gush with Julie but spot her at a table with Leo, whispering and looking into each other’s eyes. I smile happily at them, and my view is suddenly blocked by Nessa who’s moving past us and headed toward the stage. Her jaw is slack as she looks up dreamily at Wren. I swear I hear, “Dios mio” uttered from her lips as she presses her hand to her chest with a sigh.

      Kane gives me a knowing look, and we both chuckle. Looks like Wren might have finally found his way into Nessa’s heart.

      “So, milady, photo and refreshments before we dance?” He holds out his hand, and I take it with a giddy smile. Maybe it’s the setting, maybe it’s just the effect Kane has on me, but I feel like a teenager again. Stomach fluttering and heart pounding, I fully embrace the high school experience I never got to enjoy.

      We stand before the starry backdrop and take a bunch of photos, reminding me of our first date when we hid away in the photo booth. We take sweet and silly ones, using all the props that are laid out on a table. My favorite being the nerdy taped up glasses on a stick.

      Before we can head over to the refreshments, Jack slides before us, holding out a hand to his brother. Rolling his eyes, Kane pulls out his wallet and slaps a twenty on his little brother’s palm.

      “Get lost, twerp,” Kane snaps, and Jack runs off looking satisfied.

      We move to the table of refreshments, and Kane sidesteps to pour us drinks from the punch bowl as I stop before my mom and Annie.

      “He’s a keeper,” my mom says with a curt nod.

      “And I knew you belonged the moment I heard the way Kane talked about you,” Annie adds.

      “Thank you. Thank you for helping with all of this and just...everything,” I say softly, looking at each of them as I will my eyes not to fill with tears once more. Distracting myself, I grab a strawberry and plop it into my mouth before I can say something mushy.

      With a nudge to my arm, Kane holds out a clear cup full of red punch. I take a big drink, almost choking as the liquid goes down with a burn.

      “Holy crap, is this spiked?” I gasp.

      Kane makes a strangled noise with his throat. “Shh, the ‘rents are right there, you narc.” He jerks his head toward our parents who are both holding back their laughter.

      I giggle and shove his shoulder playfully. “You’re an idiot.”

      The music and lights dim, and Kane gestures to the middle of the dance floor. “May I have this dance?”

      I do a little curtsy and let him lead me away from the refreshments and our sighing mothers. A projected light from above paints the room with little stars that oscillate around and around. Soft music floats down from the stage, and I wrap my arms around Kane with a shy smile. His hands find my hips, and Wren begins to sing Aerosmith’s “I Don’t Want to Miss a Thing.”

      We share a secret smile as I remember the way he joked about the importance of slow dancing to an Aerosmith song on our first date.

      My heart overflows with happiness, and I lay my head against his chest and know without a doubt that this is a night that will change everything. A dance I will never forget.

      Kane’s chin rests on the top of my head, and his palms slide to the small of my back. “I didn’t go to battle against Sauron or anything for you, but I bet Aragorn never recreated a prom for Arwen. Just saying,” he boasts, smiling against my hair.

      I shake my head at his Lord of the Rings reference. “God, you’re such a nerd.”

      “Yeah, but you love it.”

      And I do.

      “You know, I’ve been wondering about your gamer name lately. Where did RedWyrm come from?”

      “Well, as you know, I wasn’t exactly miss popular back in grade school. Kids called me Bookworm, which was fine until it got shortened to Worm.” I wrinkle my nose at the memory. Kids are fucking mean. “Instead of letting them win, I swapped out one little letter, and Worm became…”

      “Wyrm,” Kane finishes. “From creepy crawly to a badass dragon. Fitting.”

      I smile against the fabric of his jacket, beaming to hear such pride in his voice.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Freckles. There’s so many things I would do differently with a second chance.”

      “Like wear pants instead of tights at EkoCon?” I ask sweetly.

      He chuckles. “Damn, you looked so sexy as an elf. Just the memory is fucking me up…”

      My eyes widen as I feel him harden with excitement. “So what do teenage couples usually do after prom is over?” I ask in my most seductive voice.

      “Generally speaking, there’s a forbidden hotel room involved…”

      “I could get onboard with that,” I whisper.

      Without hesitating, Kane digs into his pocket and pulls out his phone. I giggle as he taps away on the screen before shoving it back into his slacks. “So, uh, we done here, then?”

      I laugh and smile big when the song changes to a more upbeat one. “A couple more dances, cowboy, then I’m all yours.”

      Taking my hand, Kane throws me into a spin, and once I’m back in his arms, he wears a peculiar look on his face.

      “What?” This damn nerd better not be having second thoughts already. I have no qualms kicking his ass in front of his entire family. Zero.

      His hand still wrapped around mine, he spins the ring around my finger and brings it up for a better look. “You put the ring I gave you back on?”

      I slide my hand out of his grasp and hide it lamely behind my back. “I’m a girl, we like jewelry, what of it?” I clear my throat and look anywhere but his eyes.

      “You...you wanted to get back together anyway, didn’t you? Even after my bullshit?”

