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   Beauty and the Geek
 
   Gone Geek 1
 
    
 
   Professor Steven Kipper is used to the stares, the muttered insults. Monster. Disgusting. Gross. It's all he's ever known. Relationships suck when his date won't even go out in public with him, which is why he hasn't bothered. That is until her. The woman on the internet who gets his every quirk. He's hooked on a person he's never met. The way she gets his jokes, the uninhibited sexuality and…just talking to her. She's everything he's ever wanted, only she's a stranger. Unless he can convince her they should unplug and take their virtual relationship off-line.
 
    
 
   Tamara Roh has heard all the insults from slut to whore and they bore her. She refuses to let other people define her. Life's tough in the gaming industry, and if she can't handle a few insults the haters will chew her up and spit her out. Her only haven is with her friends and in one very explicit chat room. On-line she can be anyone she wants to, even the normal girl-next-door who just happens to get off on dirty talk, erotic gifs and video chats from the neck down. She might not be able to trust guys in real life to see past the Hot Asian Girlfriend stereotype, but with her internet beau anonymity is her safety net. The only problem is…she's falling for a man who thinks she's someone else.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   To the Real Life Tamara and Stephen,
 
   here’s to another ten years of geeky, wedded bliss.
 
   Please, never send me a dick pic again.
 
   Ever.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   You don't lose hope, love.
 
   If you do, you lose everything.
 
 
   ―MRS. POTTS
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   1.
 
   Stephen Kipper stared at the wavy line of the audio feed, imagining the curves were a woman’s body. Her body. The woman on the other end of his headset. That drawn-out moan was the slope of her breast, leading to the tightly beaded nipple, and the grunt was the sharp dip to her waist. The undulation, how her voice changed, was a sexual act in itself. The sounds—panting here, a moan there—coming through his headset were…hot was not a strong enough term, but his vocabulary was failing him.
 
   “You there?” He swallowed, needing some sort of moisture in his mouth.
 
   “Yeah?” The woman’s voice on the other end was strained, breathless, as if she were on the brink of an orgasm.
 
   If he were keeping count, it would be the third this morning.
 
   “Do you still have the box I sent you?” He reached for his control unit, a glove-like contraption with sensors and wires all over it. It wasn’t a pretty prototype, but it was functional, and that was all he cared about. He’d begun sketching the design not long after their first…interaction. He still had those first plans in his notebook.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He chuckled. They were into one-word territory. Always a good sign with the woman he’d come to call Pam.
 
   “Open the box. Tell me when you have my present out.” He flexed his fingers inside the glove. In a way, this would be the most vulnerable act he’d ever performed.
 
   They’d been doing this for months, after meeting in an adult chat room dedicated to sexual fantasies. They’d struck up a conversation about various Star Trek parody porn films and which was the best. It’d begun as a joke in private side messages, naughty, cyber sex language tossed between them until they’d each wanted something more than text on a screen. Something bordering on real. These chat sex dates were becoming a regular thing, almost every other day unless she was traveling, like now.
 
   He had one photograph of her and a dozen other girls—and the sound of her voice. That was it. He didn’t know for sure which girl in the picture she was, but he’d been puzzling it out. Little questions here and there. He’d narrowed it down to two girls, and he was pretty sure he knew which one she was…
 
   Stephen swallowed.
 
   If Pam was who he thought she was…he was way out of his league. Girls that looked like her, hell like any of the girls in the picture, didn’t date guys like him. The past had proven that to him. Yet, here they were, almost every day. 
 
   It was probably pathetic, but phone nookie with her was the single most satisfying sexual relationship he’d ever had. Probably because she hadn’t seen him, but that was beside the point.
 
   “What is it?” Her throaty chuckle was sensual. He closed his eyes, enjoying the sound of it.
 
   “Plug it into your USB port.”
 
   “Are you trying to find out who I am? Where I am?” Her voice took on a taunting tone.
 
   “No, I promise.” Not a lie. He hadn’t bugged the device, though he had been tempted. That little bit of code wouldn’t be difficult to work out. Hell, he’d probably be able to do it without any bells and whistles, but he wouldn’t go there. He’d only use what she gave him. The picture. The dry details in her chat profile. What she told him. Nothing more.
 
   Stephen had given up dating because—what was the point? He could work out, wear all the right clothes, say the right things, take his dates to the best places, but one look at his face and women walked away. And yet…he wanted to meet Pam. For the first time in years…he wanted to take that chance on a woman. He was willing to risk losing her. But she wouldn’t go there.
 
   His father’s voice sneered from the recesses of his memory, speaking the unwanted truth: If you meet her, if she knew your secrets, she’d never speak to you again. What would a woman like that want with a monster like you?
 
   Stephen swallowed and shoved that ugly voice back into the depths of his mind. These moments were for him—and her. Whoever she was.
 
   The closest he’d ever come to knowing where his mystery woman might be was when he’d sent the package to a drop location. She’d told him she was traveling and could pick it up on her way through L.A. His back yard. He could have hand-delivered it, but she’d said no. Something was going on in her life. He could hear it in her voice, the strain of it wore on her. He’d wanted to do something to cheer her up, and this present was the only thing he could think of that she’d accept.
 
   It would have been so easy to program his present with GPS or some sort of information gathering worm. But he respected her privacy.
 
   “Okay…it wants to connect to my Wi-Fi. What did you send me?” Her curious tone…smiled. If he had to picture her right now, her lips would be curving upward, there’d be a spark in her eye. He breathed a sigh, glad that for this moment, she wasn’t sad or stressed.
 
   “It’s a thing I made.” He watched for the green light to flicker on his end. There. She’d allowed it to connect.
 
   “What does it do?” Something squeaked in the background. Was she at a desk chair like his? Or lying down?
 
   Stephen bent and flexed his fingers. The sensors inside the glove seemed to vibrate with life.
 
   “Oh—wow!” Her gasp was music to his ears. “You—are naughty.”
 
   “Figure it out yet?” He was more than a smidge proud of this design.
 
   “Is this your dick?”
 
   “No.” He didn’t have the balls to do something like that. “I modified a dildo. My sculpting skills leave a lot to be desired. When I move my fingers—it moves, too.”
 
   “I need to make sure I locked the door. Hold on.” The call went fuzzy for a second. Light thumps marked her dash across a room and back. “I’m turning on my webcam.”
 
   Wait—what?
 
   He swallowed.
 
   That was…unexpected.
 
   She had only offered twice before, and he’d never asked. Not that he didn’t want to see her. He did. Too much, and that was the dilemma.
 
   A box popped up, the picture dark, blacks and grays. She leaned back, but he could only see her from the shoulders down.
 
   Fuck me.
 
   She was naked. In a desk chair.
 
   He nearly swallowed his tongue.
 
   She was…again, his vocabulary seemed to lack words to describe her. She was perfect. A ten on all points. But he’d fallen for her long before the photograph, or now, seeing her body. Which was crazy. Who fell for a voice on the Internet? 
 
   He did, apparently.
 
   “Can you see me?” she asked.
 
   “Y-yeah.”
 
   “I want to see you.”
 
   He gulped and reached for the mouse with his left hand. Maybe it said something about their relationship, but he’d been prepared for that request. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d…performed seemed to be the wrong word, but she liked to watch him. And he had zero ability to tell her no. Besides, from the shoulders down wasn’t a problem. “You’re wearing clothes.” She crossed an arm over her generous breasts.
 
   “This is about you,” he said and flexed his fingers.
 
   She held his remote controlled dildo in her lap. Damn, but it was sexy seeing her with his little robot.
 
   “Come on, you know I like to see you.” She palmed her breast, the tight, hard nipple visible between her fingers.
 
   “I’ll take my shirt off.”
 
   “The pants.”
 
   “No, I’ll get distracted.”
 
   “Don’t you like seeing me?”
 
   “I do, but—”
 
   “We could come together.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Fine. Hold on.” He slid the glove off his hand and stripped. Maybe he’d known she’d make this request, or maybe he’d hoped, because he’d only worn boxers and a T-shirt for this morning…date.
 
   “I like looking at you,” she said.
 
   He froze for an instant.
 
   People didn’t like looking at him. He made them uncomfortable. But she couldn’t see his face, so she didn’t know. She couldn’t. Stephen inhaled, exhaled and reached for the glove.
 
   “Everything okay over there?” She kicked her leg while her free hand stroked her skin. He was willing to bet the self-touching was for him, and he appreciated it.
 
   “Fine. You ready to try this?” He slid his hand back into the control unit and kept his gaze on the video feed.
 
   “I wish this was you.” She pumped the silicone dildo and he closed his left hand around his cock.
 
   Yeah, he’d like her hands on him, too. Enough that he was seriously considering a face-to-face.
 
   “Imagine it’s me.” He let his head rest against the back of his chair.
 
   “If it was you, I’d be on my knees right now.” She chucked, that deep, throaty kind he’d grown to love. “Would you like that?”
 
   “You know I would.” He’d dropped any pretense early on that he was anything but turned on by her. The honesty seemed to work for her. “Now, put me in you.”
 
   She put one foot on something out of frame, opening her thighs toward the camera. It was hard to make out details, thanks to the low resolution and lack of light, but he could see that she’d shaved or maybe waxed recently. Her skin glistened with moisture. She held the base of the dildo with both hands and placed it at her entrance. The chair tipped back, and he could see some of her throat.
 
   He wanted to see her. All of her. But that went against the rules of their relationship.
 
   “You’d be warmer. Harder.” She panted and shifted her hips.
 
   “I thought about putting warming coils in, but I couldn’t figure out a way to keep the silicone from melting.”
 
   “God, it’s sexy when you talk robotics to me.”
 
   “Shut up and put me in you already.”
 
   “Oh, we’re being bossy. I like it when you’re bossy.”
 
   She arched her back, lifted her hips off the chair, and pressed the dildo into herself. He remained perfectly still while she pumped it, slow and steady, working the toy deeper. When she had most of its length inside of her, he slowly curled his fingers.
 
   “Oh!” She let go with one hand and—he could only guess that she covered her mouth. The moans were muted, quieter than normal, but her hips shifted.
 
   He continued to work the controller, as though he were finger fucking her. Seeing her was better than blindly imagining what she was doing. These private, intimate glimpses of her body and her pleasure were gifts. Ones he’d cherish.
 
   Stephen stroked his cock absently, more attuned to the way her ribs lifted, the undulation of her hips. Every little shift of her body. And he hadn’t even broken out the best part yet.
 
   “Am I all the way in?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, God yes. I can feel you move. Oh—my God, fuck yes.”
 
   “Stay—right there.”
 
   He pressed his thumb to the pressure pad, moving it in a circle.
 
   She sucked in a breath and the keening cry was music to his ears.
 
   He pumped his fingers, curling them and concentrated on his thumb. Her back bowed, and he got a glimpse of her chin. Her knees shook, and her body seemed to vibrate with orgasm.
 
   Her moan stretched on and on. He counted to sixty before slowing his pace. She slumped in the chair, one corner of her mouth visible now. It hitched up in the cutest little smile. She’d be mischievous, a total imp, and he’d love it. If they ever met.
 
   “Professor, I believe you’ve broken me,” she said, her words a little slurred.
 
   “Not even a little bit.”
 
   She pressed her hands over the base of the dildo and straightened, the forbidden glimpse of her face gone.
 
   “I didn’t get to see you come,” she said.
 
   He glanced down. Shit. He hadn’t even noticed. He’d been too intent on her.
 
   “Can you feel me at all?” she asked.
 
   “I wish, but no.” He hadn’t worked out a good way to make the device two-way. In the end, her pleasure was more important than his.
 
   “I wish you could feel as good as I do right now.”
 
   “I’m glad I was able to assist.” Maybe she’d never tell him what was wrong, but at least he could take her mind off her problems for a few moments.
 
   An orgasm should relax him, but after the show she’d put on, he was more tense. Frustrated. Wanting. He hated to admit it, but these taboo sessions weren’t doing it for him anymore. Not like they used to.
 
   “We could…meet,” he said. He waited for the pang of anxiety, the sense of impending rejection to stab him, but it didn’t happen. At least not yet. He was willing to take a chance on her. Was she? “You said you travel a lot. You were just in L.A.”
 
   She pulled the dildo out of her pussy and set it down off-camera. She didn’t cover herself, but there was a stiffness where a moment ago she’d been languid. Relaxed.
 
   “I…thought we agreed—”
 
   “You’re right.” Ah, rejection, his old friend. “Sorry, it was just a thought. I know the rules.”
 
   “That’s—I’m not saying I don’t want to meet you. I just… I like you. A lot. I just…”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Seriously.”
 
   “There’s a lot going on right now. It’s…not a good time.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Pam wasn’t her real name. It wasn’t even her screen name, but in the throes of passion, he wasn’t going to call out a random string of letters and digits. He was pretty sure he’d figured out which girl she was in the picture. These days it was hard to stay completely anonymous on the Internet, and after hours of talking with her he knew details. Things a random observer wouldn’t know. A little bit of reverse image searching on each girl’s face had produced a list of names. All of them enigmatic, intelligent women who just happened to be dressed in identical Wonder Woman costumes at some sort of event.
 
   “Hey, I have labs to go teach,” he said, when she didn’t offer up any more excuses. “Have fun on your girl’s trip.”
 
   Stephen waited all of a second before ending the call, but she didn’t call him back, didn’t say they could meet.
 
   He was madly in love with a woman he didn’t actually know.
 
   Like she’ll ever love a face like that.
 
   Oh, he had a pretty good idea who Pam was. From their web chats he’d narrowed the field to the eight women with pale to moderately tan complexions. He could also rule out those women with bountiful breasts. Pam’s were large and well-shaped, but not overflowing. That left him with six. She’d made comments about long hair and the hours it took a stylist to tame it, so the three with short hair were out, leaving the final three.
 
   He’d identified them as Miranda, Tamara and Piper. All three women at the front of their fields and totally different. Miranda’s was the face of a video game company, so he’d been able to find interviews with her online.
 
   The voice was wrong.
 
   That left it between Piper and Tamara.
 
   He wasn’t sure she was either of them. She could have lied. Sent him a picture to appease his curiosity. But that didn’t seem like her. His gut said she was in there.
 
   In the end, all he had to go with was her chat profile, which listed her as a thirty-something, white female.
 
   Tamara was Asian.
 
   Piper was Caucasian.
 
   How much was he going to trust a profile?
 
   He’d agonized over the decision, but couldn’t bring himself to dig deeper into the women’s online lives. It seemed…wrong. So he’d stuck to what she’d told him, and by extension her user information.
 
   A few weeks ago he’d been pretty sure she was Tamara, but she’d told him no. Which only left…Piper.
 
   There wasn’t a world out there in which he’d ever have a chance with someone like Piper Erin or any of the other women, but it didn’t stop him from dreaming the connection between them was real.
 
   He was a sad, pathetic soul, wasn’t he?
 
   A message popped up in their chat.              
 
    
 
   K4h3l20dk: i do want 2 c u
 
   K4h3l20dk: all of u
 
   K4h3l20dk: it’s just maybe not the right time
 
   K4h3l20dk: missed seeing u cum
 
    
 
   Dirty messages didn’t ease the sting. Sure, she might like their Internet games, the phone sex, him being around whenever she wanted to talk, but if he were honest with himself, it wasn’t enough anymore. Three, maybe four months of these games, and for the first time in ages…he wanted more. He wanted something else. Something he could touch.
 
   Maybe she had some sort of hang up going from her chat handle to her real name?
 
   He’d begun calling her Pam as a way of hinting to her he knew who she might be. But she hadn’t taken the next step. Perhaps he needed to make that first step. Tell her he knew who she was, that it was okay.
 
   Stephen brought up a browser window.
 
   He could message her their gif. She told him she often watched it when he was teaching or otherwise unavailable, that she stroked herself while watching the looped video of him coming. But…what if he sent it to her real name? To Piper? As himself?
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2.
 
   Tamara’s knees weren’t quite strong enough to support her. Not after that orgasm. Or three. Four? She couldn’t remember.
 
   Still, she wrapped her bikini-clad body in a sarong and stepped out of her room. The morning light reflected off the water and through the floor to ceiling windows of their vacation rental.
 
   Man, she’d really needed to get away for a while. Too bad her bank account was hurting from this trip. She didn’t regret it. Not with everything she’d needed to figure out, and the girls were who she needed to talk to the most.
 
   “Morning,” Rashae said with far too much enthusiasm. She sat at the dining table, a bowl of cereal in one hand and her tablet propped up in front of her. Probably studying some new cosplay design. They were all jonesing to get back to work, and Rashae was the worst of them all.
 
   “Is it?” Tamara shuffled into the kitchen, still adrift after Stephen’s gift, the orgasm—just talking with him left her spinning.
 
   “Yup. I got an email about that show. I think I can get you an introduction if you’re still wanting the gig.” Rashae shifted her attention to Tamara.
 
   “Seriously? Yeah, that would be great.” She grinned. First the orgasm, now a new opportunity? Today was looking pretty good. She was in bad need of something going right. After refusing to date her co-host from a popular YouTube video game show, she’d been canned. He’d thrown what amounted to a temper tantrum, and just like that, fifty percent of her income was gone.
 
   “How was your morning date?” Miranda sat up on the sofa.
 
   “Shit.” Tamara pressed her hand to her chest. “What the fuck?”
 
   “Man, you’re jumpy.” Rashae watched her like a cat.
 
   “Who is he?” Miranda rested her chin on the back of the sofa, her short hair more like a halo, thanks to the humidity giving her curls.
 
   “Who is who?” Tamara opened the fridge and stuck her head in an effort to cool her cheeks and find some breakfast. Except they’d emptied it of all but milk since today was their last day. Crap. She closed the door and leaned against the cool metal. What she wouldn’t give to stay here…escape from all her problems…and be a beach bum…
 
   Tomorrow, she’d have to go back to reality, and what a fucking disaster that was.
 
   “Come on, you’ve been glued to your computer every day for at least an hour. While. On. Vacation.” Miranda folded her arms under her chin. “Spill! You are not in there interviewing for new anchor jobs. Please? I have zero love life, and yours is always interesting.”
 
   “My love life is what got me canned.”
 
   “Any word from the Legend producers?” Rashae asked.
 
   “Nothing. They’re refusing to admit that they basically caved to Adam’s tantrum. What a douchecanoe.” Tamara crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the counter. She’d ignored her co-host’s parade of pretty and petite Asian girls coming and going from the set because she’d already rocked the boat by pushing to take on the co-host job.
 
   “Dude. Sue.” Rashae frowned. “You’ve got proof.”
 
   “Not enough.” Tamara sighed. “I kinda, sorta already talked to a lawyer, and he said it’s not enough to prove they fired me over a personal issue. I just…I just want to put it all behind me, you know? It was a shitty work environment anyway.”
 
   “You at least need to speak out. Tell your side of the story.”
 
   “And what? Be called the ‘Bitch of Gaming’ all over again? No, thanks. I did that once after…after…yeah. Not again. Thanks.” Tamara shuddered.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Tamara said over Miranda’s stammering. She rubbed her face.
 
   For a solid year, all she’d done was stand on her flimsy pedestal and tell her side of the story—and look at what good it did her. Canned from her only solid paycheck. Yeah, she still had other gigs—from beta testing games to stunt doubling, but they didn’t have the same kind of regularity as the show. She’d thought she’d finally made a big break when it came to Legend. Maybe she wouldn’t have to do as many odd jobs here and there. If things got really rough, she could always go back to being a personal trainer. There was no shame in that, and she’d enjoyed many of her clients.
 
   Tomorrow, she’d have to face reality all over again.
 
   The hate mail would have piled up in her inboxes. She was tempted to do a total purge, except she might have a new opportunity buried in all the crap. No part of her regretted standing up for herself. It’d brought her into this circle, given her friends, shown her how strong she was, but it’d cost her a lot, too.
 
   “So—your date go well?” Miranda asked.
 
   “You just want more material for your romance book you aren’t writing.” Deflection was the name of Tamara’s game now.
 
   “It’s a hobby.” Miranda shrugged, unapologetic.
 
   “Tamara, it’s bound to be interesting when you pick up dudes online.” Rashae gave Tamara a pointed look.
 
   “What? I have a type.” Tamara shoved a hand through her hair. She had an anonymous type since no matter how careful she tried to be guys were always getting her into trouble. Adam was just another guy in a long string of men who wanted to use her. For once, she wanted her needs met, and she didn’t want to have to plan for the inevitable fall-out and how badly it would go for her. In her line of work, the woman was always at fault, and that was bullshit.
 
   “You look, I don’t know, glowy and freaked. Does he like weird stuff?” Leave it to Miranda to be at least fifty percent right.
 
   “No, nothing weird.” Tamara opened the fridge again, then closed it.
 
   “What’s your deal, then?” Rashae laid the tablet down, giving Tamara her complete attention.
 
   Why couldn’t she be like them? Rashae could slay a man with a look. Miranda had the best luck with picking a great guy. Both women were beautiful, smart, and had it all. Tamara covered her face.
 
   God, she was a terrible person. Her relationship issues were so trivial and petty and stupid and…she should be focused on getting her shit in order. That’s what this trip was about. An opportunity to get away from home, regroup, plan and go home armored up and prepared to fight for what professional-Tamara needed. Still, she wanted someone in her corner, to come home to, to talk to, to have crazy hot sex with.
 
   But no one got it. Not really. They were all a bunch of career-minded women who didn’t need a man. Except Tamara wanted one. A guy who would let her drop her guard, curl up in his lap and just…be. Someone to catch her when the bad days knocked her down. Someone to stand beside her when the shit got flung. But finding that person, preparing them for what her life was like…the thought of it was exhausting. And she didn’t know if her Internet boyfriend was up for a challenge like that.
 
   One glance at what her life was really like…and he just might run from her. She couldn’t risk it. Her heart wouldn’t survive another loss.
 
   “Stephen wants to meet up,” she finally said.
 
   “Stephen? I like it, sounds sexy.” Miranda grinned.
 
   “Watch out, her romance dude will be named Stephen next.” Rashae grinned at Miranda.
 
   “I can’t name him after someone we know. Even by proxy. That’s weird.” Miranda rolled her eyes.
 
   “How long have you been stringing this one along?” Rashae twirled her spoon, her focus back on Tamara.
 
   “I’m not—” Tamara took a deep breath. Fighting with Rashae over this would get her nothing but grief. “We’ve been talking for a couple months.”
 
   “Wait—is this the L.A. guy?” Miranda sat up. “You said you tracked his IP, that sometimes he’s only a couple blocks from your apartment.”
 