      “Maybe a little.” I shrug.

      “Oh my god.” A hand slides up his cheek and lands on his forehead. “I spent a day and a half throwing a prom, and you had already forgiven me.”

      “I hadn’t forgiven you,” I snort. “I just...I knew that against all reason, I still wanted to be with you.”

      “So the prom…” he says slowly.

      “Certainly sealed the deal.” I grin, and the relief on his face is evident. Heaven forbid a man do work when he could have weaseled his way out of it.  “I bet you tossed your ring out eons ago…”

      “Think again.” Hooking a thumb under his collar, he tugs out a chain that holds his ring. “I never took it off,” he admits.

      Wearing what I know is the cheesiest smile in existence, I reach up for a kiss and let him guide me into another spin with a laugh.

      Everyone moves to join us on the dance floor. Julie is grinding on her fiancé, Mr. and Mrs. Decker are doing something that looks suspiciously like the Cabbage Patch. Max and Nessa are dancing and laughing, much to Wren’s obvious displeasure. Jack is shouting for everyone to watch as he does the worm.

      Just like that, I realize I possess everything that was missing from my life. I’m in love with the sexiest nerd in the universe, I have not only one but two families now that love and accept me for me. EkoTek was blown away by my skills, and if I keep up my grades, I’ll be working there in no time.

      All of this because Kane Decker blew into my life and refused to take no for an answer.

      Yanking his collar, I pull him in for a deep kiss. I ignore the hoots and hollers of our friends and family and kiss him with the passion reserved only for the man who changed my life.

      “I’m gonna go show the girls who the prom queen is with my wicked dance moves,” I say breathlessly in his ear.

      Cupping my cheek, he grins and places a soft kiss on my forehead.

      “Give em’ hell, Freckles.”
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      Six Months Later

      “Ooh ouch baby,” I growl.

      “Yeah, you like that? Wait till this next move.”

      “Fuuuck.”

      “You know how I like it.”

      “Such a tight fit, my god.”

      “I’ve been practicing,” she purrs.

      “Damn right you have. Okay, get ready, I’m not done with you yet.”

      “Give it to me, Karnage.”

      “Oh, I’m going to give it to you so hard you won’t know what hit you.”

      “Fuck. Fuck. FUCK!” I toss down the controller and glare over at the red headed devil swirling a lollipop between her lips. “How do you keep killing me?”

      “Stop getting backed into that corner, you noob. Oh, and learn some better moves, do a combo or something; it’s just embarrassing.”

      “You know this week of my internship has been insanity, you can’t just take it easy on me for once, can you?”

      She shrugs. “Probably not.”

      Someone in the room clears their throat. “What the—what the fuck just happened?!” Wren stammers, his neck a deep shade of red.

      “You never banter a little when you game or what?” I snap.

      “Do you even hear yourselves?” Wren asks in exasperation.

      Vanessa, or Nessa as I’m finally allowed to call her, purrs from his lap. “Kinda turned me on, mi amor.”

      Wren shakes his head but smiles at his girlfriend. “You’re all a bunch of freaks.”

      “Vamanos. You said that was the last round. You know you can’t be late,” Nessa scolds.

      Scarlett makes a sound of irritation as she whips to face her best friend. “Last time. Promise. You guys go ahead, and we’ll be right behind you.”

      With a pointed look, Nessa sighs but gets to her feet. Hand in hand, she and Wren grab their things and walk out the door.

      “Good. A chance to redeem myself.” I grab the controller from the floor and lean forward in my chair.

      Scarlett moves to block the screen, eyes glinting with mischief. “Not really what I had in mind for this round.” When I raise an eyebrow, she shrugs. “Our banter kinda turned me on, too.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “If we’re late to your sister’s wedding, she’s going to kill you. And me. Double homicide.”

      “Guess it will have to be a quickie.” She hikes up her pink Maid of Honor dress with a wicked smile.

      She squeals as I yank her onto my lap. “I always knew you would be trouble.”

      After a few seconds, her hand presses to my chest, pushing my lips away from her soft ones.

      She leans in close and whispers in my ear before catapulting off my lap with a wink—

      “I’m gonna put on the elf ears.”

      

      
        
        THE END
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            Want to get updates?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want to get updates, teasers, and sneak peeks from S.K. Rose?

        Join SK’s Reader Group and be sure to subscribe to her Newsletter.
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    Psst...Not a Gamer?

    
      
      

      1 Grind: Okay pervert, yes, your mind probably went straight to the “bump and grind” definition, but in games, this is not the case. Grind means to do something over and over to acquire gold or armor or whatever for your character. Think of “the daily grind.” I know, super exciting, right?

      

    

    Chapter 1

    
      
      

      1 Loot: The goods or rewards you collect in a game; it can be anything from healing potions to weapons.

      

    

    Chapter 2

    
      
      

      1 Noob: Amateur hour, baby, means you’re a novice or inexperienced (or just plain suck donkey balls).

      

      2 A type of video game where you go around shooting people and stuff. Pew pew.

      

      3 Toon: This is the little character you’re controlling and pretending to be in a video game.

      

      4 Troll: Someone who deliberately stirs up drama for shits and giggles. An asshole.

      

      5 Gold: The in-game currency for Tactical Heart. Want to buy cool shit for your character? Better get that gold baby.

      

    

    Chapter 4

    
      
      

      1 Stats: Statistical information on an item that tells you if it’s badass or total garbage.

      

      2 Raid: A mission where a number of players work together and try to accomplish a feat or defeat a powerful enemy. Teamwork, baby!

      

      3 AFK: Away From Keyboard.

      

    

    Chapter 7

    
      
      

      1 MMORPG: Massively-Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game (Damn that was a mouthful). Basically, there are role playing games where you can play with lots of other people.

      

    

    Chapter 8

    
      
      

      1 Grind: Okay pervert, yes, your mind probably went straight to the “bump and grind” definition, but in games, this is not the case. Grind means to do something over and over to acquire gold or armor or whatever for your character. Think of “the daily grind.” I know, super exciting, right?

      

      2 Gank: When a group of players gangs up on a lone player and kills him. It can also refer to being taken out by a single character if there is an unfair advantage (such as a huge difference in player levels).

      

      3 OP: Over powered. Strong as shit, unfairly so.

      

    

    Chapter 13

    
      
      

      1 When you come back alive after being dead in the game.

      

      2 HP: Hit/Health points, how much life you have before you’re dead as a doornail.

      

    

    Chapter 16

    
      
      

      1 A nonplayer character. Complete artificial intelligence, there's no mouth breathing player pulling the strings behind these toons.

      

    

    Chapter 24

    
      
      

      1 A negative status that gets placed on your toon, like poison that does damage over time. It ain’t fun bro.

      

    

    Chapter 25

    
      
      

      1 Aggro: When a hostile group of monsters takes notice of a certain character and actively tries to take that person out.
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      Aussie Queen: Julie, as always, you have been an amazing friend and mentor as I learn the ropes of writing. I appreciate all your (constant) guidance. I have no clue where I would be without you. Most importantly, CHECK OUT THAT SEXY COVER!! You did such an amazing job and I could not be happier with how it turned out. You’re the best and I’m so glad to call you a friend. Love your beautiful face!

      TEAMSK: Tweedles, Jennifer, Samallama, Ashley, Terri, Jordan, Angela, Briana, & Chantal You ladies ROCK! Thank you all for busting your humps to help me spread the word about the book. I appreciate each and every one of you and the hard work that you did to support this book. Ya’ll the real MVPs!

      BETAS: Yeri, Dravena, Rebecca, Danielle, & Karen You tore up my first draft with your questions and comments and the book improved by leaps and bounds because of it. No rock was left unturned and I loved the passion you guys brought forward. Thank you for all your excitement and help you beautiful butterflies.

      Octoposse: What can I say about my BOOK TRIBE?! You guys make me smile and laugh every damn day. I have created so many friendships and had thousands of interesting and  hilarious conversations with you ladies. I know it might be a little crazy but you guys are seriously like a second family to me. If someone were to ask me what the best part of becoming an author was it would hands down be the creation of this reader group. We lean on each other in hard times and celebrate each other’s successes. I appreciate you all SO MUCH for your constant support and words of encouragement. You guys are MY KINDA CRAZY!!

      P.S. Dark SK LIVES ON FOREVER, MUAHAHAHA!!!

      P.S.S. Not really though. I think Preggo Sk killed her for good *sigh*

      Nemesis AKA Grandma Shade: What the fuck would I do without you?! Seriously I turn to you for damn near everything in my life and I can’t imagine it any other way now. We give each other a lot of shit, our interests are night and day, and yet you’ve become one of my closest friends. Thank you for the ridiculous amount of help you gave me while writing this romcom, not including the never ending encouragement when I struggled with the story.

      Don’t get me wrong, you’re a total asshat, but you’re my asshat.

      Mel AKA Queen of Booksmacked: Hey there, lifelong friend here. Just wanted to say thank you for, well, everything. You have taught me so much about the book world and yet it seems like there’s still so much I have to learn from you. Aside from being my social media guru, you’re a wonderful friend that I am incredibly lucky to have in my life. You’re also my absolute favorite person to vent/gossip with LOL!

      Oh and if anyone reads this who’s in need of an amazing (judgement free) book group, look no further- https://www.facebook.com/groups/BookSmackedBangers/ be sure to tell them I sent ya.
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      Remember the Reaper is S.K. Rose’s debut series. Crowned with Guilt is the first book in the series, and the conclusion is Cleansed with Fire. Rose lives in the hellish desert of Arizona with her newly appointed husband and two obnoxious cats. When she’s not writing, Rose enjoys reading, gaming, swearing like a drunk sailor, collecting swords, and obsessing over the magnificent sea creature: the octopus. Check out the links below to creep around and stalk her!
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