   “Yes. It’s him.” And Tamara was a terrible, horrible person. She had the link to his Facebook account in her Favorites folder and liked to ping his current IP address to figure out where he was. Sometimes, she fantasized about going to find him…sit next to him at a coffee shop just to be near him. But she couldn’t. Not after sending him that stupid picture.
 
   “Last you told me, you were still anonymous.” Miranda was totally tuned in now.
 
   “You mean—is this the chat room, cyber sex thing you did?” Rashae’s gaze narrowed. She glanced from Tamara to Miranda and back again.
 
   “Yes.” Tamara groaned.
 
   “Lord, Jesus.” Rashae shook her head. “Why? Tamara. Why are you picking up random dudes in chat rooms? Go to a bar. A con. Men fall over themselves to be near you.” She pounded the dining table with her fist at each point.
 
   “That’s the problem.” Tamara threw her hand up. “Rashae, how many guys want to buy you a shot because you’re the token black woman—in cosplay—at a con?”
 
   “A lot,” Rashea replied without missing a beat.
 
   “Exactly. To those guys I’m a unicorn. A hot Asian girl with big boobs. I’m the conquest. The girl to…put in her place. I don’t matter to them. It’s either my ethnicity or proving everyone else is right about me. That I’m just a bitch and a whore.” She thunked her head against the fridge.
 
   “You’re right.” Rashae nodded. “Doing what you did, standing up for yourself, it made you a target, but not to everyone. The gaming circle is pretty small. There are plenty of guys out there who don’t have the same hang-ups or prejudices.”
 
   Tamara leaned against the stainless steel surface and looked up at the ceiling. She didn’t regret standing up to the men who’d attacked her, but they’d stolen a piece of her, even though she’d tried to deny it. She did her best to deal with the residual pain, and one part of that was this thing with Stephen. He didn’t know her history, what had happened to her, what people said about her. All he knew was—her. The real, vulnerable her she couldn’t be with anyone except her girlfriends. And that was special. Worth protecting. Even if that meant she was protecting him from herself.
 
   “Back to Internet dude,” Miranda said.
 
   “Stephen. His name’s Stephen.”
 
   “Okay. Stephen, sorry. Why not meet him? You already seem to know all about him. He’s got to be at least be eighty percent okay, or you wouldn’t still be talking to him, and it sounds like he’s not connected to anything in our industry. He knows nothing about what you look like. You’ve been talking for ages. Are you scared he’s ugly?” Miranda made it sound so very simple. She scrunched up her nose. “He doesn’t know anyone at Legend, does he?”
 
   “No, he has no connection to video games, YouTube, any of it. That’s why it’s perfect the way it is. If…if we meet…everything changes. I can’t handle anymore change in my life right now. I need to get shit under control.”
 
   “Morning.” The fourth member of their geek girl club descended the stairs from the second story, still wearing a fuzzy robe, slippers, and her hair was up.
 
   Tamara was glad Piper had missed their conversation. What Tamara had gone through was nothing compared to the hell Piper had endured. Lately though, it seemed as though Piper’s hard, outer shell were cracking. Tamara hadn’t wanted to say anything, but she might mention it to her therapist. Who also happened to be Piper’s.
 
   “You are never going to believe what some random dude just sent me.” Piper laughed and pulled out her phone.
 
   “Morning,” Rashae said. “We’re waiting to hear Tamara’s reasons for not having a face to face with her Internet beau.”
 
   “Is it the chat room guy?” Piper asked without looking up.
 
   Tamara swallowed.
 
   Christ, had she told them all? Probably. Stephen made her crazy, and when she was crazy she talked. This weekend she’d done a lot of talking.
 
   “Seriously, come check this out. I get random dick pics, but never a dick gif. The nerve of this guy. Look.” Piper turned her phone toward Rashae and Miranda slid down the couch to peer at the screen.
 
   Why the hell not?
 
   Tamara crossed the floor to join the girls.
 
   She only had to see a second to know the full loop.
 
   The same gif was saved on nearly every device she owned.
 
   Her mouth dried up.
 
   “Wait—Stephen? This guy’s name is Stephen?” Rashae turned her head and speared Tamara with a glare that sliced her to the bone.
 
   “Yeah, the dude’s some sort of professor.” Piper closed the messenger and brought up the Facebook profile of a Stephen Kipper, which Tamara was already well-acquainted with, thanks to her crazy stalking skills.
 
   “Does dick-gif-Stephen live in L.A.?” Rashae continued to stare at Tamara.
 
   “How’d you guess? Don’t tell me he sent it to you, too?” Piper finally glanced up and followed Rashae’s glare to Tamara. “What? What’d I miss?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Rashae arched a brow, her stare none too friendly. “Tamara?”
 
   Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.
 
   She took a step back. It didn’t matter that she knew five different marital arts styles, kicked the asses of men twice her size, or that she was the offspring of not one but two gold medalist fighters. Rashae would wipe the floor with her ass for this—and rightfully so.
 
   “You know this guy, Tamara?” Piper perched on the dining table.
 
   “I can explain.” Tamara swallowed, trying in vain to fix the dry mouth problem.
 
   She’d just wanted to be a normal girl, not the girl on YouTube or the one in the video game. Her. She wanted to be—her with a guy. To have a man like her for her without having to wonder if he had some sort of ulterior motive. But this thing with Stephen had become something else. A connection that’d mattered. She’d never expected it to go this far.
 
   To last.
 
   “Please tell me you didn’t do something stupid.” Rashae’s glare lowered the temperature to downright frigid.
 
   “I didn’t.” Tamara closed her eyes. “At least I don’t think I did.”
 
   “What did you do?” Piper glanced between them, still totally out of the loop.
 
   “Tamara?” Rashae prompted her.
 
   “I didn’t…” Tamara opened her eyes. She’d dug this hole for herself. Now, it was time to hop in. “Look, I never expected things to go this far with Stephen.”
 
   “Dick gif dude? You know him?” Piper’s brows rose.
 
   “Yes. I met him in a chat room. We…talk.” Tamara swallowed. Yeah, no one believed that. “He just…he wanted a picture of me, but I knew that if I sent him my picture that…You know what happens.”
 
   Piper blinked once, very slowly.
 
   No one spoke.
 
   “I don’t understand. I’m clearly out of the loop here. Please spell it out for me.” The way Piper spoke, slow and sweet, with each word enunciated so carefully, was not a good sign.
 
   “It was months ago. I took that Wonder Woman group shot of everyone and sent it to him. I figured—that’s a lot of women. He’d never figure out which one I am. Right?”
 
   “Tell him you’re not me.” Piper’s brows were almost indistinguishable from her bangs.
 
   “I never told him I was you. I never even told him I was in the picture.”
 
   “But you are, right?” Rashae asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m front and center.” Tamara had thought she could hide in plain sight. She should have known she couldn’t out-smart the hot professor.
 
   “You have Internet sex with this guy.” Piper shoved off the table and pointed at her phone.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you gave him my picture?” A red flush crept up Piper’s neck.
 
   “No, not a picture of you, but you are in it.”
 
   “This random motherfucker you have video sex with—you sent him my Goddamned picture?” Piper’s face was red and her hands clearly shaking. “After everything that happened—You. Gave. Him. My. Picture?”
 
   “It’s not just you, Piper. He’s got it all wrong—”
 
   “No. You gave him my picture. After everything Carl put me through?” Piper was practically shaking. And why wouldn’t she? After a very public break-up with a video game engineer touted as the next-great-mind in the industry, he’d set about to destroy her. In so many ways, what had happened to Piper was worse than what happened to Tamara.
 
   “I had no idea he’d think I was you.”
 
   “But he does think it’s me, Tamara, and why wouldn’t he? The girl with all the home-made sex tapes online has to be the kind of girl who can’t get a decent guy to go out with her, right? Shit. What have you done with him? Have you sent him naked pictures? If he hasn’t done a search on my name, when will he? You don’t know this guy. Why are you sending him pictures of your friends?” Piper was screaming now, her face red. “Did you think it wasn’t a big deal? That I wouldn’t mind?”
 
   Oh, God what had Tamara done? She’d never expected Stephen to assume she was Piper. This was a disaster. The kind of hell Carl had put Piper through following their split was… Tamara was nearly sick just thinking about it. All those intimate pictures and videos they’d made were now out there. Public. And now, because Tamara had been completely thoughtless...what if Piper had an episode? She’d recovered from the emotional trauma the gaming world had put her through, but at such a great price. What if this triggered something? What then? Piper wasn’t living in L.A. right now. She was all by herself in Florida.
 
   Terrible events had brought Piper and Tamara together. Life-altering, horrible things—and they’d healed. Together. Sometimes propping each other up, pushing the other on, and they’d made it. But not without scars. Not without scratching out a place for themselves, despite all the hate and the naysayers.
 
   Piper had emotional episodes. It’d been so long since she’d gone through one, too.
 
   Tamara had lost the ability to cry. It was as if she’d cried it all out during her healing.
 
   Tamara took a step toward Piper. She had to fix this.“That’s not—”
 
   “What? That’s not what?” Piper yelled.
 
   Both Rashae and Miranda were still. Silent.
 
   “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” Tamara edged closer.
 
   “Fuck you.” Piper thrust her finger in Tamara’s face.
 
   If Piper hit her, she wouldn’t try to block it. She wouldn’t try to move. She deserved this. God, never in a million years would she have wanted to bring back all that shit into Piper’s life.
 
   Tamara wished she could cry, but as she’d healed her tears had dried up until they’d just…stopped. It was as though she’d cried all the tears she had. Now, she was like Amanda from The Holiday. She’d been born with tear ducts that didn’t tear. Instead, Tamara wrung her hands together and tried to come up with words to fix this.
 
   Piper wrapped her robe around herself and stormed back upstairs to her room.
 
   “Wow,” Miranda whispered.
 
   “I didn’t mean…” Tamara’s mouth worked, but no sound came out.
 
   “Doesn’t matter what you meant. You really didn’t think that through, did you?” Rashae shook her head and stirred the remaining cereal in her bowl. “I’m not saying her reaction is right or reasonable, but what did you expect?”
 
   Tamara perched on the sofa’s side table, guilt gnawing at her. “I never thought—”
 
   “Exactly. You didn’t think. Why would he think you are Piper?”
 
   “Because…” Tamara swallowed. Rashae was going to rake her over the coals for this. “Because, three weeks ago when Legend laid me off, he asked me if I was Tamara and I said no. I don’t know how he figured it out, but he did and…” She covered her eyes.
 
   “So what? Pretending to be a white girl is the answer?”
 
   “No—that’s not what I was doing…at least…I didn’t mean to. I don’t even know if that’s what happened. Maybe when I set up my profile, I clicked something? I don’t know, Rashae.”
 
   The phone still lying on the table buzzed.
 
   “I’ll take this up to Piper and check on her.” Miranda unfolded herself, snagged the phone and followed in their friend’s footsteps. Tamara watched her slip into Piper’s room and closed the door.
 
   “Seriously, Tamara, what did you think was going to happen with this guy?” Rashae asked.
 
   “I…thought I’d get bored of him. That it wouldn’t be more than an Internet hook-up. Then…Adam started making work hell, and…Stephen was…he was a distraction I needed to get through this.” Which in and of itself was selfish. Except meeting the kind of guys she was attracted to in real life always meant wondering if it was really her they liked—or if it was the Asian fetish so many geeky guys seemed to be into.
 
   “Use some random person’s face off Google like a normal girl. Don’t use your friends. I mean, what if you break up with him now? What if he goes all over Reddit telling people he jacked off to Piper? Or Miranda? Or me? Yeah, they’re just words, but don’t we already have enough people working against us? I’m not going to pretend to understand this whole no one likes me thing you have going on, because that shit is stupid, but come on. What you really need is a real guy. Not that dick-gif-Stephen isn’t real, but he isn’t really real until you’re face-to-face with him.”
 
   “I need to apologize to Piper.” Tamara stood up.
 
   “Do not go up there,” Rashae snapped.
 
   “But—I need to make this right.”
 
   “Right now you are the last person who needs any of Piper’s time. She needs to calm down and get her head screwed on straight. You know how she gets when anything with Carl comes up. It doesn’t matter what you meant to happen, this is what’s happening. And Piper’s still got a lot of shit to work through. Don’t go up there at all. You want to make it better for her? You make this right.”
 
   Tamara sat down hard, staring at the floor.
 
   She hadn’t meant to betray Piper’s trust or hurt her. In all honesty, Tamara hadn’t thought anything of sending the picture to Stephen or the repercussions.
 
   Piper was the last person in the world Tamara wanted to hurt. In many ways, they’d helped each other heal. But Piper was different, and Tamara didn’t have video or pictures out there to haunt her, thankfully. Because once something was on the Internet, it was there forever. Which made Tamara’s transgression that much worse. In Tamara’s struggle for acceptance, she’d hurt one of her closest friends, and there was nothing she could do to make it right.
 
   Except one thing.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3.
 
   Stephen checked his phone. Again. His attention should be on the students, but every five minutes he was glancing at his phone, waiting for some acknowledgment that Piper, a.k.a. Pam, had received the gif.
 
   Maybe he should check out the messenger App. Just in case.
 
   He wandered to the back of the lab, away from the students, to have a moment of privacy.
 
   The robotics lab was the old gym that had been converted for their needs once the athletic program moved into new facilities. A partition divided the space down the middle, and there were workstations set up where individuals or teams were working on anything from the next-gen drones to bitty bots that would revolutionize healthcare. Usually nothing could tear him away from the projects, but that was before Pam was in his life.
 
   He ducked into the bathrooms and pulled out his phone, feeling only a smidge guilty for taking a moment to himself.
 
   The chat screen popped up with a single tap and Piper’s avatar floated below the gif.
 
   She’d seen it.
 
   And hadn’t replied.
 
   Should he leave it at that?
 
   Tracking her down was…stalkerish. He couldn’t deny that his infatuation with her was new territory for him. Messaging her from his real name, where his pictures and contact information were easily accessible, was a new level. Of what, he wasn’t sure.
 
   Maybe she’d seen his face and that was it?
 
   He couldn’t blame her.
 
   But he also couldn’t let it go.
 
    
 
   Hey.
 
    
 
   He hit send and cringed.
 
   Piper’s avatar floated down below the text…then vanished.
 
   Weird.
 
   He tapped her name, but her profile came up blank. Empty. A white screen.
 
   What the—?
 
   Fuck.
 
   She must have blocked him.
 
   Stephen sighed.
 
   That had always been a risk. He’d known it when he messaged her that pushing for something tangible, something besides gifs and text, could be too much. They’d had a good thing going, and he’d changed it.
 
   He washed his hands, scrubbing off a bit of oil.
 
   By now, he should be used to the rejection. He’d gone through this his whole life—from his dad, to the kids he went to school with, to that one disastrous time he’d tried to go to summer camp. Why did he never learn his lesson?
 
   He chucked the paper towel at the garbage can and paced the restroom.
 
   It’d begun with his father. Stephen’s earliest memories were of a man with thick, sagging jowls sneering at him calling him the Monster Brat. At least his dad had only stuck around into the pre-teen years, but by then the foundation had been set. Others had followed in that son of a bitch’s footsteps, building up a solid narrative. A repeated chorus.
 
   Monster.
 
   Disgusting.
 
   Gross.
 
   Why would she be any different? Wasn’t that the definition of crazy? Doing the same thing again and again, expecting different results?
 
   Just to torture himself a little more, Stephen pulled up the anonymous chat network they’d met on. A PM waited for him.
 
    
 
   K4h3l20dk: early flight home
 
   K4h3l20dk: hope thy dont check my bag
 
   K4h3l20dk: ;) 
 
    
 
   Wait—what?
 
   He checked the time.
 
   Pam had sent the message nearly forty-five minutes ago. Wouldn’t she be in the air if she were flying? She never told him much in the way of her travel schedule, he just knew she was somewhere warm, at the beach, with her girlfriends.
 
   Had he gotten it wrong?
 
   Was Piper not Pam?
 
    
 
   T1m3L0rd: Fly safe.
 
   T1m3L0rd: If you end up in LA, give me a call.
 
    
 
   He typed in his phone number, because why the hell not at this point, and pocketed his phone. This was now the second time he’d given her that tidbit of information and she hadn’t yet texted him.
 
   Shit.
 
   If Pam wasn’t Piper…
 
   Had he really just sent a stranger a gif of his dick? Christ, he couldn’t think about that. He’d been certain Pam was Piper. Absolutely certain. She was the only girl in the picture that matched both what his Internet lover had said, and what her profile listed. So where had he gone wrong? Who was Pam?
 
   That was a mystery he clearly wasn’t going to solve today. Maybe he never would. And he’d have to be okay with that, if he wanted to keep her in his life. Perhaps this was a blessing in disguise? No, he still wanted to look her in the eyes, but first, he had a job to do. One he loved.
 
   Stephen plunged back into the fray, steering his focus into helping two students with a drone design that was going to revolutionize the way people used them. The problems were tricky and required his complete focus. It felt good to pour himself into something and not be a slave to his phone.
 
   His love for robotics traced back to one of his earliest, traumatic experiences.
 
   Dad had disappeared. Again. But that summer they’d had a little money. Enough that his mother had asked Stephen if he wanted to do something special.
 
   He could still remember the horror on her face when he told her he wanted to go to the city’s sports camp. He’d been maybe six or seven, too young to remember all the details, but the highlights were stuck in his head.
 
   She’d bit her lip and tried to talk him out of it, but he’d wanted to learn from men how to play baseball and soccer. And his sweet mother hadn’t been able to tell him no.
 
   Stephen had lasted all of an hour before the coaches called his mom to come pick him up. It’d been his first experience with the cruelty of other children, but not his last.
 
   On the way home, his mother had stopped to buy him a present.
 
   She’d grabbed an Optimus Prime toy and the rest was history. He’d looked at that action figure and wanted to be the guy inside, safe from the outside world, protected by a suit of metal. He hadn’t known how Transformers worked yet, but he’d become an avid fan of the show.
 
   He still had that toy. It was what set him down a path he was still on, though his goals weren’t the same. He no longer wanted to hide in his creations, just behind them. Putting his robots in the spotlight meant there were deep, dark shadows for him to hide in. The better for people to appreciate his work, and not become distracted by the man behind it.
 
   It wasn’t until hours later when the lab was clearing out that he had the chance to check for a new message. He leaned against a work station while two slow-poke students took their time loading up their bags. They were the most out-of-place pair he’d seen in a while, and that was what he loved about his profession. It attracted all sorts, but the passionate ones were special. Just like those two.
 
   Stephen unlocked his phone and his thumb hovered over the icon. Except he never made it to the chat interface.
 
   There was a text waiting for him from an unknown number. The preview was enough—
 
   Pam had texted him.
 
   From her phone.
 
   He had her number now.
 
   Whoever she was.
 
   That was a good sign, wasn’t it?
 
   Could she be Piper?
 
   Was this her way of ending things?
 
   If she wasn’t Piper…then where had he gone wrong?
 
   He turned the phone off, refusing to look at whatever she’d sent him outside the privacy of his home. Who knew what she’d say? What gif she’d sent him? He wanted to be free to…respond.
 
   Stephen practically herded the last students out of the lab and locked up, only feeling a little guilty. His hours technically ended much earlier but he usually stuck around, ready to help the kids with their pet projects. The campus was dark by the time he made it to his car and hit the road toward home. The short distance had never felt so long, but he made it to the small, studio apartment he’d called home for the better part of three years since being hired on at the university.
 
   At last he could read the text without prying eyes.
 
   He sank onto his sofa and powered the phone on, bouncing his knee through the boot up process until he could click into the texts.
 
    
 
   home from the beach. had a great time. cant wait to chat again.
 
    
 
   She’d included a new gif. Her bare knee—or at least he assumed it was hers—bending and rising off what looked to be a bed.
 
   It wasn’t a lot, but there was no mistaking the sender. Still no mention of meeting up. Or his Facebook message.
 
   Did he dare press it?
 
   Stephen stood and paced the apartment for a moment. He snagged his notebook from his bag and returned to the sofa, mindlessly listing all the things his exes had excluded him from, the things he hadn’t pushed for because of the public spectacle of just being him.
 
   His last girlfriend had never adjusted to the stares. He’d broken it off with her to avoid the letting him down easy approach. It was easier to pour himself into teaching what he loved and fill the rest of his hours with a contract gig or two. He’d avoided any sort of permanent attachment to a woman. Moments of passion, nothing more. But it wasn’t enough.
 
   He’d never met a woman who didn’t add something to the list. The reasons why they couldn’t be together. Why they couldn’t work. Why he was a freak.
 
   Even freaks wanted more. He wanted someone in his life.
 
   Which was why this whole online relationship with Pam wasn’t working. It met some needs, but in the end he was still alone. Perpetuating the fantasy of a long distance relationship was…sad. For him.
 
   Stephen could call her.
 
   He had her number.
 
   He knew what her voice sounded like.
 
   He hit dial before he could think better of it.
 
   The line rang once, twice.
 
   This was a bad idea.
 
   What the hell was he doing?
 
   “Hello?” Her voice hitched up at the end and his heart stopped.
 
   It was her.
 
   A little different, clearer, more vibrant—and her.
 
   “H-hey.” He cleared his throat.
 
   “Hey yourself. Hold on one second, I’m fighting with my suitcase.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He leaned forward and listened to the muted, faraway sounds of Pam and her suitcase. Maybe thirty seconds later, rustling filled the line.
 
   “Back,” she said.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “I hope it’s okay I called.”
 
   “That was a little unexpected.”
 
   Their relationship was mostly text, thoughts typed out. It was different having instantaneous replies like this. There wasn’t a moment to consider what he was saying before it was out there.
 
   “I’m not bothering you, am I?” He really should have thought of something to say. A line or a question. He began doodling on the edge of the page to ease his mind.
 
   “No, it’s nice to talk to someone. After a week with the girls all up in my business, being by myself is a little weird.” Her voice was richer over the phone.
 
   “How was the trip?” Had she solved the problem of whatever was stressing her out? Would she talk to him about it?
 
   “Good. Good.”
 
   “How long you home for?”
 
   “Um…not sure.”
 
   Stephen knew a hundred details about her. And in this moment he couldn’t think of a single one of them. He just…wanted to listen to her talk.
 
   “So, about earlier?” Again her voice hitched up at the end.
 
   “Yeah?” Which earlier? There were a lot of things that’d happened.
 
   “You suggested a face to face…”
 
   Stephen clenched his hand, as if he could hold onto the strands of their relationship, but it wasn’t a marionette that did as it was told. He couldn’t control Pam like he did one of his robots. If he wanted something he could control, he would build and program it himself.
 
   “You still there?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, what about it?” His voice was rough. Raw.
 
   “I have a lot going on right now. You…don’t really know me.”
 
   “I don’t really know you?” That stung, probably more than she meant it to.
 
   “Not the real me. I mean—”
 
   “Then who did I finger fuck this morning?” The white hot flare of anger was more at himself than her. He’d allowed himself to get wrapped up in this thing. This fake relationship. And it was all a joke. On him.
 
   “That—I just—Stephen.”
 
   He closed his eyes.
 
   Pam wanted to keep them online. His last girlfriend had wanted to keep them home. He was tired of being kept to the fringes of people’s lives just because his face was fucked up. If she didn’t want more, then it was all on him for allowing himself to fall into yet another pattern.
 
   “My name is Stephen Kipper.” His vision hazed a bit, but he’d begun. He couldn’t stop now. “I teach robotics at a university. I’m a little obsessed with Transformers, I like Moleskin notebooks, Frixion pens and I haven’t spoken or seen my father in…twenty years. My mom is retired and drives me crazy with all the drama in her life. I’m not perfect, but I’m real. I don’t know what you want, but I want someone I can hold. If you just want a faceless fuck to talk dirty to you online, there’s a dozen teenage boys I’m sure would just about die to get the chance. But not me. I’m done. I want more, and if you don’t, that’s okay, but I’m not doing this anymore. It’s not fair to me or you.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Think about it,” he said, gentling his tone. “I don’t even know your real name, but I don’t feel like it would matter at this point. Call me if you want to talk.”
 
   More silence. A bit of breath rustling over the mic.
 
   Stephen ended the call and tossed his phone across the couch. It bounced off and onto the floor.
 
   Fuck.
 
   He already wanted to snatch it back, call her, tell her he’d changed his mind.
 
   But that would be falling into the same pattern that had never yielded what he needed. If he did that, she’d become another line on his list, and he didn’t want to add another.
 
   Instead, he got to his feet and went to his desktop. He deleted his user account on the adult site and uninstalled all of his chat clients. All of them. It took about fifteen minutes, but after two reboots—he was clean.
 
   Going cold turkey like this would suck, but he had to change his habits or this would keep happening. At least his mom would have one less way to bug him about coming home to visit. She’d discovered Skype four months ago, and it was the bane of his existence.
 
   Pam couldn’t contact him now. At least not without putting herself out there.
 
   Had she even been in that picture?
 
   The only way Pam, or whoever she was, had of contacting him, was his phone. He poured himself a drink and downed it, not yet ready to face the awful reality.
 
   He’d fallen for a woman he’d never met—wouldn’t know her if he passed her on the street—and once again, he wasn’t good enough. The only difference was this time it was worse. This time, he’d thought his face wouldn’t matter. Turned out he wasn’t worth getting even that far.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4.
 
   Tamara held still while the techs stripped the suit off her. A good six hours of going through standing and fighting stances shouldn’t make her sweat, but the sensor-lined suit didn’t breathe at all. It was a good thing today’s agenda didn’t require her brain because her head wasn’t in today’s job. It was stuck in last night. That phone call. Fixing things with Piper.
 
   Her heart withered a bit more.
 
   How much could she fuck things up in one day?
 
   A lot, apparently.
 
   “Good job.”
 
   The director gave her a high five and handed her a towel.
 
   “Did we get it all?” She scrubbed her face and chest. The sports bra and shorts stuck to her like a second skin, but she’d had it worse. For appearances sake, she needed to at least seem interested what they were doing.
 
   “Yeah, want to see?” The director led her around to the screens where thousands of images in 3D form were captured in individual stills. Each one was her. Caught in thousands upon thousands of micro-movements.
 
   “So cool.”
 
   In time, the designers would mold and shape her 3D renderings into whatever the character was supposed to look like and be. Every time she did one of these body doubles the technology was better. A little more cutting edge. And she loved it. Even if the pay was crap and the hours were long. At least these guys always treated her well.
 
   They talked through the schedule for tomorrow before everyone started packing up. She grabbed her water and bag and slipped out the side door into the L.A. afternoon before anyone could ask her about Legend and Adam.
 
   The weight of the last two days came crashing back down.
 
   Tamara checked her phone just in case.
 
   Stephen was silent.
 
   Piper was ignoring her.
 
   Miranda was...conveniently busy.
 
   The only person taking her calls was Rashae.
 
   Tamara sighed, hooked her ear piece on and hit dial on Rashae’s number.
 
   “What?” she said after a single ring.
 
   “Hello to you, too.”
 
   “I’m busy. Some of us work for a living. What’s up?”
 
   “I’m leaving work. Which work are you working on?”
 
   “The fun job.”
 
   “Which fun job?” Tamara laughed. The only other person who really got her multiple jobs was Rashae, in part because their lines of business rivaled each other in number, depending on the given week.
 
   “I’ve got a Black Widow bodysuit due to mail out in…six hours. What do you want?”
 
   “Ah, today’s a sewing day?” Tamara unlocked her car and threw her bag into the passenger seat.
 
   “Talked to Piper?”
 
   “She’s not answering me.”
 
   “Do you understand why?”
 
   “Yes…but…”
 
   “But what? You really expected her to be all, it’s cool?”
 
   “But I want her to talk to me about it. What I did was wrong. I know. I should never have sent a stranger a picture. Period. Especially one with my friends in it. Believe me. I’ve thought about every way I’ve fucked up since we left the beach.” Tamara leaned forward, her forehead on the hot steering wheel. “I’m going to make this right.”
 
   “Talk to your therapist yet?”
 
   “Yes, yesterday, actually.” Tamara hadn’t left anything out, in the hopes that maybe Piper would open up in her next session. Hell, maybe they could do another one of those sit-ins, where they did an hour together.
 
   “You get any good insight there?”
 
   “Nothing new, but it was good to talk it all out. I really am going to make this right.”
 
   “How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I…don’t know yet. Stephen called me and…I fucked it up more. I tried to tell him but…I couldn’t get it out.”
 
   Her stomach churned. There was a very easy way to set the record straight, but that meant doing the one thing she didn’t want to do.
 
   Getting face to face with the object of her affections, and that meant letting him into the shit-storm that was her life. She couldn’t lie and say she didn’t want to see him. Right now she was craving his voice, and she ached from the severed connection. She’d grown to rely on him. He wasn’t just her friends-with-benefits guy; he was…the person she talked to about the girls when they were being obnoxious. The person who got the non-girly parts of herself. And…she missed him.
 
   What had begun as protecting her privacy and identity had crossed the line a long time ago. She cared for him to the point she was scared of losing him if he found out everything about her. Was it better this way? Or was she tormenting herself for no reason?
 
   “Well, you better figure it out because I do not want to have to sit between the two of you at CosCon. What about dick gif guy?”
 
   “Stephen. His name is Stephen.” Her stomach churned in a whole new way.
 
   “Sorry, you just said that, didn’t you? I’m losing my ever-loving brain, I swear. What about Stephen?”
 
   Tamara chose to let it go. Rashae was horrible with names and juggling enough of her own stuff to keep Tamara’s life in order, too. It wasn’t like Rashae was having a cake walk of a time right now either. Her father had just been appointed the Secretary of State. As in, of the United States. And that carried with it a whole load of responsibility and scrutiny.
 
   “He won’t answer my chats. I think he still wants to meet.”
 
   “Do you want to meet him?”
 
   “I…” She sighed. “Yeah. Yes, I want to meet him. I miss him and it’s crazy because I’ve never met him, but we’ve never gone this long without talking. I just…don’t know how it’s going to go. I have to at least call him back and tell him I’m not Piper. I can’t do that without telling him who I am, and…I guess…I don’t know.” Or Rashae. Or Miranda. Or anyone else in that picture—except herself.
 
   “This is weird. You aren’t normally all…this. Uncertain. He’s got under your skin, and he’s pushing for more. I doubt he’s totally clueless about who and what you are. He figured out Piper from the picture, he’s probably looked everyone of us up. Besides, A guy with a dick like that can’t be half bad. And if he is, that’s what a gag is for.”
 
   Tamara chuckled and swallowed down the butterflies.
 
   She had a face. And a name. And a whole life. Stephen wasn’t all that secretive about his online foot print and once she’d figured it out, she’d become his Internet stalker. She’d known he was smart. Wickedly smart in all the ways that made her weak in the knees. She just hadn’t realized how off-the-charts he was, until she really dug into him.
 
   What was a guy like that doing in cyber chats?
 
   Maybe the port-wine birthmark on his cheek and neck had something to do with it? She could see people being assholes about it, and growing up looking different was never easy. But his eyes… There was one candid snapshot in his public profile pictures she’d stared at for a while. His dark hair was messy, a little long, and someone had captured him leaning forward, his chin tipped up. His eyes were light blue or green, it was hard to tell, but they stared into her soul—and the little half smile had done her in.
 
   “Earth to Tamara?”
 
   “Sorry—was thinking.”
 
   “About Stephen?” Rashae drew his name out into a teasing taunt.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay, seriously, what gives? Why are you so scared to meet him? Besides the fact that you’ve been lying to him?”
 
   “Because…what if he’s just like everyone else? What if he can’t handle my life? And…I’ve got baggage. And…he’s smart, Rashae. Like, scary, brilliant smart. What would a guy like that want with someone like me?”
 
   “You are a total smart-guy slut, and I say that with complete love.”
 
   “I am, but I think he’s too smart for me.” Tamara leaned back. She liked geeks. Guys who could talk about quantum physics, biology and now, robotics, were the top of her list when it came to turning her on.
 
   “Too smart? Are you for real?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You should go look at your fancy degree for a minute and remember you’re not just a hot body. I love you, but you’re being stupid to the point that I kind of want to throw something sharp and pointy at you. If this guy likes you, he’ll deal with the crazy circus that is your life. End of story. The rest does not matter. If it doesn’t, he’s not worth your time. Figure it out. I need to use both hands and my mouth now.”
 
   “Sounds dirty.”
 
   “Bye.”
 
   “Thank you, Rashae.”
 
   “Any time.”
 
   Tamara chuckled and let the call end.
 
   She had to set things straight. If not for herself, then for Piper.
 
   But what would Stephen say once she turned out not to be a blonde beauty and was instead a fraud? What if he’d always wanted her to be Piper? And what if her baggage really did matter?
 
   She was a terrible person.
 
   Tamara started the car and hit the road. There was plenty of time to think, to mull it over. If she couldn’t bring herself to type the truth, then maybe she needed to pull the plug and give Stephen what he wanted and what Piper deserved. A face to face.
 
    
 
   Stephen peered at the drone’s inner workings, paying special attention to the new connections. The alternate power supply assignment was proving to be more challenging than he’d hoped, and this crop of students was more competitive than their predecessors.
 
   “See here?” He waved the student closer. This semester, each student worked on a single drone for the class assignments. The poor things were already showing the wear and tear.
 
   “Yeah? What about it?”
 
   “Check your pos and neg.” Stephen carefully handed the drone back to the student. Between the flipped wires and the student trying to use…hydro power…he didn’t have much hope for the longevity of that drone’s life.
 
   He’d been especially cruel and hadn’t mentioned there were back-ups. Students were already sweating over how they were going to make their drones last the semester. It was completely evil, but he also hadn’t yet pointed out that, though he’d said they’d do their class work on one drone, he’d never said the drone had to last until Christmas. He was enjoying the lengthy discussions on repair and maintenance. Several students were already making improvements to preserve their drones, which were very important upgrades, considering how durable drones needed to be these days.
 
   The lab double doors opened. Silently. Just as he’d designed them to be. A young woman he didn’t immediately recognize as one of his stepped in and hovered at the red line. Stephen took note only that she was there, in the designated area where onlookers were allowed to be, before turning his back.
 
   After his one and only experience dating a former student—after she’d graduated—he’d made a point of ignoring any and all students that weren’t in his classes. Besides, whenever the whole class was in the lab they got a lot of lookie-lous who wanted to watch. Many of them were girls this semester, since one of the star football players was also his student. Kid was brilliant. If only he didn’t miss so many days.
 
   Class finally ended, but at least half the students remained, working out their power supply issues. The goal was not to ultimately replace batteries, but to think outside the box. To stretch the student’s imaginations of what was possible. Some rose to the challenge and others scraped by. This was where he found the next true innovators. The rest of the coursework would set them apart.
 
   In ones and twos, the students trickled out, either elated with their progress or determined to figure out a better solution. The light from the upper windows near the ceiling was fading by the time the last student packed up their things and left for the night.
 
   Stephen pushed his glasses up on his head and rubbed his eyes. The mental weariness of the day hit him at full strength. He loved teaching, almost as much as he loved robotics, but none of it was easy, and going through chat withdrawal only made it worse. He’d sketched whenever his fingers itched for his phone, but none of it was useful. A few of the doodles might even be pornographic. He should rip those out of his Moleskin. Not that he’d let anyone flip around in his notebook, but it was better to be safe.
 
   “Professor Kipper?”
 
   He turned, a bit disoriented by the voice. The sound was familiar, but the young, Asian co-ed was not. Had she been to class before? He had the weirdest, nagging sensation that he knew her from somewhere...
 
   Freshman feeling out a change of majors? He had office hours for that kind of thing.
 
   “Lab’s closed.” He flicked his fingers toward the sliding doors. She wasn’t one of his this semester. She’d be pure distraction in the classroom, and he already had one of those with his football star.
 
   “I see that.” She shoved her hands into the miniscule pockets of her shorts and continued to stand there staring at him. “I’m Tamara Roh.”
 
   Stephen nodded, as if that was supposed to mean anything to him. Roh…that was somewhat familiar. Why did he know that name? He couldn’t place it, so he put it out of mind. He was getting good at that these days. Or trying to.
 
   “Well, Tamara, I’m going home, so if you will please see yourself out?” He was being rude and short, probably dismissive. What he wanted to do was check his phone, even though there would be no missed calls, no messages, nothing.
 
   “K, four, H, three—”
 
   He turned toward her, something cold then hot sliding down his spine as she finished off the string of letters and numbers.
 
   She’d said they were random by design, that she’d mashed the keyboard to produce the user name so that it was truly anonymous.
 
   Pam.
 
   She had a name.
 
   It was Tamara. Tamara Roh.
 
   Now he knew that name. It didn’t belong at the university though.
 
   The front-and-center Wonder Woman. Shit. Yes. That’s why he knew the name.
 
   His world tilted a bit. He was staring. He couldn’t help it. It was her. And she was standing in his lab. Talking.
 
   Tamara took a deep breath and bounced on the balls of her feet, once, twice. Her breasts—he could actually look below her neck because she wasn’t a student—bounced and…the web cam did not do her justice.
 
   “I have to get this out now, before I say anything else, or I’m probably going to freak out.” She looked up at the ceiling, as though the words hurt her. “I’m who you’ve been talking to. Not Piper. She’s my best friend, and this whole thing has really hurt her, so I need to just… I’m the girl you’ve been talking to. Not Piper. I told you I lived in the south. I don’t. I live here. In L.A. And this…I’m a whole lot of crazy right now. Will you say something so I can stop talking?”
 
   “Tamara.” He leaned against the work bench, needing something to prop him up.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ve been calling you Pam in my head.”
 
   “My middle name is Paloma.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Paloma? It means dove, I think.”
 
   “No, I mean, is it—”
 
   “Oh. Korean. My grandparents immigrated from Seoul.” She shrugged. “So, yeah. This is me. I’m a total train wreck right now. Usually I’m not the nervous type, but right now I am. I’m a second generation immigrant. I beta test video games for a living, I used to co-host a YouTube show called Legend until three weeks ago when my life imploded. I do body double work on occasion. I’ve been a stunt double twice. And um. Yeah. I’m not Piper. She’s not…fuck. This has been really bad for her.”
 
   He gripped the edge of the table.
 
   There was no time to switch out of teacher mode. He was still too stunned that she was there.
 
   Stephen wasn’t sure how he felt about the sudden revelation of her identity. He’d asked her if she was Tamara—three weeks ago—and she’d said no. Why? He’d discerned who she was after that, based on what she’d told him and said in her public profile. But to be fair, they’d met in a chat network that prided itself on member’s anonymity. Should he have expected her to tell him anything of truth? Was that going too far?
 
   “Will you say something besides what are you? Please?” She’d moved her hands from her front to back pockets.
 
   “I didn’t ask what you are.” He frowned, replaying those words.
 
   “Great. Now you want to argue with me.” One side of her mouth lifted, and her tone had a decidedly teasing quality. She always did like to deflect with humor. It was her shield.
 
   “I’m not…I don’t think I know what to say. I’m still taking it all in.”
 
   “I’ve missed talking to you.”
 
   So had he.
 
   She had lied to him about her name. Was anything else a lie? What was truth? Did he really even know her? She’d shown up at his place of work because he’d told her what he did and who he was. If she were someone…unstable or dangerous, this could go very badly. He didn’t think that was the case, but there were facets to their relationship he hadn’t yet considered because he’d taken everything she’d said as truth.
 
   He’d been painfully honest with her at times.
 
   “Did you ever tell me the truth?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Look… Yeah, in the beginning I said a lot of crap just to say it. You…said and did a lot of stuff that,” she glanced over her shoulder, then pitched her voice lower, “that turned me on. I won’t deny that I’d have said just about anything to keep you interested, but everything else…is all me. You just pegged me as the wrong Wonder Woman. And yes, I should have admitted who I was when you figured it out, but I freaked out because stuff was crumbling around me and I needed…I needed us to stay the same. I’m sorry.”
 
   Stephen opened and closed his mouth.
 
   She wanted to keep him interested.
 
   That…was not the kind of thing women said to him. It just wasn’t. Was this another lie? Was he being cat fished?
 
   “My friend likes to call me an intelligence slut.” Tamara couldn’t stand still. She was a creature in constant motion—fidgeting with her hair, bouncing on the balls of her feet or jiggling her knee. “See, usually when I find a guy that shares anything in common with me—who is also smart—it turns out they don’t really like me for me. They’re usually more into me being their hot, Asian girlfriend or if I can score them that new video game or if they can meet their gaming idol, than really caring about me. So…it was easier to pretend I wasn’t me. That I was a normal girl in a normal relationship. So yeah. You said you wanted to take things offline and…I couldn’t say any of this over the phone. I tried, and I fucked it up. I realize I have to look like the ultimate creeper, but…this was the only way I could really do this, and you had to know I’m not Piper. That she’d never do anything like this. And…I just had to talk to you again. I needed to hear you.”
 
   Stephen was conflicted. There were notes of honesty and nerves in her voice, but she’d also lied to him.
 
   “Do you want to get a burger?” he asked.
 
   “Uh, sure?”
 
   “Sorry, that was random.” He pulled his glasses off his head and scrubbed one hand over his jaw. “It’s just, the longer we stand here, the more likely it is a student will come back and I’d rather not have this conversation with—”
 
   “Oh, God, no. Yes, please? Plus, I’m starving.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “So, we going?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5.
 
   “I’m going to get my bag.” Stephen thumbed over his shoulder in the general vicinity of where he’d dumped it that morning.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” She nodded and smiled.
 
   She was…beautiful. Different than what he’d pictured, but if she was really the same person, her looks weren’t what mattered. It was what they shared. Yeah, it bothered him a little that he’d asked her if she was Tamara and she’d said no. But why should she have said yes? He was a random guy on the Internet. Who she had cyber sex with. In her shoes, he’d have reservations about giving into a pushy guy from an adult chat room site, too, now that he thought about it.
 
   Fuck, had he really been that much of a creeper?
 
   Stephen grabbed his messenger bag, crammed a few odds and ends into it and joined Tamara at the entrance to the lab. He secured the doors, catching himself glancing at her every few seconds.
 
   She was real. And she was here.
 
   “Where we going?” she asked.
 
   “There’s a pub just off campus. It’s not a college hang-out.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   He led the way, striking off across the grass and between buildings.
 
   “So…that picture?” Had he heard her say it was a friend’s?
 
   “Yeah. It was a ComicCon thing. A bunch of us dressed up as Wonder Woman and we coordinated a photo shoot. My closest friends were in that picture. My friend, Piper’s—The one you…uh…sort of met.”
 
   Fuck.
 
   And he’d…
 
   “Okay, ‘met’ is probably not a good word—”
 
   “She blocked me, and I can’t blame her.”
 
   “Yeah, I really fucked up.”
 
   “Why? Why let me think you were Piper? I still don’t get it.”
 
   “It’s…a long story. And you deserve to know the whole thing.” Tamara cleared her throat. “So, I was co-host on this video game show on YouTube called Legend. We talked video games and stuff. I know you aren’t big into video games, so you might not have heard of it.”
 
   “Heard of it, yes, but I haven’t watched it, sorry.”
 
   “It’s totally fine, I just didn’t know if you searched all the girls in the picture.”
 
   “Only their names. Nothing more. That’s how I heard of the show, actually.”
 
   “Oh, okay. Well, ug. The other host on Legend was this guy who does the gaming circuit and competes in games, while I beta test games before they’re released, which means I can’t compete. Anyway, Adam—my former co-host—wanted me to date him, and I didn’t want to, so he threw a temper tantrum to the producers and they let me go.”
 
   “Wait—really?”
 
   “Yeah, really. Legend was half my income and losing that job…it sucks. Major donkey balls. The same day I got laid off, you asked me if I was Tamara. I freaked out. I was not thinking clearly. I thought—I thought if you knew who I really was, you’d…break up with me? Leave me? Not want to talk to me anymore?”
 
   She blew out a breath and looked up. It was hard to read her expressions, but the rest of her body telegraphed her tension and unease.
 
   “I didn’t do it consciously. I just opened my mouth and said no, and…you went on with everything, and I couldn’t take it back. I guess I didn’t want to. If you didn’t know who I really was…you wouldn’t know what a shit storm my life was right then and you wouldn’t know all the crap people say about me. It would just be…us. I had no idea you’d worked it out to my best friend, but at least you have great taste. Everyone likes Piper. She’s pretty, she’s smart, she’s—”
 
   “But she’s not you. She’s not…”
 
   “No, she’s not. She’s amazing though.” Tamara grinned and her face…shone. Whoever Piper was, Tamara loved her. “She’s hell of a lot stronger than I am. Guys…I go to a lot of gaming conventions. It’s my job. Was my job. I knew why the show promoted me to co-host. All I was to them was an ethnicity and a body type. The hot girl on set. That’s it. I put up with it because I thought being there was making a difference, but I don’t think I was. I think I was just miserable and afraid to push for what I deserved. With you…you liked me for me, not what I look like or who I was, and I guess I was too insecure to think you’d still want to be with me if you knew who I really am.”
 
   “I still…don’t understand all of it. I wouldn’t not-like you because of that.” Stephen understood at least some of it. Besides, everyone has baggage. “Everyone wants to be liked. That’s human.”
 
   “I never wanted the crap in my life to touch you. Talking to you…it was like this safe little corner of my life where things weren’t…I don’t know. A wreck? I didn’t want to lose that. And now, here you are. I cannot dig myself out of this hole. I’ll just keep going. Dig myself straight through to the other side.” She mimicked the digging action.
 
   He chuckled. But in a way…he got it.
 
   “You go online anonymously to escape the negative attention your looks attract, and I stay online because the moment a woman sees me, she’s figuring out how to not go out with me.” Stephen glanced at her.
 
   “What?” She nearly tripped over some uneven concrete and stumbled into him. “Are you serious? Because of a birthmark?”
 
   “It’s a birthmark on half my head.” He shrugged, bracing himself for the it’s not that bad line.
 
   “Half your head? It looks more like thirty percent.” She squinted at him.
 
   “Yeah.” He traced the line of the port wine mark, up his cheek, almost to his nose, around his eye and up into his hairline. Without the dark head of hair his Sicilian father had bequeathed him, the discoloration would be a lot more prominent.
 
   “Have you…grown a beard? Or something?”
 
   “The itching.” He shuddered. “I couldn’t do it.”
 
   “Totally understand that. I spend so much time around cosplayers and people in full-body make-up. I guess I’m sort of…desensitized? To skin color, I mean.” She shrugged and kept walking, dismissing a lifetime’s worth of insecurity in the matter of a minute.
 
   “Full-body make-up? Why?”
 
   “On what day?” She laughed and paused at the curb.
 
   “Pub’s just down this street.” He instinctively reached for her, offering her a hand off the curb and across the dark street. Her palm slipped into his, small and warm.
 
   “Oh, really? Come down this dark street, little girl.” Tamara snickered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sorry, bad joke.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   “Do what?” She bumped her shoulder into him again and this time he didn’t think it was an accident.
 
   “You deflect with humor.” He didn’t immediately release her hand when they reached the other side of the road. And she didn’t let go of his either.
 
   “You’ve got me figured out already and we just met.” She glanced up at him, a smile curling her lips.
 
   He knew so many things about her, and he didn’t. But right now—that spark—was familiar, and right.
 
   “I do a few things. I’m a professional video game beta tester. Companies hire me to break their games. I was on the show Legend. I’m trying to get onto another show. It’s smaller, but the team that puts it on is friendlier. Nicer. And I do some stunt work, but usually I do body doubling for games and things because I’m their proportional ideal.”
 
   “All of that?”
 
   “Hey, living in L.A. is expensive, and I like to be busy.”
 
   “Tell me about it. I’m pretty sure what I pay in rent is criminal in other parts of the country. Here we are.” He led her to the dimly lit exterior of the local pub, an establishment that pre-dated the expansion to the university and would likely outlast it as well.
 
   They paused inside the door to allow their eyes to adjust, then grabbed a two-top table slightly apart from the rest. The things he wanted to ask her…he didn’t want an audience.
 
   The waitress swooped in, took their order, and was gone, leaving them staring at each other.
 
   “What’s this?” Tamara ran her finger along the leather binding. It was worn from being crammed in his back pocket half the time.
 
   “My sketchbook.” Steven folded his hands over the top of it out of instinct.
 
   “Sorry. Moleskin, right?”
 
   “Yes. No—it’s just…” Calling the book personal seemed like a cop out, but he didn’t have clearly defined lines when it came to what he wrote. Some of it was about her. “I like Moleskins for when I’m drafting a project from the beginning to the end. This? This is my personal sketchbook. I jot down thoughts about my day, stuff I want to remember, concepts, lists and ideas for prototypes in here. It’s—I write down thoughts about people. Sometimes things I wish I knew how to say to them.”
 
   “You probably have some pretty choice words for me.”
 
   “I…like to think out how to say something so I say it right. You only get one chance sometimes, and I don’t want to fuck things up by sticking my foot in my mouth.”
 
   They stared at each other, the seconds drawn out into moments.
 
   “So…how was class?” She fiddled with the salt and pepper shakers between them.
 
   “Good.” He slid the sketchbook into his briefcase and put it out of his mind.
 
   “Good?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “I’m still processing all of this.” And he didn’t know what to say. She’d taken his expectations of her and turned them on their head. He was still half certain this was all some sort of joke.
 
   “Okay.” She held out her hand.
 
   It would be rude to ignore the offering. So he took her hand between his.
 
   “My grandparents immigrated to California and opened a dojo. My father married his parents’ best friend’s daughter. Together they expanded the dojo, taught Taekwondo, and even got to compete the first year it was an Olympic sport. They won, probably because they’re completely dedicated to what they do. I’ve been a gym rat my whole life, but I can’t stand the guys who come in. I hate the word ‘swole-mate’. I started playing video games when I broke my ankle, right before state championships. I still have my first Atari. And I cosplay because my friend Rashae is an amazing seamstress and likes to play dress-up with me. She considers me her best advertising. That’s all real. It’s all me.”
 
   “That…was a lot.”
 
   “I know, but…I screwed up, I’ve let you and Piper and everyone down. I feel like a fuck-up. I need to make this right. Especially with you.”
 
   “I…I don’t really know what to say yet.” He stroked her knuckles with his thumb and sorted his thoughts a bit, fitting them into the right category. She’d given him so much of herself, opened a window of understanding and…he needed to get it. Her. “I can’t imagine what it’s like to be you. That seems like a lot of pressure. I mean, let’s look at this objectively. You—what? Panicked and told a guy you weren’t you when he figured it out. Technically, you lied, but…I don’t get the feeling I’m being lied to by you. Am I making sense? I’m sort of talking out of my ass here.”
 
   “I’m a shitty person.” She stared at the table top.
 
   “You are not. Honestly, I should have expected you to be less honest. I’m a random guy on the Internet in an adult chat, so…I get the why. I stopped dating because I was tired of the way people reacted to my amazingly good looks.” The joke slid off his tongue and he wanted to take it back, shove it deep down.
 
   “You have the most stunning eyes.” Tamara leaned across the table, her gaze once again on his face. She didn’t flinch or stumble over the words, either. They were…honest. “What color are they? I thought blue, but now they look kind of green.”
 
   “Uh, what am I wearing?” He glanced down at the green shirt. “Today they’re probably more green.”
 
   “Look at me?”
 
   He complied with her request, steeling himself for…he didn’t know.
 
   “Yeah, they are sort of minty green. Mine are just boring brown.”
 
   “I can’t say I’ve ever associated ‘boring’ with you in any sense of the word.”
 
   She smiled and glanced down, as though she were…shy? Nervous? Tamara had never struck him as shy. If anything, she’d emboldened him with her frank way of speaking, her direct manner. That she’d felt the need to hide anything was what tripped him up. Why? There was something she hadn’t told him yet, some secret that darkened her eyes for a moment here and there.
 
   “So…do you think, in time, you could forgive me? Or did I fuck up permanently? Because I’m pretty sure it’s going to be a while before Piper will consider speaking to me.” She stared at him, not shrinking from whatever answer he’d give her.
 
   He didn’t put up with liars and he wouldn’t stomach someone who wanted to keep him at home. He was better off alone than with someone like that. But…he understood at least part of what Tamara was going through. He’d never lost a job because of how he looked, but he was pretty sure he’d been passed over a few times for it. Being judged on their physical appearance was something they both lived with, just in two vastly different ways.
 
   “I have a real problem with lying. My mom used to lie to me all the time about where my dad was. He was a pretty shitty father, but he was all I had. She did it to protect me, but in the end, it just hurt worse when I learned the truth. And I always learned the truth. He didn’t care if I knew he didn’t want to be with us. I don’t put up with it from my students and I own that I’m pretty hard on people as a result of it. Do I like that you lied to me when I asked you who you were? No, but I also get it.”
 
   Tamara nodded and her grip on his hand loosened. She wouldn’t plead or justify what she’d done, and he liked her a bit more for that.
 
   “I don’t think you lied to me.” He tightened his hold on her hand. “At least, not a lie that matters. You didn’t send me Piper’s picture and tell me it was you.”
 
   “I would never be that stupid.” Tamara winced.  “But? There’s a but there. I can feel it.”
 
   He nodded. He hadn’t wanted to say it, to admit to that personal defect, but as long as they were laying the unvarnished truth out there, might as well.
 
   “But, yeah…I…it’s a personality flaw with me. I can’t put up with liars …”
 
   “I’m okay hearing that. I don’t make a habit out of lying to people. I never intended for this to happen. I don’t know if you know Piper—”
 
   “I did a reverse image search.”
 
   “She’s so photogenic, I hate her sometimes, but if I was going to be confused for anyone, I guess I’m lucky it was her.” Tamara chuckled. “Piper’s pissed at me. Like really pissed, and I can’t blame her. What I did was thoughtless. So, if you can’t get over what I said or did, that’s on me. And if I do it again? That’s really on me.”
 
   “I…can’t believe I sent that gif to a total stranger.” He covered his face with one hand. If the school found out…
 
   “Oh my God, I nearly died when she showed everyone.” Tamara’s eyes widened and she covered her mouth, muffling her chuckle.
 
   “Everyone?”
 
   “Piper might have shown it to our friends before I realized what was happening.”
 
   “Your friends are pretty pissed?”
 
   “Did you…Google us at all?” She made a face he couldn’t decipher.
 
   “Not beyond the reverse image search, no. It…felt wrong.”
 
   “Okay.” Tamara blew out a breath. “Then there’s…a lot you don’t know that’s out there. About Piper or me. I’m sure Piper would appreciate it if you didn’t Google her name. I…you can Google me. If you want.”
 
   The way she said it, how her complexion went a little green, Googling was the last thing he wanted to do. He wanted to…protect her. From something he knew nothing about.
 
   “The short version…Piper broke up with this guy and he put all their personal pictures and—videos—online. If you search her name, that’s still on the first page of search results no matter what we try, and I swear we’ve tried everything.”
 
   “Shit.” Something bad had happened not only to Piper, but to Tamara as well. Bad enough she looked like she wanted to vomit just talking about it. If he could build a robot, write a program—something—to keep her safe, he’d do it.
 
   “Yeah, so—please don’t? We can’t help people knowing the truth, but knowing and seeing are two different things. After what Piper went through with Carl, yeah. Everyone’s pissed at me. And I can’t blame them at all. If I’d have stopped to think about it, I would have known better. What Carl did…” Tamara sucked in a breath and shook her head. “I don’t know if I can forgive myself. I just…I was ready to say anything to keep you interested, and it’s not an excuse. It’s the truth. How I felt. And I made mistakes.”
 
   Stephen stared at her for several seconds.
 
   “What?” Tamara asked after a moment.
 
   “I don’t think anyone has ever said something like that to me.” This breathtakingly beautiful woman…wanted him.
 
   “Which part?”
 
   “No one has ever…wanted me around that much.”
 
   “Hey, I told you I’m an intelligence-slut and I’ll own that title. If you want proof, Rashae would be only too happy to throw me under that bus. You look really uncomfortable now.”
 
   “I just—I’m not used to someone using that word in a way they’re…comfortable with?”
 
   “What word? Slut?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Out of everything we’ve said to each other, that makes you uncomfortable?”
 
   Stephen’s brain skipped through his personal highlight reel of their more memorable moments.
 
   “Look, if you just randomly called me a slut, I’d probably take issue with it. But I totally accept that when it comes to a wickedly smart guy I get turned on. Maybe it’s cliché, but intelligence is sexy, and I’m not afraid to own up to what I am for the right person.” She stroked his fingers with one hand, a light, barely-there caress.
 
   What would her hands feel like on other parts of his anatomy?
 
   “I don’t know if I could call you that.” He rolled the word around in his head. The knee jerk reaction was a hell no.
 
   “Try it.” She smiled.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’d only let you call me a slut. I mean, Rashae and the girls say it when it’s just us, joking around, but that’s not the same thing.”
 
   His slut.
 
   That was…okay, maybe. It still didn’t seem right. But…if they were talking sex…perhaps in the moment, it wouldn’t seem quite so bad.
 
   Tamara leaned closer. Her neckline gaped, granting him a glimpse of the tops of her breasts.
 
   “Do you want to know how wet I was watching you earlier?”
 
   “Not here.” Stephen closed his eyes.
 
   “All right, I have two cheeseburgers.” The waitress delivered burgers, fries and drinks all in one go.
 
   The entire time, Tamara kept glancing at him, her lips drawn up into a secretive smile. It was all Stephen could do to not tell their waitress to scram. “I guess you don’t want to know.” She shrugged. She was flirting, completely nonplused by his appearance, the stares, or being in public with him. It was…everything he’d wanted, just wrapped up differently.
 
   She’d told him she wanted him. And now the ball was in his court, so to speak. What was he going to do? His thoughts skipped from one to the other, creating a mental list.
 
   The only thing to do was to put himself out there and find out.
 
   “What if I found out for myself?” He shifted as his cock stiffened, all the blood rushing to his groin.
 
   “Right now?” She didn’t seem the least bit inhibited.
 
   “No. Your place or mine?”
 
   “Who lives closer?” She popped a fry between her lips.
 
   In that moment, he made his decision. 
 
   “Probably me. Eat.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6.
 
   Tamara stepped over the threshold into the dark studio apartment. Light from the large windows gave the space a sense of airiness that was deceptive but welcoming.
 
   Her nerves were tied up in bunches of knots lodged in her throat. It was weird, she wasn’t the kind of person to get worked up about sex…but this was Stephen. He was different. He mattered.
 
   The door closed with a bang, and Stephen pushed her up against the wall. He wasn’t forceful, but there was purpose in his touch. His breath was hot against her cheek. The delicious tension had stretched tight between them, until she’d found it difficult to concentrate on anything else. Even driving the short distance from the pub had been a trial in focusing beyond the idea of sex.
 
   “Do you still want to know how wet you make me?” she asked. It was the kind of thing she’d ask him if they were chatting. In person her pulse fluttered in a new, thrilling kind of way.
 
   Stephen bent his head. Their noses bumped. His lips were right there.
 
   She could still remember what they felt like.
 
   The brief kiss up against her car had only scrambled her brain further.
 
   He grasped the front of her shorts and she stopped breathing.
 
   There was no reason to play coy—they both knew what was going to happen—she just hadn’t expected him to be this…assertive. It took all her willpower to remain standing while he yanked the front of her shorts open. She could see the glint of light off his eyes, the hard line of his mouth, how he stared at her with such intensity.
 
   His hand slid into her panties and cupped her mound. She widened her stance and leaned her head back against the wall as his fingers slid along her folds, slipping between her labia.
 
   “Were you this wet then?” His voice was rougher, lower, like what she remembered best. He was turned on.
 
   “Not quite. Thinking about you, watching you eat and stare at my breasts, made it worse.” She gripped his wrist with one hand.
 
   “I was not staring. You’ll know when I stare.”
 
   Oh God, she hoped so.
 
   “Stephen.” She shifted against his hand, wanting him in her. Any part of him. She wasn’t picky.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Put your fingers inside me.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   He wanted her to count?
 
   With a cock his size, she needed more prep. She hadn’t exactly seen it in person, but now that he was here…she was pretty sure her reference for size was off. In the right direction.
 
   “Three,” she said.
 
   “You sure about that?”
 
   “Yeah.” She placed her free hand against his groin and the straining erection.
 
   “Let’s start with one.”
 
   He slipped one digit inside of her, her arousal making his entry easy. She almost sighed at the sensation, but it wasn’t enough. If anything, she wanted more.
 
   “God, you’re wet,” he whispered, voice strained. “You were in my lab, like this?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You can’t do that again. I can’t know you’re there like this.” His voice was rougher, frayed. He slid a second finger into her, pumping in and out. She shifted her hips with him, helping him find the right rhythm.
 
   “Why? Would I distract you?” She shimmied a bit and her shorts hit the floor.
 
   “Yeah.” He slid a knee between her thighs, his lips on her cheek. He added the third finger, stretching her a bit more.
 
   That—that was it.
 
   She opened her mouth and closed her eyes, the sensation of him—just about perfect.
 
   “Oh—yes.” She shifted, working her hips in time with the thrust of his fingers. They were building momentum now. He was taking what he wanted, what she’d offered. “God, I think about you fucking me all the time. There. Oh.”
 
   Stephen pushed his other hand under her shirt, palming her breast. Damn the stupid push-up bra. She wanted to feel his skin on hers. The way he teased her, how he’d drive her to insanity. He was too thorough, too purposeful to do anything he didn’t mean to.
 
   “You really are my slut.” His words were uncertain, as if he wasn’t sure of the statement.
 
   But she was.
 
   She loved those words, the implication that between them anything was okay. That she was his. She nearly orgasmed from the statement alone.
 
   “Yes, oh, fuck yes. I’ll be your anything.” She placed one foot against the wall and shifted, seeking a different angle.
 
   He pinned her against the wall, bracing her there with his weight, working his fingers deeper. She was his. His mouth covered hers, his tongue invading her with the same authoritative thrust as his fingers. Branding her with his touch.
 
   The only way this could be better was if they were naked, his cock inside of her.
 
   Stephen tore his mouth from hers, his pale gaze focused on hers.
 
   “Come on my fingers. Do it. My slut.”
 
   She shuddered at the last word, a cascade of pleasure spiraling through her so intense it left her weak in the knees, her head spinning. She sagged against him, her forehead on his shoulder, little tremors of pleasure threatening to send her to the floor.
 
   For a moment neither of them moved.
 
   She heard his heart beat racing in one ear, and their mingled pants with her other.
 
   “Tamara?” He gently pulled his hand from her panties, sparing a moment to ensure they were up and on.
 
   How sweet. And thoughtful. She wasn’t used to sweet and thoughtful, but she could learn to like it.
 
   “Hm?” He wanted to talk? Now? Really? She couldn’t form words.
 
   “Are you…was that, okay?” He sounded so uncertain, so very unlike the man she’d come to appreciate who seemed to simply know everything.
 
   “Totally.” She tightened her arm around his neck, nuzzling him.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever called anyone that before and…I just you’re sure?”
 
   She leaned back, grateful to the wall and him for propping her up.
 
   “Does it bother you?” She slid her hands down his chest, ready to see him in the flesh. All of him.
 
   “It’s a word with connotations.”
 
   “Do you like calling me your slut?” She walked her fingers down his sides. “Knowing how wet you make me? That you’re the only man I think about?”
 
   He paused to consider her questions, that big, wonderful brain of his breaking down his answer. “I liked it more than I expected.”
 
   “Say it then. Call me your slut.” She grinned. The professor had a naughty side. A really naughty side.
 
   “You like dirty talk.”
 
   “I do. I could never really get into it during chats. Not just anyone gets to call me—”
 
   “Their slut?” He placed his hand at the base of her throat. He didn’t squeeze, he just held it there.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You’d kick their ass.” His thumb caressed the length of her throat.
 
   “I would. What do you think of that?”
 
   “It’s hot.” He hadn’t once denied or challenged that she was every bit as proficient as she claimed to be. It was…refreshing. She didn’t have to prove her abilities to him. He simply accepted what she said at face value. It was a measure of the trust she hadn’t lost.
 
   “How hard are you?” She stroked him through the denim.              
 
   “Hard enough to pound nails.”
 
   “Oh, yeah? You should pound me instead.”
 
   He leaned against her a little harder, their lips almost touching. She grasped the hem of his shirt and pulled it up. He stepped back and discarded the shirt.
 
   “Ho-ly shit.” She splayed her hands on his chest, her fingers tracing the line of a tattoo that spanned from his jeans up to his shoulders. “Is that…”
 
   “Optimus Prime.”
 
   “I love it.”
 
   Tamara grasped the front of his pants, tabbing them open. There’d be time to admire his ink and the new layer to his personality later. He took another step back, and she followed him all the way across the apartment to the couch. By the time the back of his calves hit the cushions, she was sliding his jeans and underwear down around his thighs.
 
   She pushed him back and he sat, his cock jutting out proudly.
 
   It really was impressive. Long. Thick. Perfect for pounding.
 
   She straddled his thighs and wrapped her hands around him.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   There was something about him, even when their interactions had been purely text. She wasn’t shy about doing or taking what she wanted when it came to sex. She’d learned early on that a considerate partner was a rare thing. But with him…she wanted to please him. To do what he asked, because he was always so focused on her and her pleasure. She wasn’t about to question what felt right. He felt right. Being with him was—perfect.
 
   Stephen stared at her, his face lost in shadow.
 
   She reached over to a floor lamp and twisted the knob until the dim light flickered on.
 
   His expression was…intense. Hard. His cheeks were slightly sunken in. Lips compressed. Eyes dilated a bit. Nostrils flared. Individual tells of arousal.
 
   He was prone to silence so severe, she was almost convinced she could hear him thinking. That beautiful brain of his was in full swing.
 
   She knew what she wanted.
 
   Tamara wanted that cock deep inside of her, pounding her so hard she screamed when she came. But an orgasm like that would sap her remaining strength.
 
   She kissed his chest, one flat nipple, and slid down between his legs until she was on the floor between his knees. A bit of moisture wetted the tip of his cock. She wrapped her hand around it, slicking the precome down his length. His cheeks sank in farther and he watched her, dark intent in his gaze.
 
   How far could she go before he said something? Before he decided just how he wanted her? Could she make him come before he chose?
 
   Tamara leaned in. Her hair brushed his leg, his abdominal muscles tightened, she could hear the intake of breath.
 
   She licked the mushroom cap, tasting the saltiness of his skin. She opened her mouth and let him slide farther, until he bumped the back of her throat. The girth, that would be her undoing. Fitting him inside of her.
 
   He slid a hand into her hair, not so much guiding or directing, simply holding on.
 
   That wouldn’t do.
 
   He needed to be as crazy turned on as she was. It was time to up her game.
 
   She sucked, rubbing her tongue along the thick vein, and wrapped her hand around the base of his cock. She pumped him, and with each pass his hold tightened until his head tossed back.
 
   His hold tightened.
 
   She closed her eyes and sank as much of him into her mouth and down her throat as she could. Her breasts ached and her sex throbbed. If she’d had any lingering doubt that taking things offline wouldn’t be as good, now she didn’t. It was a whole lot better.
 
   Stephen tugged on her hair, just a tiny yank, pulling her off his dick. She released him, sucking in a deep breath, and looked up at him. His pale eyes gleamed in the dim light. He leaned just a little closer, and she could have kissed him if it weren’t for his tight hold.
 
   “Strip,” he said.
 
   She shivered at the one-word order.
 
   “Is that what you want me to do? Slow and sexy, or—”
 
   “I want you naked and bent over the couch.”
 
   Tamara grinned. The raw edge in his voice excited her. Being in the same room with him was a thrill, but this? She’d never heard him like this before.
 
   He swooped in for an open-mouthed kiss, his tongue thrusting between her lips, his hold tight and demanding. If it weren’t for the hand in her hair she was certain she’d become a puddle on the floor.
 
   Stephen released her and sat up, his belt rattling across the floor as he shifted.
 
   She pushed to her feet, pulling her tank top up as she went. It fell to the floor, leaving her in the matching bra and panties she’d selected for just this opportunity. She’d figured there was a sixty-forty chance this was where they’d end up. Of course, she could have been wrong, and he could very well have told her to hit the road. But he hadn’t. Because this crazy, weird thing between them was very much real and worth exploring.
 
   Did he realize she’d picked the purple lingerie for him? Because he’d told her once he thought women in purple were the sexiest?
 
   He pushed up, stepping out of his jeans and shoes, reaching for her. Again, his kiss was hard and unyielding, while his nimble fingers released the catch on her bra. She took that moment to run her hands over his chest, his sides, explore his lean, runner’s body.
 
   Stephen broke the kiss and hooked one hand in the waistband of her panties.
 
   Smart, sexy and a bit dominating during sex?
 
   Had she hit the jackpot or what?
 
   “I’m still wet,” she volunteered.
 
   “I know.” He nudged her toward the sofa.
 
   “Yeah?” She leaned forward, bending at the waist and grasped the back of the cushions.
 
   “I can tell by how you look at me.” He pulled her panties down to her thighs, then let gravity do the rest of the work.
 
   She stepped out of them, the better to widen her stance. His hand at her hip tightened. Fingers slid along her pussy lips. She groaned and pushed back, seeking more contact. More of him.
 
   “See? I didn’t need to touch you to know you were wet.” He thrust his fingers inside of her, a lazy, slow motion that satisfied none of her hunger for him.
 
   “I see your name and I get wet.” She was practically trained.
 
   “Stay right there.”
 
   “Do you like telling me what to do?” She twisted to look over her shoulder, taking in the firm, round muscles of his ass while he walked away from her, toward the bed nook.
 
   Stephen paused to grab what she hoped was a condom out of the nightstand. He turned and once more his gaze captured her, held her prisoner to his wants.
 
   “Only because you like it,” he said.
 
   It was a plain, unvarnished answer, and it thrilled her.
 
   “I do like it.” I like being yours. “What do you like?”
 
   He ripped open the packet.
 
   A condom.
 
   Hallelujah.
 
   “Seeing you,” he said. The unmistakable sound of latex rolled over flesh made her breath catch.
 
   “Seeing me how? Naked? Touching myself?”
 
   Stephen didn’t reply. He strode toward her, cock first.
 
   It really was better in person.
 
   The gif was heaven sent.
 
   He was…real.
 
   Stephen leaned over her and grabbed her wrists, one in each hand. He pressed his knees to the backs of hers. She knelt on the sofa and bent forward while he held her forearms behind her back, one of his big hands wrapped around her crossed wrists.
 
   She could break the hold. She could turn the tables. She was a black belt nine times over. But that wasn’t what she wanted.
 
   “You like looking at me?” She turned her face, her head resting on the back of the sofa.
 
   “I do.” The head of his cock slid between her folds, up and down.
 
   “Am I wet enough?”
 
   “Are you going to keep talking?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then stop asking me questions. I can’t fuck you and answer your questions. Tell me what feels good.”
 
   She caught sight of his stark, needy expression in the corner of her eye. God, he was amazing. And right now he was all hers. She wanted to keep him, to wrap herself around him and…she didn’t know what, but she was more than glad they’d gone offline.
 
   Stephen’s grip tightened, and his cock pressed into her. She groaned at the feel of him sliding into her. His girth stretching her. The intrusion was eased by her arousal.
 
   “Fuck,” he muttered and paused, partly in.
 
   “Yes, please. You feel good. Go deeper.”
 
   “I don’t want to…”
 
   “You won’t hurt me. I sized up my vibrator because the one I had didn’t make me think of you. It was too small. Deeper.” She had no shame in admitting what she’d done. How she felt. The extent to which he turned her on. If he didn’t already know, well, he hadn’t been paying attention.
 
   He thrust, and she rocked forward, the cushions cradling her. He slid deeper. Another thrust and she felt his balls against her mound.
 
   “Do that. Harder. Please?” She arched her back, lifting her hips.
 
   Stephen pulled almost all the way out. She held her breath. He thrust deep and hard. She slid along the fabric, sucking in a breath as his balls smacked against her.
 
   “Oh, yes. Again. Like that.”
 
   The hand at her hip tightened before he complied. This time there was no pause between thrusts. His fingers dug into her, while he held her exactly where he wanted her. She didn’t even mind the pull on her shoulders.
 
   “Fuck me harder, Stephen.” She closed her eyes, struggling to draw breath. His cock felt so big it drove all her oxygen out with each glide.
 
   The cool air curled around her breasts. Her aching nipples were desperate for a caress. Their weight, freely swinging, kept the needy desire a focal point.
 
   She could hear the slap of his skin against hers, the slick sound of their joining. Her groans mixed in. God, she wanted it to go on forever. For once, she couldn’t speak. It was too good.
 
   Stephen’s hand slid down from her hip over her mound. His fingers pressed into her swollen folds, finding her clit.
 
   “Yes,” she chanted.
 
   He stroked the erect nub with firm, purposeful movements. He leaned over her, driving deeper, letting her sink into the cushions. His breath fanned against her shoulder.
 
   “Come on me.”
 
   The darker, raw notes of his voice ramped up the desire spiraling tighter in her belly.
 
   “Oh—God—yes,” she groaned.
 
   “Do you want to come on my cock—slut?”
 
   “Yes! I want to come on your cock. Call me your slut again?”
 
   His pace faltered, just a little, but it was there. She squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   Stephen thrust so hard her head almost hit the wall. Would have, if he hadn’t been holding onto her so tight.
 
   She held her breath. He wasn’t going to—
 
   “You’re my slut.” His voice was strained.
 
   Everything in her released all at once. Pleasure so deep, so raw she had to bury her face in the cushions, rippled through her. Stephen’s thrusts were jerky, raw, close to orgasm, but his voice was still echoing in her head.
 
   You’re my slut.
 
   And she was. She was. She was. She was.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7.
 
   Stephen flopped on the bed, not even caring that he was both naked and still a little damp from the shower. Wet sheets were uncomfortable, but he had other things to think about.
 
   Three orgasms. One night. He’d lost count of how many times Tamara had come. 
 
   He peered at the clock, surprised to find it wasn’t all that late. They’d started early. The morning was going to be hell. He doubted he’d be able to concentrate on class at all.
 
   “What’s this?” Tamara asked.
 
   He picked his head up off the pillow and peered across the apartment at her.
 
   “Oh. It was a joke.”
 
   “You’re an honorary Navy SEAL?”
 
   “I worked on developing some equipment for them. While I was in San Diego, I’d go do runs with the guys. I think they thought it was funny. One of them printed that off as a joke, I think. I kept it, though.”
 
   “That’s pretty cool. Did you draw these?”
 
   “The stuff above it?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Those were my first drone prototype sketches.”
 
   “Wow, is this the kind of stuff in your sketchbook?”
 
   “The rough ideas, yeah.” She remembered his sketchbook? After all of this he barely knew he had one.
 
   “You’re really talented.”
 
   The bathroom light flicked off, plunging the apartment into near-darkness.
 
   Tamara strolled toward the bed, naked, her hair piled on top of her head. How she was moving was beyond him. She was a goddess, as far as he was concerned.
 
   She was real. And she was in his apartment. They had issues, but so what? Everyone did. If the look on her face were any indication, she’d be in his bed soon. It was difficult to believe she was there at all. That she hadn’t taken one look at him and bailed. He was so used to that reaction anything else was…new territory.
 
   Tamara crawled up from the foot of the bed. She didn’t seem the least bit tired or worn out. He’d have to step up his work-out just to keep up with her. If she meant to stick around.
 
   What if this was a one-time thing? What if it was the novelty of meeting up once and that was it?
 
   “You’re thinking.” She kissed his stomach, his ribs, her body stroking against his in the most erotic fashion.
 
   If only his dick were up to the challenge, but she’d wrung him dry.
 
   She settled in next to him like she belonged there, her thigh over his, her head on his shoulder, her arm around his waist. It was a completely natural pose. So why was he this tense?
 
   “Why the tattoo?”
 
   “I fell in love with robotics watching Transformers.”
 
   “I dig it. Professor in disguise.” Her fingers traced the lines on his skin, following them up his stomach and chest. “This looks fairly new.”
 
   “Two years. Well, I started on it two years ago. Finished it about seven months ago.” He’d learned a lot about himself in that time. Something about the process, thinking through his choices. It’d been the right thing to do at the time.
 
   Funny enough, he could trace the unrest that had sent him from that very last session, to the chat room, to here.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Tamara lifted her hand and stroked his cheek.
 
   He knew her—and yet he didn’t. The woman he’d spent hours talking to online was her. And yet, she was still a stranger to him. There were things about her he didn’t know and wanted to.
 
   “What I said in the shower—was that okay? I thought I got a little carried away.” This morning he’d never have imagined uttering those words to a woman.
 
   Tamara’s lips spread into a wide smile and she curled her toes against his knee.
 
   “Totally okay,” she said.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I like dirty talk.” She lifted a shoulder. “If it bothers you, I can try to tone it down, but everything you’ve said is perfectly fine.”
 
   “Really? Because I called you a…” He couldn’t make the words come out now.
 
   “What? A slut? Or when you called me a cum slut?” She chuckled, totally unfazed by the words that would be a relationship-ender for other women.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “You can’t say slut now, can you?” She laughed and squeezed him tighter.
 
   “It’s just—I’d never want to…disrespect you?” Was that the right word?
 
   “I don’t think you are, and besides, I asked you to call me a slut. It’s not like you just said it.”
 
   “Okay.” He hadn’t screwed up. “Can…I ask why?”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever had a guy ask me that before.”
 
   He peered down at her, dark tendrils of jealousy snaking through him. He knew she was baiting him, avoiding the question, and he was falling for it. Why? Why didn’t she want to talk about it? Was she hiding something? Was this her deep, dark secret he could Google? That the rest of the world knew, save for him?
 
   “Are you giving me jealous eyes?” She poked him in the ribs.
 
   “Can you blame me?”
 
   “Can I be jealous, too, then?”
 
   “I don’t control you.”
 
   “You did during sex. You have a bossy side.” She kissed his shoulder. A bit of her hair had come lose and the strands tickled his skin.
 
   “That was different.”
 
   “You’re getting frustrated with me.” She didn’t laugh or smile, there was nothing coy in the statement.
 
   And he was frustrated. Because this mattered. And he didn’t know where they stood.
 
   “What’d I do?” Tamara propped her chin on her hand, looking down at him.
 
   “I don’t expect you to be a nun, but I really don’t want to talk about your other boyfriends when I’m with you. At least not in bed with you.”
 
   “I don’t have other boyfriends. I don’t have anyone but you.”
 
   “How is that possible?” he asked before he could think better of the question.
 
   “That I don’t have a boyfriend?” She shrugged. “It’s hard to escape the Asian fetish when it comes to the kind of guys I like. And if they don’t care about that, then they care about my reputation and what they think they know about me. It’s why I went online in the first place. I was lonely for someone who would see me for me, and I found you. I didn’t need anyone else.”
 
   “In all this time, you really haven’t been with anyone else?”
 
   “No. Have you?”
 
   “No.” He stared at her, really looked. She had a stark honesty that he appreciated. He needed. Figuring out the multi-layered meaning of what a woman meant was a science beyond him. “Then…what do you want?”
 
   “What do I want what?”
 
   “You came to find me.”
 
   “What do I want from you?” One side of her mouth kicked up and her hand slid down his stomach. “Your cock?”
 
   “Let it rest.” He captured her hand and brought it to his lips.
 
   “I had to make sure you knew I wasn’t Piper. I know that the idea of someone out there thinking she’d do porn…is triggering for her. So I had to make sure you knew I was me. After that…I don’t know what I want, to be honest. I’ve felt close to you. I was scared it would be different in person.”
 
   “Is it?” He sensed the shadow in her eyes without seeing them.
 
   “The sex is way better when it’s really you inside of me.” Her smile…it made him ache inside. As if he’d always been missing that look. Her unbridled freedom to say and do whatever she felt like was refreshing. “I’m more comfortable than I thought I’d be. You make it easy to just be me. What do you want? What is it you keep thinking about?”
 
   “I want to know if this was a one-time thing.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   “I think that’s really up to you. I’m the one who fucked everything up.”
 
   “I wanted to meet you because I wasn’t satisfied with just text.” He flattened her hand over his pectoral. In the months since they’d begun chatting she’d burrowed her way into his heart. He wanted more.
 
   “Are you satisfied now?”
 
   “I’m exhausted now.”
 
   They laughed.
 
   “Satisfied, though?” He stared at the ceiling, his answer weighing him down. “No. I want to see you. I want to take you out on a real date. Be with you.”
 
   “But no fucking?”
 
   “I think I need a more aggressive work-out regimen if I’m going to keep up.”
 
   “Sex is good aerobic exercise, you know.” She leaned over and kissed him, a lingering press of lips. It would be so easy to take it further, but for once he just wanted to talk to her.
 
   “You don’t want to talk about the slut bit, do you?” He couldn’t let it go, even though part of him knew he should. He’d pressed for more, to see her, and he’d gotten that. He should be patient. Wait until she trusted him more, but the question just slipped out.
 
   She sighed and shifted, staring up into the darkness. “Because saying I like it isn’t enough. I mean, my best answer is that when I let you call me your slut what I’m saying is that…I’m free to do and enjoy anything with you. But that’s never a good enough answer, because you’ll come back with something else, and ask me if I had a good family life or if I was raped or if this or that and eventually I’ll tell you that yeah, I was raped. I don’t like talking about it. But I liked dirty talking before that happened.”
 
   “Wait—what?” His body went cold and his stomach dropped. The one thing that rose to the top of the sudden chaotic mix of thoughts was—he needed to protect her. Was this what haunted her? The thing that plagued her?
 
   “My therapist says I get really distant when I talk about it, that it’s my coping mechanism. Maybe I’m emotionally locked down. Whatever. I deal with my shit my way.”
 
   He tightened his hold on her, wanting to fix the past. Her present. Her future. There wasn’t a better reason to go ahead with those time machine blueprints. But she was still talking, powering through—because that was Tamara. She didn’t shrink from the hard stuff, she charged on in once she got ready.
 
   “I was raped six years ago, at a con. It’s why I don’t date in my social circle, because everyone knows about it. I was drugged and raped, and they thought I wouldn’t talk about it, that I’d be horrified if anyone knew, and I turned around and went to the cops. When they wouldn’t listen, I got a lawyer the very next day—and you know what?” She tipped her chin up and looked at him.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m glad I did. Knowing those guys went to jail gives me some peace of mind, but it didn’t change who I am. It only changed how people look at me. And…I don’t know. Maybe things would have been easier if I’d just rolled over and kept quiet, but it wouldn’t be right, you know? I had to do that for me. My parents raised me to fight for what I wanted, and I wanted to be heard. And I was. You can Google the whole thing. I think I still even have a hate club out there.”
 
   He could just imagine the shit storm she’d brought down on anyone who stood in her way. The real crime was that it’d happened at all.
 
    “And…that’s how Piper and I met. Everyone knows or has seen the shit her ex put online after their break-up, about a year before all the crap that happened with me. A friend of ours, Miranda, introduced us because she thought we could help each other. I’d just gone public and was getting a lot of flack over it. Then there was Piper. She was…my shoulder. My strength. We clicked. She’s my best friend. We even have the same therapist. And I get where she’s coming from, though it never went that dark for me.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” he said slowly. Was it his imagination, or was that a tremble he felt from her? He shifted, holding her closer. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I was raped.” She blew out a breath, and yes, that was a tremble. “By guys I didn’t know. Was it a violation? Yes. Was it wrong? Yes. But Carl… He took their entire relationship, all the years they were together, and shit on them. Then he dragged her through the mud. And the way things have gone the last few years in our industry…it was a dog pile. All on Piper. She came through the worst of it, but she’s still healing. I’m…over it. Yeah, I have bad days and sometimes I get…I don’t know, paranoid maybe. But most of the time, I’m good. But…Piper’s a lot more sensitive than I am. She’s come a long way, but…sometimes I wonder if she’ll ever leave it behind her. And now I’ve hurt my best friend. I hate it.”
 
   “And you’ve turned a conversation about you into one about your friend.” He stared at her. “You’re really upset by all of this, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yeah.” She rubbed her sternum, pressing her palm over her heart. “It’s tearing me up inside that I’ve hurt my best friend, and she won’t let me be there for her because I’m the problem. I’d hoped…I don’t know…that she was at a point where it was all behind her finally. Sometimes I wonder if she’s been diagnosed with PTSD or something, and just hasn’t told us. She’s like that. She’ll have this huge news and just…keep it to herself, then casually drop it on us. Like when she moved to Florida? That deal had to have been worked out way in advance, and yet…she just typed in chat one night, By the way, moving to Florida in two weeks.”
 
   “Shit. Can I help? Can I apologize?”
 
   “It’s…it’s not like that. Piper has to do her own thing. When she’s ready to talk to me she’ll reach out. Until then…I might as well ram my head into the wall.” Tamara turned her face away, staring down the bed. “And now you’re going to pity me.”
 
   “Why would I pity you? Because of what happened to you? I’m not pitying you. It was wrong, and it shouldn’t have happened. I was trying to imagine how hard you kicked their asses.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure they tasted nail polish.” She glanced at him and again, he had no doubt she’d handled everything. But who’d been there for her? In the dark, quiet times when no one was watching, who did she turn to?
 
   Stephen stroked the lose strands of her hair.
 
   “I won’t ask any more questions. If there’s anything else, you’ll tell me when you’re ready. I won’t Google. You like what you like. And we like each other. It’s late.”
 
   “Do you want me to go?” she asked.
 
   “Do you want to go?”
 
   “Stephen.” She glared at him. “You just said you wouldn’t ask any more questions.”
 
   “Sorry, not sorry.” He chuckled. “But no, I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “Okay, then I’ll stay here. When do you need to be up?”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “I probably need to be up more like six-thirty.” She screwed up one eye and looked at the clock.
 
   “Fine.” He sighed. “Six-thirty, and I’ll run down the street for breakfast. What do you have going tomorrow?”
 
   “I’m doing body double CGI stuff. They put me in a suit with sensors all over it, and they map how my body moves. Then the game designers will add the character to the form and they’ll be one step closer to done.”
 
   “I’m very familiar with the technology. That sounds like a cool job.”
 
   “It’s super hot and exhausting, is what it is. If I hadn’t been fired from Legend, I wouldn’t do this. The pay isn’t as great as it should be, but the guys are professional and nice, which is a change of pace. And I need that. I need to be around people I can trust and don’t have to constantly watch my back around. The next two days are going to be grueling. You won’t hear from me much because the techs can swap out and keep working me while the others take breaks.”
 
   “Oh.” He tried not to sound disappointed, but he was. They’d just found each other, and he was a greedy bastard. Though… “What about this weekend? I don’t have class Monday.”
 
   “Three-day weekend? Hm?” She laid her cheek against his shoulder and yawned. “I don’t have anything going on. Are you trying to say you want to see me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All three days?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did I just read your mind?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What else can I read? Hm?” She nuzzled the side of his neck, up to his jaw.
 
   “Six-thirty is going to happen a lot sooner than seven.”
 
   “Fine.” She kissed his jaw and flipped the sheet up over them.
 
   He tugged it up over her shoulders before allowing himself to touch her, to slide his hand down her side.
 
   She was real. And she was in his bed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8.
 
   Tamara was about ready to die from overheating and exhaustion. But knowing the kind of goofs working the controls, they’d stage some sort of resurrection so they could finish the job. They were wonderful guys, and after the couple of weeks she’d had, it was nice working with people who wanted to tell fart jokes instead of talk about her cup size.
 
   Still, she was feeling the lack of sleep something fierce today. Shower sex had been a bad idea, but oh so good at the time. She was paying for it now. All the tension she’d carried with her since things went to hell weeks ago was gone. Or at least most of it was.
 
   She drank deeply from her water bottle and used the moment’s respite to check her phone. Adam’s name came up in her missed calls. He’d probably texted her, too, but she had those programmed to auto-delete after he’d gone on a text-rant calling her a whore and slut for refusing to give him a blowie. Oh, the irony. And what kind of adult man called a blow job a blowie anyway?
 
   Her heart skipped a beat at Stephen’s name in the notification bar, which went a long way in boosting her mood, but still nothing from Piper.
 
   Crap.
 
   Tamara glanced around before daring to open the texts from Stephen. A picture of her panties in his hand—she hadn’t been able to find them before she had to hit the road—and a few lines of text. Completely random. Normal stuff.
 
   Thinking about you.
 
   How do you feel about Thai food?
 
   She was anxious. Things never went well for her. There was always another shoe about to drop. Last night…they’d gone from strangers to intimate in more ways than just the physical. She hadn’t meant to open up, tell him that much, but…it was Stephen. She’d told him just about everything in their regular chats, so it’d just felt right. This thing between them was happening so fast, and she was waiting for an anvil to drop out of the sky and squash, but right now—it was good. In a way she hadn’t experienced in a long time. She needed this, badly. It was a honeymoon period, and she was going to wallow in it for as long as she could, though she couldn’t shake the guilt for being happy either. She’d lucked into this great guy, but at what cost?
 
   “Tamara, you ready?”
 
   “Yup.” She fired off a quick text, and pushed her phone deep into her bag.
 
   The rest of the afternoon passed much the same way as the morning. She jabbed, punched, and grappled with the air while they recorded arm and torso motions. By the time she peeled out of the suit, she was seriously reconsidering her Hangout with the girls later that night.
 
   It’d been Rashae’s idea. Get them all on camera, talk stuff out. But Piper hadn’t yet accepted the invite, and the way Miranda and Rashae were avoiding the topic was all Tamara really needed to know.
 
   She wasn’t yet forgiven.
 
   And that blew.
 
   Which meant they’d spend tonight either talking about it, or not talking about it. She didn’t know. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to go through it. How many times and ways could she tell Piper she was sorry and a horrible person?
 
   Tamara waited until she was in her car before daring to look at her phone again. This time the text from Stephen was safe.
 
   Call me?
 
   She smiled and activated the Bluetooth before pulling out the lot and dialing his number.
 
   “Hey,” he said after a few rings.
 
   “Hey, you home?”
 
   “Yeah, it turned out to be a short day, thankfully. You?”
 
   “Just leaving the studio. I’m exhausted.”
 
   “What? You mean you actually get tired?”
 
   “Shocker, I know.” She eased back into the seat, content to listen to his voice. They’d had a verbal relationship for so long that this? It was comforting. Familiar.
 
   “Hey, I was thinking…”
 
   “Uh-ho.”
 
   “You want to get out of town this weekend? Go up the coast?”
 
   “What? Like a road trip?” That sounded like a great idea. Especially if Adam was gearing up to be obnoxious. She’d heard a few rumors and horror stories about him showing up at his girlfriend’s houses and going nuts. The last thing she wanted was to have to put Adam on his ass.
 
   “Yeah. Nowhere in particular, just drive until we feel like stopping and stay somewhere.” There was an edge to his tone, some subtle meaning she didn’t understand, but that seemed to be Stephen’s way. He wasn’t as direct about things as she was. Was this the kind of thing he wrote out in his notebook before talking about it? She didn’t know.
 
   “Okay, sure.” In time, she hoped he’d just say it. If he had questions or doubts, he could tell her.
 
   “You talked to Piper yet?”
 
   “No.” She sighed.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “She’s a stewer.”
 
   “A stew-er?”
 
   “Yeah, Piper gets upset about something, goes radio silent, and stews. Which, in this case, could be really bad. I wish she was just angry at me for something I’d done intentionally. That would be easier to apologize for than this. I just hope she’s not spiraling.”
 
   “Spiraling?”
 
   “Yeah, she hasn’t done it in a while, but I just worry about her. She’s in Florida, and I can’t fly out there, especially if I don’t know if she’ll talk to me. You know?”
 
   “Florida. I thought she was from L.A.”
 
   “Well, she is from here, but she moved to Florida for a long-contract gig. It’s up in about six weeks and then she’ll be moving home again, back to L.A. All of us girls have plans to meet up and party that last weekend. Hopefully, she’ll be talking to me by then.”
 
   “You think she’d hold onto it that long?” he asked.
 
   “It’s Piper. You don’t really tell her what to do.”
 
   “And if you can’t patch things up with her?”
 
   “Then I’ll keep hating myself a lot. It bothers you, doesn’t it?”
 
   “It clearly upsets you, and it was an accident, so yes, it bothers me. But more of an…I’m concerned about her kind of way. And I owe her an apology, too.”
 
   “You’re a good guy, Stephen. I’ll try to get a hold of her before this weekend, how about that?” A sick sensation settled in her stomach. Try was the operative word. She could try all she wanted, but until Piper was ready to talk, there would be no changing their situation.
 
   “Cool. What else are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Girl chat stuff. No boys allowed.”
 
   “Are you going to talk about me?”
 
   “Hell yes. These are my closest friends.”
 
   “Are they…”
 
   “Are they the ones who saw the dick gif?”
 
   “Yes, they did.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “Hey, I think they’re jealous.”
 
   “I’m sure. Christ, I can’t believe I did that.”
 
   “Yeah, not going to live that one down any time soon.” Tamara was going to enjoy holding that one over his head. He seemed to be a good sport about it, which was a major bonus. She liked a guy with a sense of humor and brains. “So, anything else you want to do this weekend?”
 
   “Relaxing? You like the beach?”
 
   “Love the beach.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   Again, there was something brewing under the surface, some little detail she wasn’t picking up on.
 
   They continued to chat, about anything and nothing. Small talk. He kept her company right up until she got into the shower, and even then she was half tempted to ditch the girls in favor of him coming over. But on the off-chance Piper showed, she wanted to be present.
 
   Half an hour later, showered and with dinner in hand, she turned on her webcam and clicked the Hangout invite at the appointed time.
 
   Her monitor flickered and two boxes popped up. In one, Miranda cradled her psycho cat Lola in her arms while Rashae was bent over something, her fingers working furiously.
 
   “Still haven’t finished Black Widow?” Tamara asked.
 
   “No,” Rashae said in a way that made Tamara sorry she asked. “She got the measurements wrong. I had to let everything out a quarter inch. Fuck me.”
 
   “Piper not joining us?” Tamara wanted that detail out of the way.
 
   “No, she has work,” Miranda said.
 
   “Work. Okay.” Tamara packed up her disappointment. She didn’t get to be frustrated with her friend for being upset.
 
   “Did you meet him?” Rashae asked.
 
   “Who? The dick gif guy? Sam…?” Miranda perked up.
 
   “Stephen. And yes, I saw him yesterday. And this morning.”
 
   “What?” Miranda shrieked.
 
   “Hell yeah.” Rashae flashed them a grin.
 
   “Spill! What happened?” Miranda sat forward until she could lean on the desk, chin propped in her hand.
 
   “I decided that if I was going to set everything straight, I wanted to see him face to face, you know, so there’d be no doubts whatsoever. So I went to the school and met him after he’d finished lab time. We grabbed burgers, and then I went back to his place.” Tamara couldn’t help smiling. The way he made her feel…she couldn’t remember a connection like that. It was special. Unique.
 
   “You slept with him already?” Miranda asked.
 
   Rashae glanced up, frowning at the bottom of the screen. “Dude, they’ve been having cyber sex? For a while.”
 
   “Yeah, but—I don’t know. She just really met him. I guess he wasn’t a creep?”
 
   “No, I was the creep who just showed up at his work.” Tamara laughed and shoved food in her mouth. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t the best thing to do. She’d had a few creepers show up at the production site for Legend, wanting to talk to her.
 
   “And?” Miranda was practically bouncing.
 
   “And it went pretty well.”
 
   “You’re withholding details.” Rashae directed her glare at Tamara this time.
 
   “Do you really want a play-by-play?”
 
   “Yes,” Miranda and Rashae said at once.
 
   Tamara laughed, throwing her head back.
 
   “I haven’t had any,” Miranda whined.
 
   “That’s because you’re a work-a-holic.” Rashae pointed her shears at the screen.
 
   “Look who’s talking, Miss I-Can’t-Put-The-Work-Down.” Miranda stuck out her tongue.
 
   Tamara chewed, happier than ever to have these women in her life. But the circle wasn’t complete. They were still missing Piper. Of all of them, it’d been Piper who made a place for her in the group. Given her friends. A circle of trust. And she—Tamara—had been the one to break it.
 
    
 
   Stephen spread the two beach towels over the sand. He kept glancing over his shoulder at the group of twenty-somethings a couple yards away. It was hard to ignore their staring, though he wasn’t entirely sure if they were looking at him—or Tamara.
 
   He plopped down on the towel and fished his sketchbook out of the tote. He’d promised Tamara it would only take five minutes to get his idea down, and the clock was ticking.
 
   One page was folded over, which was enough on its own for his OCD to kick in. Every page had to be perfect.
 
   He frowned at the wrinkled page.
 
   Of course it would be that one. The one with his list. The test list.
 
   He should rip it out. Something. Having it around was bad, but he also couldn’t stand the idea of tearing a page out, either. It wasn’t as if Tamara would see it. They’d already covered that his sketchbook was off-limits. But it wouldn’t have to be, if he got rid of the list. It was bothering his conscience, regardless. Maybe he just needed to get a new sketchbook, and then cutting a page out wouldn’t matter.
 
    “Come on, already!” Tamara yelled from the water.
 
   He straightened and squinted out at her.
 
   Tamara stood thigh-deep in the surf, her multi-colored striped bikini accentuating some of the most interesting parts of her anatomy.
 
   And she was smiling at him.
 
   Stephen tossed the sketchbook back in the tote. Screw it. He had the bare bones down. It was time to live in the moment.
 
   He blew out a breath and shoved his sunglasses on. She hadn’t suggested the beach. He had. What crack had he been smoking?
 
   Oh, right. He’d wanted to go out with a girl like any normal guy. Which meant putting up with the stares. The ones that telegraphed what’s a girl like her doing with a guy like you? He was used to the blatant looks when he was out on his own. But this was different. Because somehow he had to measure up to her, and he couldn’t. She was a ten to his two.
 
   This was stupid.
 
   He was annoying himself, for fucks sake. Why the hell had he thought testing her like this was a good idea? It was ridiculous, but they were here now, and she was enjoying herself.
 
   Man up, dude.
 
   Stephen waded into the surf toward Tamara.
 
   Her grin was huge. Dazzling. And all for him.
 
   He was completely rotten for thinking he had to test her. But he wasn’t sorry they were spending time together.
 
   She flicked water at him, splashing his chest, and turned into the surf. He followed, enjoying the opportunity to admire her ass all over again. At least until she waded deep enough that he couldn’t see it.
 
   He pushed forward, diving under the water, and caught her around the knees. Her hands gripped his hair and he stood, hoisting her up above the water. Tamara clung to his shoulders, laughing, one hand over her face.
 
   Stephen shook the water from his face and eased up on his grip. Her body slipped through his arms until she was back on her feet.
 
   “I thought you were about to dunk me there for a second,” she said.
 
   “Nah, your hair’s still dry. I’m not an asshole.”
 
   Her brows lifted and she tipped backward into an oncoming wave, going completely under.
 
   Stephen grinned and reached for her, but she was gone. He stepped, but something grasped his ankle and yanked. He never had a chance. He pitched forward, face first into the water. The last thing he heard was her laughter following him under the waves.
 
   It was on.
 
   They chased each other like kids, dunking, splashing and horsing around for the better part of an hour. By the time he shambled back onto the beach, breathless and exhausted, Tamara had just begun to lag.
 
   “You’re killing me.” He at least made it to their towels before flopping down, legs like jelly.
 
   “You don’t look dead to me.” She sat next to him and poked his shoulders.
 
   “You’re not even breathing hard.” In comparison, he was still sucking down huge lungfuls of air.
 
   “You keep up pretty well where it counts.” Tamara’s grin was pure evil. She stretched out next to him, her chin on his shoulder.
 
   “I’ll need an hour or two before I’m ready for that kind of exercise.”
 
   “We don’t have anywhere to be,” she reminded him.
 
   They’d just gotten into her car that morning and started driving. They’d hit the highway, doing nothing more than flipping radio stations and talking, laughing at stupid jokes, until they’d found a stretch of beach that looked good. Being with her was…natural.
 
   “I think that guy’s going to break his neck staring at you.” Stephen tracked a guy behind his sunglasses strolling the beach, his head twisted nearly all the way around.
 
   “Hope he has insurance.” Tamara didn’t even bother to glance the guy’s way. In her world, he didn’t even exist. She fished her phone out of her tote and spent a minute staring at the screen.
 
   Man, she was amazing. He could learn a lot from her outlook on life. The way she did what she wanted, devil may care style. It’d taken him so long to shake off the self-hatred of his youth, to grow beyond that shy, scared little boy he’d been, idolizing a man who hated the sight of him.
 
   Tamara’s sharp intake of breath spurred him out of his thoughts.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.” She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I might—I have an interview. Sort of.”
 
   “Sort of? What do you mean?”
 
   “Okay, so Rashae knows these guys who, a year ago, were nobodies on the YouTube scene. Like, maybe a couple thousand followers. I only knew about them because Adam likes to mock the competition, and Rashae got contracted to make a suit for one of the guys for a special thing. I don’t remember, but it was really good for her. Anyway! Rashae mentioned to the guys that I’m looking for a new gig—and they invited me to a party on…shit…Sunday. Ug.”
 
   “Is that a bad thing?”
 
   “We’re road tripping.”
 
   “So? This is a good break for you, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Okay, then Sunday morning we head back into town and go to this party. Or you go.”
 
   “This was supposed to be our weekend.” She frowned. “You have to come with me, if I’m going.”
 
   “If that’s what you want…”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “But?” He could hear the hesitation in her voice.
 
   “But I have no idea who will be there or what’s going to be said about me.” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “Adam talks. A lot.”
 
   “And we don’t have to listen.”
 
   “You make it sound so easy.”
 
   “Look, all my life people have had something to say about me. It’s given me the gift of selective hearing, on my good days. If you need to go, and if you want me to go with you, I’m game.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Thank you.” Tamara leaned over and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You want some more sunscreen?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You have such fair skin.” She swiped her hand down his chest. “The tattoo stands out so well on you. They did a really good job.”
 
   “I get the fair skin from my mom’s side of the family.” He sat up and snagged the sunscreen from her beach tote.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “She was a redhead.” He squirted some of the lotion into his hands and slicked it down her back.
 
   “Did you get your eyes from her, too?” Tamara twisted her arm around behind her and released the catch on her top.
 
   “Must have.” He swallowed and smoothed his hand up over her back and shoulders. The damn vixen was peering up at him from the corner of her eye, all smiles and mischief.
 
   “So if your mom was a redhead, where’d your black hair come from?”
 
   “My father was Sicilian.” With the anger and mouth to prove it.
 
   “Ah. You said that. Any siblings?”
 
   “No. Just me. You?”
 
   “I have an older brother, who followed in my parent’s footsteps. He’s gearing up for the Olympic trials soon.”
 
   “Really? You going to go for it, too?”
 
   “No, I’m not really competition ready. I haven’t focused on that since…gosh…my early twenties?” She propped her chin up on her hand. Wet tendrils of hair stuck to her face, while most of it remained captured in a knot on top of her head. “Do me up when you’re done?”
 
   “You still do martial arts though?” He squirted more lotion into his hands, taking pleasure in simply touching her. Of course, his dick had other intentions.
 
   “Yeah. I’ve done some stunt doubling and fight scenes in a few movies. I mean—it’s L.A. Come on. But mostly I work in games. And doing that CGI stuff isn’t as easy as it sounds. I swear it’s the most exhausting eight-hour day ever.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   “You didn’t do my front.” She rolled over, hands crossed behind her head. Her grin said she knew exactly what she was doing.
 
   He took a second to adjust himself before wiping the sand off her toes and starting all over again.
 
   “How’d you get into teaching?” she asked.
 
   “The university contacted me.”
 
   “And?” She wiggled her toes in his hand.
 
   “And I was tired of contract work, so I figured, why not teach?” He shrugged and worked his palms up her legs. There were far too many people on the beach all of a sudden for him to have such a raging hard-on.
 
   “You’re leaving so much out.” And she wanted him to think, while his dick was hard?
 
   “Well, I told you I used to be a Department of Defense contractor working on drones. What else is there to tell?”
 
   “A lot! Like, how’d you get into drones in the first place?”
 
   “Robotics.” He slid his fingers between her thighs, up until he brushed the fabric between her legs.
 
   “You’re being obtuse on purpose.” She lifted a knee, providing both easier access and a bit of a shield. Too bad he had lotion and sand all over his hands.
 
   “Habit.” He grinned and lay down next to her, the better to hide his arousal. “Working for the DoD makes you circumspect in answering things.”
 
   “What about being in front of people though? Did it bother you?”
 
   “Because of my face?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It…not really. If a kid is an asshole and wants to spend more time talking about my face than learning, I boot them out of class. It’s not like I teach introductory courses, so I get very small, focused groups of students. To date I’ve only kicked one guy out of my class.”
 
   “Okay, so you, what? Wanted to play Transformers as an adult, so you graduated college—”
 
   “Did my PhD on drones. It seemed like an industry that was growing the fastest with the most opportunities.” This time he squirted the lotion directly on her stomach.
 
   “And got hired on by the DoD?”
 
   “Yes. And during that time I was doing lectures anyway. The university contacted me about a guest professor spot, and through discussions, it changed.” He slid his hands across her abs. The woman had a much better body than he did, and he’d been pretty proud of himself.
 
   “Because you were ready for—what?”
 
   “Being a professor, I get to do a lot more…innovative tinkering.” He ran his fingers along the band of her bikini top.
 
   “Oh, don’t I know?” She grinned and peeled the elastic up until he could see the underside of her breast. “Did you get your idea down earlier?”
 
   “Yes, and if you’re a good girl I might show it to you, but at this rate you’re going to get us in trouble.” He ducked his head and slicked the lotion up until he bumped her.
 
   “Trouble? Me? I just don’t want to burn.” She grinned. “And I get to do you next.”
 
   Her hands. All over him. He was so screwed.
 
   He had to think about something—anything else.
 
   “What are your friends up to this weekend?” He switched to her chest—the real challenge.
 
   “Not sure.” Was it his imagination, or did she sound a little breathless?
 
   She arched her back a bit, her eyes partly closed.
 
   “My turn?” she asked.
 
   “We should hit the road now.” He flipped the cap back on the sunscreen.
 
   “Oh, no. Can’t let that pretty, fair skin of yours burn.” Tamara snatched the bottle out of his hand. She had her leg over his hip, straddling his waist before he could come up with a protest.
 
   Her warm weight settled on top of him, her ass right over his cock.
 
   Best day ever.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9.
 
   Tamara pulled a sundress out of her suitcase. Her whole body was warm and happy. Given the opportunity, she’d have laid out on the beach all through the afternoon and evening. If she imagined what a cat felt like, she’d assume it was this. Full of sun, well stroked. Well, she had been until Miss Prude a couple yards away from them snapped at Stephen. He’d played the polite professor and had kept his hands to himself since then.
 
   A travesty.
 
   There was always later.
 
   They had the whole weekend.
 
   Her stomach growled, insistent this time. 
 
   She wiggled the loose-fitting dress into place over her swimsuit and got to spend a whole five seconds ogling Stephen’s abs while he wrestled his shirt on. Poor guy, she’d lotioned him so much that even hours later his shirt was sticking to him.
 
   Oh, well. She could always give him a complimentary scrub down later.
 
   Was he serious about taking her to the party?
 
   Chances were, everyone would be there. It’d be a combination of YouTubers, gamers, and techies. They were some of the strangest parties with half the people hugging the wall and the other half swinging from the chandeliers. Still, she couldn’t deny that most of the job opportunities in her field came about because someone at a party thought it was a good idea to hire someone. She’d just have to carefully prepare Stephen for work-Tamara, who had to put up with a lot more shit with a smile than real-Tamara.
 
   She poked Stephen’s ribs. He frowned through the neck hole at her.
 
   “Feed me, Seymour?” She grinned.
 
   “I’m getting there.”
 
   She grabbed the hem and helped him tug it into place. God, she was a total perv, but she couldn’t keep her hands off him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and went up on her tiptoes. His hand rested on her ass, the other at the small of her back, drawing her in even closer. He tasted of her lip balm and hot promises.
 
   “I could totally have an appetizer right now.” She smiled.
 
   “No.” He tapped her nose.
 
   “You’re turning down a blow job?”
 
   “I’m turning down the chance to get fined or arrested.”
 
   “You’re no fun.” She sighed and groped his butt, just because she could.
 
   “In the car.” He took out her keys and handed them over.
 
   Stephen had suggested her car, based on the logical fact that hers got better mileage, and not once had he tried to muscle his way in and drive. It was…refreshing. Different. Every other guy had always insisted they drive his car—or he drive hers. It wasn’t a big deal, but it was just another example in which Stephen was different in a way that mattered. Most of the alpha-gamer types wanted to be in control. At all times. Especially of her. And she didn’t do well with that.
 
   “You drive.” She turned and got in the passenger side while he circled the car.
 
   “You aren’t going to try to give me road head, are you?” The way he looked at her was adorably suspicious.
 
   She laughed and buckled in.
 
   “That’s not a bad idea, but no. That wasn’t part of my master plan.”
 
   “Good. Because I’d have to decline. I don’t think I could concentrate.” He adjusted the seat and buckled in. “Where’d the sketchbook get to?
 
   “In the tote. I’ll get it before we go in. I know you hate being without it.” She leaned over and buzzed his cheek with a kiss. “Can I at least feel you up?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   “No, I don’t want to go through dinner with a boner, and I’m too hungry to wait.”
 
   “You are no fun,” she said.
 
   On the contrary, she was having a great time. Stephen could be so serious one moment, and the next, wickedly funny. Rashae would love him. Hell, they’d all probably love him—just so long as it was her he went home with. The girls could be vicious when it came to boyfriends, but when they were good, they were good.
 
   Tamara behaved on the short drive to a beachside bar, and Stephen rewarded her with a little pat on the ass as they walked into the restaurant.
 
   They got a table with a nice view of the deck and ocean, the sun already throwing gorgeous shades of pink and orange across the horizon. The whole place was pretty busy, but it was a nice weekend at the beach.
 
   She took a few moments to RSVP to the party with a plus one and tapped out a quick message to Rashae. She hit Send the moment the screen flipped to an incoming call.
 
   “Ug.” She dropped the phone onto the table top and jabbed at the End Call button.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Stephen asked, glancing up from his doodle.
 
   “Adam keeps calling. I have his calls muted, but they still pop up, and I accidentally answered.”
 
   “Adam—the Legend guy? He’s calling you?”
 
   “He’s called like a dozen times today. He must be on a weekend bender or something.” She wrinkled her nose. If he was drunk and still pissed about her, chances were getting out of town was a good idea. She wouldn’t put it past him to show up at her place.
 
   “Seriously? And this is okay? You can’t report him to the police or anything?”
 
   “Can I? Yes. Will I? No.”
 
   “But—this isn’t okay.”
 
   “No, it’s not, but—ug.” She smoothed her hair back. “If I report every guy that’s obnoxious, I’m going to alienate everyone, and Adam is popular enough I can’t do that.”
 
   “So…you have to put up with being harassed on a regular basis?”
 
   “It’s not—no. He’s obnoxious.”
 
   “Tamara. He’s calling you non-stop and got you fired. How is that not harassment?”
 
   “I already have the reputation as the Bitch of Gaming.” She leaned forward, pitching her voice lower. “It’s like the kid who called wolf too many times. Because of the scene and statements I made, I have to save my wolf cries for when it’s really wrong. Besides, the cops look at my file and the things I have reported and what they see is someone who causes problems. Not a victim.”
 
   “That’s—wrong.”
 
   “Yes, it is. We live in a society that protects men from their wrongdoings by shifting the blame. Which is why, when I’m going to call someone on their shit, I want it to be something more than a slap on the wrist. When I cry wolf, I want people to listen to me, not say, well, she cries wolf about everything. Does that make sense?”
 
   “I…yes. I wish it didn’t, but I get it. I don’t agree with it. It’s not right.”
 
   “No, it’s not, and it sucks.”
 
   “Have you considered doing something else with your life? I don’t know, in some industry you won’t be treated this way?”
 
   “Would you give up what you love because things got hard?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why should I?”
 
   “That’s—Tamara.”
 
   “I know. I’m playing devil’s advocate here.” She reached for his hands. “But that’s the way I see it. Why should I let a bunch of dicks run me out of an industry I love? When I started going to cons, there were maybe five girls. Just a few of us. And now? We go to conferences and there are hundreds of girls. Hundreds. And I look at them and I think—maybe this con is safer because I took a stand. Because we pushed for them to have a code of conduct. Because those of us who were wronged stood up for ourselves.”
 
   “You still shouldn’t have to put up with someone harassing you to save up your…your…wolf cries for something really bad.”
 
   “You’re exactly right. Things aren’t perfect, and it sucks, but they’re getting better.”
 
   Stephen frowned at the page he was on and didn’t pick up the same line of conversation. He kept his fierce stare on some doodle he was creating in his ever-present sketchbook. He was always drawing or making notes. She wanted so badly to get a glimpse of what he was working on, to see inside his beautiful head. She liked watching him.
 
   He was so focused and certain about everything. Right and wrong. It had to be nice. Tamara was hardly ever certain about anything until the last second. Maybe he was right, and she was making a mistake. She sure as hell didn’t like the way Adam treated her, but she also didn’t want to gain a reputation for being hard to work with. And that’s what people would say if she called Adam on his shit.
 
   Stephen’s mouth twisted up. He glanced to the side, and went back to his drawing, as if he were sensing her thoughts. He was really something special.
 
   She would have never imagined this. The connection she had with him. He made her feel like a kid, all giddy and excited. She wanted to wrap herself around him, follow him around—whatever it took to be near him. It was lust. But it was also more. He was more than a great dick, amazing brain, and smoking hot body.
 
   “What are you thinking so hard about?” She peered at the doodle, but it was just circles overlapping more circles with a few rectangles thrown in.
 
   He clicked the pen a few times, his gaze on her, as though he were looking for an answer to something he hadn’t asked yet.
 
   “Those two tables are staring.” He flicked his fingers in a casual gesture to his left.
 
   She glanced that way. A table of dude-bros and another of what appeared to be high school kids, both had at least one person peering their way.
 
   “I think I’m just used to people staring because of cosplay. I don’t even pay attention to it anymore.” She glanced down just to make sure she didn’t have a nipple showing or anything.
 
   “I’m willing to bet that when people are staring then—it’s not like that.” He tilted his head again.
 
   “What do you mean? Stares are stares.” She shrugged.
 
   “People don’t stare at you like you’re…a monster.”
 
   It was her turn to tilt her head. He’d said something before about his birthmark—asked if it bothered her—and to be honest, she hadn’t thought much about it since except to ask if he needed more sunscreen. They hadn’t spoken a lot about his father, but the little he’d mentioned clued her into a deeply rooted issue with her sexy, inked professor.
 
   “You are not a monster.” Were they seriously having this conversation? Was that how he saw himself?
 
   “No, but the way they’re staring, it’s pretty clear we’re beauty and the beast.”
 
   “Stephen, my whole life people have thought I’m a slut because I have big—natural—boobs, or that I have to be a porn star, or that I was made to be their fuck toy. That’s how people stare at me. Women hate me. Guys just want to stick their dicks in me. No one cares who I really am. That’s the point.” She wrapped her fingers around his hand. It’d taken her a long time to not feel like she had to cover herself from hairline to toes, or that something was wrong with her just because of the way she’d been born.
 
   His mouth worked soundlessly. She could already hear his protest, his apologies. He was the kind of man who would want to make reparations for wrongs he hadn’t committed. He was a good guy. A crazy good, smart, sexy guy that other women had overlooked.
 
   She kissed his knuckles, falling a bit more for him.
 
   “I had this really smart, funky girl talk to me once. I was super self-conscious at this one con, I was maybe nineteen at the time, and she was this plus-sized girl strutting around in this skintight wiggle dress and—I just wanted to be her. I wanted her confidence. So I talked to her later and asked, what’s your secret? She told me to look around.” Tamara glanced at the bar, the people, taking in other people eating and drinking.
 
   Stephen followed her gaze, and for a moment they both just watched other people.
 
   “Say there’s a hundred people in here, right now.” She leaned a little closer, speaking only for him. “Of those one hundred people, chances are there’s really only ten who aren’t so wrapped up in what’s going on with them to even notice you. And of those ten? Five want to be you. They like what you’re wearing, they find you attractive, something. And then the other five? You’ll never make them happy. They’ll hate you, think terrible things about you, whatever. Why live your life for those five miserable people? Are they more important than your happiness? No, they aren’t. So tonight—those five people who want to stare at you or me—why do they matter more than the person sitting across the table? And if they do, why are you here with the wrong person?”
 
   Stephen’s hand tightened over hers. They were two sides of the same coin. She couldn’t get people to look past her appearance, and he couldn’t get people to stop looking at his. She wrapped her hands a bit tighter around his and leaned her cheek against his fingers.
 
   The way they’d met…the anonymity…it’d allowed her to side-step a lot of easing someone into who she really was. He’d gotten the deep plunge look, and he wasn’t backing out of her life. To her, that was what mattered. In a world that only saw her for her aesthetic value, he saw more. And damn it if she wasn’t halfway to being in love with him already.
 
    
 
   Stephen jammed the key into the lock. The last three—four?—hours were a blur.
 
   They’d eaten.
 
   They’d driven.
 
   They’d talked.
 
   It felt as though he’d known Tamara his whole life. They were different—and the same.
 
   When he got home, he’d use that razor blade to carefully cut out the section of pages that included the test list and a few other…unfortunate doodles and word dumps. Fuck the stupid test, it was bogus and wrong. This? With them? It was right.
 
   The old, rusted lock finally gave way and he pushed the motel room door in.
 
   “Are you sure we should be staying here?” Tamara snickered. “You sure this isn’t the set of a horror movie?”
 
   He stepped into the room and flipped on the lights.
 
   “Dear…God…” Tamara wandered in, jaw hanging open. She tossed her bag onto the bed.
 
   “What…the…fuck?” He didn’t know where to look first. He pushed his rolling suitcase next to the wall.
 
   “This is amazing. Seriously?”
 
   He kicked the door shut and slid the chain into place before they were ax-murdered to death. Hadn’t he seen this room on a TV show once?
 
   The wall on one side was faux stone and the bathroom, or what constituted as the bathroom, was sculpted into what appeared to be an outcrop of rock. Tamara climbed into the tub and reached out to touch the…whatever it was.
 
   A space ship was painted on the left side of the room. Metallic silver and green aliens stood ready and waiting to accompany guests to their leader. Even the light fixture above the king size bed was oddly ship-shaped, oblong and strange.  Somewhat ship-shaped.
 
   “Did we just drive onto the set of Supernatural?” Tamara was grinning and giddy.
 
   “I don’t know, but I think I have some salt packets in my bag. Just in case.”
 
   “Who puts a toilet out here?” She gestured to the toilet bowl sticking out of the wall, sitting on a stone pedestal.
 
   “I think that’s a curtain.” He gestured to the wall.
 
   Tamara pulled a retro-pattered curtain around an arc-shaped track. Stephen shook his head, not sure what to think, or if they should leave.
 
   “This is seriously the best motel ever.” She opened the curtain back up, way more excited about their accommodations than he was.
 
   “If you say so.” He shook his head. “I’m going to go get the cooler. Need me to get anything else?”
 
   “Some Ray-Bans? We might get a visit from the MIB.” She flopped onto the bed, her sundress riding up until he got a glimpse of the swimsuit bottoms that had taunted him all afternoon.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.” He shook his head and let himself out of the room. “Lock this behind me.”
 
   “The car is thirty feet away,” she yelled after him.
 
   Stephen waited until he heard the chain rattle. There was nothing wrong with being cautious. And after everything she’d shared with him? The things she’d been through? He never wanted to let her out of his sight.
 
   He wrestled the cooler out of the car, drained the water, and iced down their drinks and snacks from the vending area. So far, day one of this trip was…fantastic. He couldn’t have imagined things going this well. If he were brutally honest, he’d been waiting for Tamara to cancel on him. That she hadn’t…That she’d wanted to be with him…He was still having problems wrapping his head around it. He was, to a letter, the luckiest guy.
 
   He lugged the cooler to the room and tapped on the door.
 
   “It’s me,” he said.
 
   “Me, who? I don’t know a Me.” Tamara’s voice was muffled, but he still heard the implied laugh.
 
   The door cracked open, showing him nothing but the room, her open bag, and a bunch of clothes strewn around already.
 
   He’d been gone ten minutes.
 
   And it looked like she’d been there ten days.
 
   How much crap had she packed in one little bag?
 
   “Moving in?” He stepped into the room and deposited the cooler under the window, next to the AC unit.
 
   “I wanted to change.”
 
   He turned as the door thudded closed, and his mouth went completely dry.
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   In the time it’d taken Stephen to mess with the cooler she’d, changed into a silvery, ethereal…thing. It was lingerie. That much was obvious. It covered just enough to make his imagination race.
 
   “If I’d have known we were staying here I’d have totally brought my Leeloo outfit.
 
   “You have a Leeloo outfit?”
 
   “And an orange wig and a multi-pass with my name on it.”
 
   Is it too early to say I love you?
 
   His mouth wasn’t working or those words would have been out there, floating around.
 
   She turned, kicking one foot up and locked the door. He got a glimpse of ass cheeks, a little bit of material. Not much else.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   He was staring, but that was because all the blood had left his head and gone…well…to his other head.
 
   Tamara sauntered toward him. He should say something. Do something. But he was caught in her spell. Watching her be her. She grasped the hem of his shirt and pulled it off. For the first time since they’d met, he didn’t hesitate. There was no doubt, no pause, just—hell yes. He wanted to be naked. With her. Because what came next was a hell of a lot better than what he’d had before she walked into his lab.
 
   She shoved her hand into his swim trunks and cupped his balls.
 
   “They aren’t blue, are they?” Her grin was infectious. “I’ve been thinking about you all day. Getting my hands on you.”
 
   He shoved his hands into her hair and dragged her up on her toes. Kissing her, thrusting his tongue into her mouth—that was more important than air. Her hand slid up around his erection. He shifted, wanting more. Of everything. Her. This. All of it.
 
   She led him by his cock—she walked backward, their mouths pressed together—until his hip bumped the dresser.
 
   Tamara pulled away. He didn’t want to let her go, but of the two of them, she was still in possession of her mind. His brain had completely stopped processing past the overwhelming need for her.
 
   She grabbed the waistband of his swim trunks and pulled down. He hissed and gripped the edge of the dresser. His dick popped out of his shorts, erect and ready. His knees were weak, and his balls ached. He’d been waiting for this all day.
 
   He kicked the shorts away and stared down at her. It was a picture he wanted to save forever. Her on her knees, her hand splayed over his hip. He could see down the front of her lingerie into the valley between her breasts.
 
   Tamara’s mouth was working; she was saying something.
 
   She wrapped her hand around his cock, the other supported his balls, her talented fingers stroking back to the sensitive strip of flesh behind the sac.
 
   “Oh, fuck.” He let his chin tip up, losing himself in the feel of her hands on him.
 
   Her hot breath fanned against his shaft. Her tongue licked up the underside, along the throbbing vein, all the way to the head of his cock.
 
   He made some sort of guttural sound.
 
   “Can I suck you?” she asked.
 
   Tamara wanted words. Dirty talk. He’d stepped up his game since she’d come into his life, but was it enough?
 
   He wasn’t used to telling a woman what to do. He’d never been as…controlling in bed as he’d been with her. But that was what she seemed to like, to want, from him. And when it came to her, he wanted it, too. She was confident, sexy, and so much smarter than she gave herself credit for.
 
   Stephen swallowed and grasped her hair again. Her eyes closed a little, and she seemed to melt. He tightened his hold, and she practically hung from his fingertips, lips parted in pleasure.
 
   “Suck my cock.” The words felt cumbersome, and his throat closed up before he could form the word slut. It wasn’t a word he’d ever uttered before her. But the way she shivered and smiled when he did—he’d say it again.
 
   Tamara leaned forward, his cock slipping between her lips. Her tongue rubbed against his skin, her hands working in tandem on his cock and balls. It was bliss. But what was better was watching her.
 
   She peered up at him through her lashes, never once looking away. There was no doubt that she was there both body and mind—with him. That she wanted this. And he wanted her.
 
   “Pull your top down,” he said.
 
   She released his balls and yanked the front of the lingerie down. Her breasts were firm, the peaks tight points.
 
   How long had she been aroused?
 
   Her breasts swayed as she moved.
 
   “Fuck.” He gripped the edge of the dresser for a moment. “Your mouth…”
 
   There was no stopping. Tamara was a woman on a mission. The best he could do was give her what she wanted.
 
   “Suck my cock, slut,” he said, little chills racing down his spine.
 
   Her eyes widened, and she groaned around his cock, the sound vibrating his shaft. She palmed her breast before going down until he felt the back of her throat.
 
   “You like sucking my cock?”
 
   Tamara released her breast and cupped his balls, her fingers sliding farther and farther back. He gulped and rocked into her mouth, gentle at first, until her finger pressed against his anus. He thrust hard, and she sucked, taking almost his entire length into her mouth.
 
   “Your mouth feels amazing.” He dug his other hand into her hair, moving his hips in time to her stroked. “You’re my slut. My cock slut.”
 
   The more he spoke, the more she moaned, the farther he sank into her.
 
   He was ramming into her now, nothing gentle about it. He tried to pull back, but each time he did she pressed that finger to his ass. Words poured from his mouth, things he’d never imagined saying. Sweat slicked his body. Her nails scored his thighs, his hips.
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   Stephen gasped for air.
 
   He pulled Tamara off his dick just before the first spurt of cum jetted out of his cock. She sat back on her heels, her hand still around his cock, pumping him gently. He rocked his hips into her hold, groaning her name until she’d wrung him dry.
 
   At last, he propped himself up on the dresser, and she rested her cheek against his hip, smiling up at him. She seemed far too pleased with herself for not having been the one to come.
 
   “Was that your plan?” he asked.
 
   “Maybe.” She kissed his stomach, and he hooked his hands under her arms, dragging her up his body by force.
 
   “You are a cock slut.”
 
   “Only for you.”
 
   “My cock slut.”
 
   “Yes.” She grinned. “You said it that time without hesitation.”
 
   “I’m learning.”
 
   “You’re such a talented student.”
 
   He slid his hands over her, under the lingerie, and cupped her breasts, reacquainting himself with every inch of her.
 
   “How wet were you at the beach?” he asked, hand over her mound. Whatever she was wearing, it was a hell of a lot thinner than her swimsuit bottoms had been.
 
   “Let’s just say it wasn’t the water drenching me.”
 
   Stephen pushed the triangle of lace aside and thrust his fingers inside of her. The slick heat nearly seared his skin. She was hot, ready, wanting—and his dick was soft.
 
   Tamara clawed her way up his shoulders, finding his mouth. Her tongue stroked his, and he sucked, while plunging his fingers as deep as they could go. She hiked a leg over his hip and his cock stirred. It was too soon, but fuck, he wanted to be in her again.
 
   He turned, putting her ass on the dresser to get her at the right height. She leaned back, bracing her hands on the surface.
 
   “Make me come,” she pleaded, before dragging his mouth back to hers.
 
   He worked his hand in and out, curling his fingers, listening to her little moans, when she’d bite down on his lip, and concentrated on those motions, the spots he touched.
 
   She was beautiful in the way she gave herself over to passion and pleasure. Totally uninhibited.
 
   Only for you.
 
   Those words were important. Because what this was, what they had, was special. They were two sides of the same coin. And he wanted to be everything for her.
 
   Which meant this.
 
   Here.
 
   Now.
 
   “You’re my slut. You will come on my fingers and then my cock, understand?”
 
   She kissed his face, one hand still clinging to his hair, nearly yanking it out by the roots. She groaned, her face a twisted mix of pleasure and pain. He cupped a breast and tugged at the nipple. Her back arched, and she gasped, her head tossed back.
 
   “God, you’re so damn beautiful. Sluts come when they’re told.”
 
   “Oh—Stephen, fuck, yes! Oh, God. Oh, yes.” She rocked her hips into his hand, faster now.
 
   Her eyes widened, and she was no longer staring at him. Her pupils dilated, and her internal muscles quaked with orgasm, squeezing him.
 
   Stephens cock twitched, brushing her thigh.
 
   When had he gotten hard again?
 
   Tamara slumped against the mirror, one foot drawn up onto the dresser. She pushed her hair off her face, her smile bright, beautiful, but not sated. And here he’d never really believed her when she spoke of that thing called multiple orgasms.
 
   Stephen grasped the hem of the lingerie and pulled it up over her head. As alluring as it’d been, now it was just in the way. He wanted to see all of her, to be unencumbered. She stretched, leaving the work up to him.
 
   He jerked the delicate fabric, ripping a fist-sized hole on it.
 
   Tamara’s eyes widened.
 
   “Fuck, I’m sorry.” He let go, hands up.
 
   “It’s lingerie. It’s made to be destroyed.” She grabbed the same hole and ripped it further.
 
   “I’ll buy you another one.”
 
   “It was like, five dollars, I swear.”
 
   “Oh.” He didn’t feel quite so bad.
 
   “See if you can rip it off me.”
 
   The idea was…hot. But what if he couldn’t? There’d be nothing more emasculating than being defeated by a bit of fabric.
 
   She tugged the front of the nightie back up, over her breasts.
 
   Here goes nothing.
 
   Stephen grasped the bust line and yanked. The delicate fabric split, coming apart in a spray of fine, glittery threads.
 
   They both stared at the shredded material.
 
   “Oh—that—was hot.” Tamara glanced up at him, her eyes wide, a spark of mischief in their depths.
 
   He grabbed the strap still hooked on her arm and tore it in two. It was just material, a cheap, sexy outfit, and yet shredding it like this made him a bit caveman-like.
 
   “Don’t forget the panties.” She scooted to the very edge of the dresser and presented her hip.
 
   He leaned in, thrusting his tongue into her mouth as he grasped the thin strap. It snapped with the same ease as the rest of her outfit had.
 
   At five dollars, he was going to buy one for every night of the week, and consider it the best investment possible.
 
   “I want you in me,” she said between kissed. “Now.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He shoved away from the dresser and staggered to his suitcase. The condoms he’d packed were in an outside pocket.
 
   Easy access.
 
   The power of opportunistic thinking.
 
   He ripped open the package and rolled the condom on, squeezing his eyes shut at the same time, doing math equations.
 
   Coming a second time shouldn’t have been humanly possible, but it was going to happen. And this time he’d be deep inside of her when it did.
 
   Tamara remained perched on the dresser, the weird, Area 51 motif behind her. She arched her back and tweaked a nipple.
 
   She knew exactly what she was doing to him.
 
   “You want my cock?” The words were easier now. Her eager replies, the looks, all those panting sounds, they were because of him.
 
   “I do. I’m a total slut for your cock.” She covered her mound with her hand, touching herself. “I’m wet just thinking about it.”
 
   “Stop.” Stephen crossed the space, grasped her wrist and pulled it away. “That’s my job.”
 
   He grasped his cock and she guided it to her pussy, neither of them breaking eye contact. He thrust deep in one motion. Her jaw dropped, and he leaned his forehead against hers. This close he could see bits of lighter and darker brown in her gaze, how the iris expanded.
 
   Stephen grasped her wrists, twining their fingers together, holding onto her. The dresser thunked against the wall, and the mirror shook, but they ignored it.
 
   “Fuck me harder, professor.”
 
   “Like this? You like it hard and deep.”
 
   “Yes, just like that. Oh, your cock…”
 
   They muttered dirty nothings to each other, and never once did she close her eyes or glance away.
 
   He didn’t know who came first—her or him—but one spurred on the other. Her vaginal walls tightened, his vision hazed and they each cried out, lost in pleasure. They clutched each other in the moments after the orgasm. He listened to her breathing, the thump of her heart, and squeezed her tighter.
 
   Eventually they made it to their weird bathroom, showered, and fell into bed, never straying more than an arm’s length apart from each other. It was as though an invisible tether had them bound.
 
   Tamara cuddled up next to him, wrapping the sheet around his waist. Her lids drooped, and she kissed his chest.
 
   “You must think I’m some sort of sex addict,” she said without looking at him. He was familiar with those looks because they were his insecure habit.
 
   “I’ll be your dealer, if you’ll be mine.” He stroked her hair back, out of her face, urging her to look at him.
 
   “Pinky promise?” She wiggled up his body until her head was on the pillow next to his.
 
   “Pinky promise.” He hooked his pinky with hers and gave it a squeeze.
 
   Her smile, the way her eyes lit up, made his heart knock around painfully.
 
   “You’re going to have to dump your other Internet boyfriends.” He had plans to take up all her time.
 
   “I told you, there isn’t anyone else.” Her voice rang with honesty. Vulnerability. They were being real here.
 
   “Good.” He released her finger and cupped her cheek.
 
   “Does this mean I should change my Facebook status?”
 
   “What would you call us?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She lifted a bare shoulder. “That’s why I’m asking.”
 
   “I’m all in. You can call us whatever you want to. Putting a name on it isn’t going to change it.”
 
   “So, when my friends ask where I was this weekend, I can say I was with my boyfriend and not some sex addict I met in a chat room?”
 
   “That does have a better ring to it.” He chuckled and stroked down her shoulder, her back.
 
   “Just…so you know…this is special.” Her honesty was beautiful. Almost painful.
 
   “I know.”
 
   In that moment, Stephen felt himself slip…fall…and it was perfect.
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   Tamara’s legs stretched as far as she could make them with each stride. She was huffing and puffing, while Stephen glided over the sand, not even a little winded.
 
   Their towels and her tote waited just ahead of them.
 
   She focused on the towels, her muscles burning.
 
   Ten feet.
 
   Five feet.
 
   She slowed. Stephen sailed on past.
 
   Tamara stopped and walked a few strides, eating up the sight of Stephen—shirtless and glorious—sprinting down the sand. Running was so not her thing. There wasn’t a sports bra built that could contain her breasts in a manner that also allowed her to breathe.
 
   “Nice run.”
 
   She glanced up at a beach dude. He’d set his chair up maybe fifteen feet away, along with some other guys who were busy stripping down to their trunks.
 
   “Thanks,” she said and dismissed him.
 
   Tamara flopped on her towel and pulled out her water bottle. Stephen was a small speck down the beach. She dug into the tote. Her hand closed around Stephen’s sketchbook, and she glanced back at him. It would be wrong to look, but she was so damn curious. What was he keeping in there? Plans for world domination? The next best thing since the Hitachi? She let go and groped around for her cell phone, which was what she’d been looking for, and checked the messages.
 
   One missed call from Miranda. And another dozen from Adam. Ugh.
 
   Tamara had a few minutes, so she jabbed Miranda’s contact and pressed the phone to her ear.
 
   “Hey, chica. Where have you been?” Miranda’s voice was chipper, all sunshine and business.
 
   “Running. How are you?”
 
   “Running? You?”
 
   “Yeah, well, Stephen runs, so I ran. So far it’s the one thing I don’t like about him, but we all need our hobbies. What’s up?” She lay back on the towel and brought a knee to her chest, stretching out her protesting muscles.
 
   “Nice stretch. Need a hand?” Beach Dude called out.
 
   Tamara ignored him in favor of listening to Miranda.
 
   “Just making the rounds, seeing who’s doing what.” A long, slow squeak gave away Miranda’s location. She was in the office. On a weekend. Oh, the horror.
 
   “Oh? And?”
 
   “Rashae finished the Black Widow and mailed it this morning.”
 
   “Finally.”
 
   “I know, right? She’s been bitching about that suit for weeks. Anyway, Piper’s in Chicago. And none of us had heard from you.”
 
   “Piper’s in Chicago? For what?” Tamara sat up. Why hadn’t she known? When had this come up?
 
   “Yeah, it was a last-minute thing or whatever. She says she’s staying super busy. You haven’t talked to her, have you?”
 
   “She still isn’t answering my calls.” Tamara pressed a hand to her chest. The ache had nothing to do with gravity or her boobs and everything to do with her friend not speaking to her.
 
   “You know how she is,” Miranda said.
 
   “I know, it just sucks I can’t make everything better.”
 
   “She’ll forgive you. It’s not like you told Stephen you were her.”
 
   A shadow fell over Tamara. She glanced up—only it wasn’t Stephen.
 
   “Can I help you?” she asked Beach Dude.
 
   “Care to join us?” He thumbed over his shoulder at a pop-up tent his friends were setting up.
 
   “No, thanks.” She smiled and pointed to the phone.
 
   “Okay.” He shrugged and moseyed back to his friends.
 
   “Who was that?” Miranda asked.
 
   “No clue.”
 
   “Where’s your boy toy?”
 
   “Stephen’s still running.” Tamara ignored the boy toy part. Her friends didn’t understand. At least not yet.
 
   “You two getting along okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m really glad we did this. Getting out of town together is nice.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “No idea, but I will text you pictures of the place we stayed last night. It was—oh my God, Rashae is going to want to go back there and check into every room to do pictures. It’s crazy.”
 
   “Oh, boy, road trip,” Miranda said without enthusiasm. “You think this one’s going to stick around, or you guys just…hooking up?”
 
   “It’s not a hook up.” Her throat closed up around the word ‘boyfriend’. The newness, the uncertainty of it all was simmering just below the surface. “I really like him.”
 
   “Good. Then I hope it works out. He should come to CosCon, unless you think that’s too much for him? I’d love to meet him.”
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t exactly shown him any pictures besides the Wonder Woman group shot. I don’t think he fully understands the whole cosplaying thing.”
 
   “Oh, to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. Hey, Rashae told me about the new show opportunity. Yay?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s cool, right? I’ve been trying to watch a bunch of their episodes so I get everyone’s name down right. It’s a bro-show, for sure, but they all seem like decent guys, so maybe I’ll catch a lucky break.”
 
   “They have one guy that does con segments—uh…”
 
   “Samir-something.”
 
   “Yes! He’s really great. I’ve done two interviews for them. Super professional. I’m pretty sure he didn’t even look at my boobs.”
 
   “That’s really good to hear.” Tamara breathed a little sigh of relief. And Miranda was the type to be hyperaware of the kind of attention she was getting, especially with the whole stalker issue she’d faced down.
 
   “You know Rashae wouldn’t pitch you to a bunch of dicks.”
 
   “Yeah, but she’s never met their whole crew. I just…worry.”
 
   “I bet. Everything else okay?”
 
   “Yeah, except Adam keeps calling me. I had to block him from Facebook because he kept tagging me in shit I didn’t want to see.” She sighed.
 
   “He is not…”
 
   “He is.”
 
   “Tamara—I hate this.”
 
   “I knew it was going to get ugly, but at least it’s not me going there, you know?”
 
   “Yeah. Does Stephen know?”
 
   “I’ve told him about most of it. I asked him last night if I should block Adam and he was all for it. He’s super defensive about the whole thing, so I don’t want to give him the blow-by-blow or else he’s going to build me a robotic Rapunzel tower or something.”
 
   “He could put lasers on it. Then it’s a mech.”
 
   “Now…that could be interesting…”
 
   “Hey, I’ve got to go. Keep me updated, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Tamara ended the call and rolled her eyes.
 
   What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she tell one of her best fucking friends she was in a relationship?
 
   Because she was waiting for the shoe to drop. The rug to get pulled out from under her. Something.
 
   This was stupid.
 
   She opened her Facebook app. Things weren’t official until they were on Facebook, right?
 
   Tamara edited her profile, changing her status to in a relationship. If Stephen wanted to publicly connect them, that was up to him. She came with a visibility factor he might not want attached to his social media footprint.
 
   She tossed her phone into her bag and sat back just in time to ogle her boyfriend running toward her. His fair skin was pink from too much sun.
 
   “Holy shit, look at that guy,” someone said behind her.
 
   She ignored their banter, the talk, the laughs—because those guys didn’t matter. She gave Stephen her full attention, because he was the guy she was going home with. The one who got to call her slut, and the one who’d fuck her silly later if she were lucky. Not Beach Dude or any of his Sand Bros.
 
   “Done yet?” She offered Stephen a bottle of water and a towel.
 
   “Yeah.” He swiped the hand towel over his face and down his chest. The way he tilted his head was enough of an indication that he was aware of the talk.
 
   He had this sixth sense for unwanted attention. Maybe she’d had it at some point, too, but she’d given it up. She could only hope he would, too someday. Maybe if she gave him something else to think about…
 
   “Want to go for a swim?” she asked.
 
   “Later.” He stretched out next to her, pouring a bit of the chilled water on his chest and shoulders. “You still teach Taekwondo?”
 
   “Only when my brother needs a substitute teacher.”
 
   “Where’s that at?”
 
   “It’d be a bit far for you, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
 
   “Just a thought.”
 
   “If you want to take classes, there’s a closer dojo. Not that I’m telling you to not go to my brother, but that’d be an hour and a half drive one-way most times, with traffic.”
 
   “Yeah—no.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If I’m going to keep up with you, I need to beef up my workouts.”
 
   She laughed and rolled to her side.
 
   “I don’t know about that. You’ve kept up just fine.” She grinned.
 
   “Barely.” He pushed his sunglasses up and she sighed. His eyes were so unique, so beautiful, she just wanted to stare at them.
 
   “I changed my status on Facebook, by the way.”
 
   “Oh?” He took another long pull on his water bottle.
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t tag you or anything because…I didn’t know if you were okay with that.”
 
   “What’s not to be okay with?” He lifted a shoulder.
 
   “No, what I’m saying is, I changed my relationship status.”
 
   “Oh. Why wouldn’t I want you to tag me? Is this a big deal or something? I’m not a big social media person.”
 
   “Well, people have a certain perception of me, and I didn’t know if you’d want that to touch your professor look.”
 
   “My professor look?”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “No, I don’t. You’re speaking gibberish to me.” He pushed up to his elbow.
 
   “I just mean—some people have bad opinions about me. Possibly your students, and if you don’t want that, it’s okay.”
 
   “First, my students have no fucking business being on my Facebook. Second, anyone who has a bad opinion of you has eliminated themselves from the pool of people I’d want to know, and that’s why there’s a block button.”
 
   Tamara leaned across and kissed him.
 
   He was amazing.
 
   And perfect.
 
   And she just wanted to curl up with him and spend the rest of the day with him.
 
   “So, swim?” he said against her lips.
 
   “I’ll go put on my suit.”
 
   He patted her hip.
 
   All kinds of things could happen in the water.
 
   She grabbed her tote and headed toward the cinderblock bathrooms up by the road.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   Tamara sighed and stretched her legs out a bit longer.
 
   A shadow crawled down beside hers as Beach Dude closed the distance between them.
 
   “Hey,” he said again as he caught up with her.
 
   “Hi.” What was it with guys who thought they had a right to be acknowledged?
 
   “We’re going to fire up a grill, we’ve got some beers. Want to join?”
 
   Oh great, a drunk sausage fest!
 
   “No, I don’t think so.” She stared straight ahead. Maybe she could change and they could wander down the beach—away from the Sand Bros.
 
   “Hey.” He grabbed her arm.
 
   She twisted out of his hold, turning to face him.
 
   “Don’t touch me,” she said.
 
   “Hey, chill, I just wanted to talk.” He had one of those faces, the too-pretty-to-have-ever-worked-for-anything looks that told her all she needed to know about him and his friends. They were trouble. And maybe that was a harsh judgment, but she’d met plenty of his type.
 
   “And I want to pee.” She took a step and he blocked her path.
 
   She could put him on his ass and bloody his nose before the prick knew what happened. But that was the problem. She was a trained expert, and he was a dumb kid. In this instance, without provocation, it would be her fault. Which meant her hands were tied.
 
   “Why don’t you come have a drink with us? Ditch your friend.” His width alone made it difficult to bypass him. The guy made a grab for her hand and she jerked her arm away from him.
 
   Beach Dude was not giving up.
 
   “Hey.” That one word had her shivering.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder at Stephen, her white, sweaty knight, ready to storm Beach Dude into the sand.
 
   “He bothering you?” Stephen pointed at Beach Dude, but his gaze was on her, caveman mode activated. Shit. After their last talk, she could see Stephen’s hackles were up and he was in protector form.
 
   “Stephen, let’s just—”
 
   “No one’s talking to you, fuck face.” Beach Dude’s grimace was everything wrong in the world.
 
   “Leave her alone.” Stephen neatly put himself between her and Beach Dude.
 
   “Stop,” Tamara barked, but both men had that tunnel vision, thousand yard stare aimed at each other.
 
   “Go back to your tower, hunchback.” Beach Dude shoved at Stephen’s chest, but didn’t move him more than a half step.
 
   “Quasimodo, you mean Quasimodo.”
 
   “Whatever.” Beach Dude shoved Stephen’s shoulder.
 
   “Stephen.” Tamara grabbed his left hand. The whole swooping in to defend her was hot, but a real fight meant real consequences. “Let’s just go.”
 
   “No, if you’re going to make a literary reference, at least get it right. The hunchback’s name was Quasimodo, but you didn’t know that, did you?”
 
   Beach Dude took a step and hauled back with his right arm. Stephen moved first, sweeping his left hand back and side-stepping with her. Beach Dude sailed through the place Stephen had been standing. Stephen shook her hold off.
 
   “Stephen—stop!”
 
   Beach Dude whirled, coming face to face with Stephen, fists up. Beach Dude swung first, but Stephen was faster and she was willing to bet his opponent had a few beers in his system. He knocked the guy’s blow away at the same time the Sand Bros swarmed in. Tamara dropped her bag, but the guys were intent on their friend, pulling Beach Dude back, shooting glares toward both Stephen and her.
 
   “Stephen?” Tamara wrapped an arm around his waist and squeezed. She wanted to wring his fucking neck and wrap him up in bubble wrap at the same time. “Let’s go. Please?”
 
   He turned, one hand on her face, the other at her hip.
 
   “You okay?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine. You shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “He grabbed you.”
 
   “It happens. Let’s go. Now.”
 
   “The towels…”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder and Tamara caught a glimpse of Beach Dude tossing their towels into the surf.
 
   “They’re just towels. Let’s go.”
 
   “You have everything?” he asked.
 
   “Everything that’s important is right here.” She squeezed him, grateful the only thing to happen was a little kicking up sand.
 
   “I want to kick that kid’s ass.” He kissed the top of her head.
 
   “Don’t. Then the police get called and we lose the weekend. Let’s just go.” She latched onto his hand and pulled him toward the parking lot. “I have spare towels. It’s fine.”
 
   He didn’t appear convinced but neither did he argue.
 
   Towels were towels.
 
   It wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever lost.
 
   And what was more, she had Stephen. Beach Dude and the Sand Bros were the kind of guys who wouldn’t think twice about pushing the boundaries. Ignoring a girl saying no. They made her skin crawl in the kind of way that told her if they stuck around, there’d be trouble.
 
   Neither Stephen nor she spoke until they were back in her car.
 
   He turned toward her, his eyes green. Darker green. Stormy. Angry.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine. He was just a pushy guy. And you shouldn’t have done that. Violence is not the answer. It doesn’t fix things.”
 
   “You’re making excuses for him. Why would you make excuses for him, Tamara?”
 
   Tamara opened and closed her mouth before finally shrugging. What did he want her to say?
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you it’s just…” He pressed his lips together, tipped his head back and closed his eyes. Once again, she could hear his thoughts whizzing past at the speed of light. He finally looked at her, and when he spoke his voice was lower, controlled, quiet. “Is that what it’s like all the time?”
 
   If she said yes, did that change things? Should she lie?
 
   “A lot of guys don’t like hearing no.” She shrugged. “I got used to it.”
 
   “You could kick his ass. You didn’t need me.”
 
   “I punched a guy one time. He’d pulled at my dress, popped my nipple out. We were out at a bar. I’d had something to drink. Cops said it was my fault because I had training. It’s the same sort of thing if an army guy gets into a bar fight. Doesn’t matter what it’s over, who was doing what, I’m still at fault in that situation.”
 
   “That’s—what the fuck? I’m sorry. I’m not angry with you. You’re perfect. That’s just—what the hell? This is why you don’t want to report Adam, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah. It’ll cause a big stir, people will ultimately blame me, and in the end—I’m still responsible for everything, even though it’s Adam who is in the wrong.”
 
   She reached for his hand and he grasped hers. Crazy, thoughtful, smart, and sexy. And he thought she was perfect?
 
   “Thank you.” She squeezed his hand. Getting angry and up in some guy’s face wasn’t the right solution, but she couldn’t deny that it was nice to have someone in her corner.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere alone. Ever again. Especially not to that party tonight. I’m going to stick to you like glue. And you’ll like it.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “What? You’re going to quit your job so you can follow me around and scare away the idiots?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” he said without any hesitation.
 
   It was wholly unreasonable and silly, but she loved him a little bit more for it.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   12.
 
   Tamara sucked in a deep breath and stared at the line of cars around the Hollywood Hills mansion.
 
   Fuck.
 
   That was a lot of people.
 
   She hadn’t been familiar with the address, but judging by the neighborhood, whoever was hosting could afford it. This place put her one-bedroom apartment to shame. Still, it should be a pretty epic party, and she was glad Stephen was here with her. Usually, Piper and her went to these things together, and she missed having her wing-girl by her side.
 
   “I thought you said this was a little party.” Stephen killed the car and they peered up at the house.
 
   “That’s what I was told.”
 
   “I guess our definitions of ‘little’ aren’t the same.”
 
   They shared a look.
 
   Stephen opened her door and returned her car keys, which she stashed in her clutch. She’d opted for flats, pressed capris and a flowy blouse, while Stephen got to wear jeans and a T-shirt. He made even those look good.
 
   “Is this the kind of thing Adam will be at?” Stephen asked as they strolled down the street and up to the house.
 
   “Maybe? Who knows. There’s always a party going on in L.A., and he likes to party.” She hoped not, though. Rumors were already everywhere, thanks to the hatemongers.
 
   They checked in with a guy stationed at the door and then stepped into the mad house.
 
   Someone had remodeled the interior of the house to look more like a nightclub than a home. Different-colored neon lights flashed from the ceiling and walls. Circular sofas provided nooks for conversation. Several screens showed either bits of some amateur action movie or a video game. All in all, it was a pretty average Hollywood party.
 
   Tamara recognized a bunch of YouTube celebrities. There were more here in L.A. than almost anywhere on earth, thanks to the YouTube Spaces facilities that made producing quality content easier.
 
   “See them?” Stephen asked.
 
   “No.” Tamara searched the crowd, but didn’t see any of the guys from the new show.
 
   They made a few rounds, picked up some drinks and wandered across the house.
 
   Into the den of the nerd.
 
   There was a decided shift from the trendy and quirky YouTubers, and the geeks.
 
   Tamara kept the distaste off her face. She’d hoped to avoid this kind of scenario, but here they were. A crowd of guys, Stephen, and her. She recognized almost all of them, and more than a few glanced her way.
 
   “Tamara—hi!”
 
   “Hey, Josh.” She held out her hand, relief pouring through her. “Josh, this is my boyfriend, Stephen. Stephen, this is Josh. He’s the producer for HitPoint, the show we were watching.”
 
   The guys shook hands. She had an immediate good vibe from Josh. He was an All-American kind of guy—blond hair, wide shoulders—but he still seemed…so very innocent, given their surroundings. He had that new, out of the box, squeaky-clean vibe that wore off so many people who came to L.A. looking to make it big. And he wasn’t a new player. She’d known of him for a while. Tamara liked him, but not the same way she liked Stephen.
 
   “I’m still waiting on Samir, Nate, and maybe Bryan before we chat, is that cool?”
 
   “Sure,” Tamara said.
 
   “Awesome. Awesome. Really excited to get to talk to you, Tamara. I’ve been a big fan. So, Stephen, right? What is it you do?”
 
   “I teach robotics at the university.”
 
   “Ro-robotics?” Josh leaned forward, his eyes gleaming.
 
   Tamara squeezed Stephen’s hand and grinned. There were so many people in her circles who would want a piece of him. And who knew what doors might open up?
 
   “Yes, drone technology mostly.” Stephen nodded.
 
   “Oh—my God, Nate is going to want to be your best friend. I swear, he has like five different drones. Do you work on mass-produced drones, or what?”
 
   “All kinds.”
 
   “Brag about yourself a little. Don’t make me do it.” Tamara elbowed Stephen.
 
   He glanced at her, then Josh.
 
   “Well…I develop drone technology?” He shifted.
 
   “He’s too modest. He makes the really badass stuff.” She grinned and ignored the uncomfortable way Stephen was staring at her.
 
   “That is so cool. We’ve got to talk, man. I’d love to hear some of your ideas on a project we’re working on.” Josh held out his hand again.
 
   Stephen awkwardly extended his arm and Josh slapped palms.
 
   “I’m going to go give the guys a call. Be right back!” Josh turned on his heel and jogged out to the patio.
 
   “What was that?” Stephen asked under his breath.
 
   “What?” She frowned at him.
 
   “I don’t know that guy. Why are you telling him about what I do?”
 
   “Is it a secret?”
 
   “No, but I’ve worked on sensitive projects.”
 
   “Okay, I get that, but it’s not like we’re sharing details or anything. I’m just bragging on how cool you are.”
 
   “I’d prefer it if you didn’t.” Stephen’s frown was so serious and…professorly.
 
   “Fine. Okay. I won’t open my mouth about it again. You can be my arm candy, and if anyone asks…” She shrugged.
 
   The frown lines bracketing his mouth deepened. What had she said wrong now? Was it the man candy comment? She hoped this wasn’t an indicator of how the evening was going to go.
 
   Someone yelled from across the house.
 
   Tamara winced.
 
   She knew that yell.
 
   He did it anytime he came through a door, no matter what was going on.
 
   Adam had arrived, no doubt with his entourage of wanna-be friends. She groaned and tipped her head back.
 
   Great.
 
   “What?” Stephen asked.
 
   “Adam’s here.” And if he was there, at some point he’d want to talk at her, and since she was wanting to make a good impression with the HitPoint crew, that meant grinning and bearing whatever asinine comments Adam wanted to make.
 
   “Want to get another drink?”
 
   “Water, please?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   She stuck close to Stephen, in part because she liked being near him, but he was also her silent support. So long as they didn’t have a confrontation like what happened on the beach, then all would be well. Hopefully, their little chat about how important this was for her would keep things in check.
 
   They grabbed bottles of water from a glass-fronted cooler near the bar. Only when Tamara turned around, did she realize her mistake.
 
   Adam and his little crew had blocked them off in their single-minded trek to the bar.
 
   Tamara and Adam locked eyes and she tipped her chin up a bit more.
 
   “Tammy, baby.” Adam grinned at her boobs.
 
   Great. He was always worse with an audience, as if he needed to add an extra helping of dick to his douche.
 
   “Adam.” Tamara side-stepped, and almost bounced off Stephen, who’d stopped altogether. Crap. And now she was caught between pissed off boyfriend and butt-hurt asshole. Her night was looking so good.
 
   “You ignoring my calls, babe?”
 
   “I always ignore you, Adam. Shall we?” She elbowed Stephen in the ribs to get him moving.
 
   Adam made a face, but one of his admirers chose that moment to thrust a drink into his hand. Tamara made use of the distraction and quick-stepped out of the situation. She grit her teeth, because it was better not to rock the boat right now, and headed for the relative safety of the patio area.
 
   “Hey—Tamara?” Josh stepped into the patio entrance, blocking off their escape. “Now a good time? The guys are just about to walk in.”
 
   “Sure.” The faster she got this over with, the faster they could get the hell out of here.
 
   Josh gestured to her left. The house curved a bit, with one wall of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking L.A., which was spread out below them. The view alone was worth a fortune.
 
   Somehow, Josh had found one of the only sheltered spots for a relatively private conversation. Tucked away in a corner of the large, open space, an eight-foot-tall fish tank provided a partial wall between them and the rest of the party.
 
   “They just walked in.” Josh tapped his phone screen and took a seat on the ottoman facing both Tamara and Stephen.
 
   “Do you mind if Stephen stays?” she asked.
 
   “No, not at all. The guys are going to want to meet you, man.” Josh grinned. “There they are! Tamara, this is Samir, Bryan and Nate.”
 
   Tamara stood and shook the hands of the three men. She knew Samir and Bryan on sight. Bryan was the studio anchor, and Samir the on-location and wacky kind of guy. In person, they were quieter. More subdue.  Nate was a new face, which she also liked on sight. It was his eyes. Deep, dark, soulful and a touch of the fun kind of trouble. Like Josh, he had that corn-fed, football size going for him, but he was quieter. She remembered a Nathaniel from the credits, so her guess was that he was a behind-the-camera player. The rest of the team didn’t have Josh’s out-of-the-box innocence, but they looked her in the eye instead of at her breasts.
 
   “Okay.” Josh turned toward her, and some of that fresh-faced excitement faded.
 
   Ah, she’d wondered when she’d get a glimpse of the man behind it all. If Josh and his crew were going to make it in this business, they had to have a strong leader at the helm—and the man staring at her now seemed ready for the storm.
 
   “I’m really excited about the opportunity to work together.” He glanced at the others. “How about we talk a little about what we want to do, and then pitch some ideas?”
 
   “Sounds great.” Tamara folded her hands over her knee, excitement simmering just below the surface.
 
   Legend had been a real stepping stone for her. Sure, HitPoint might not have the audience—yet—but she already liked them a lot better than her previous co-workers. Maybe things were looking up for her.
 
    
 
   From Stephen’s spot on the sofa, he could take in the ongoing interview and much of the party beyond their little corner. The Adam guy was a dick. So far, Stephen had watched the asshole stick his hand down one girl’s shirt, spill a drink on a second, and yell at a third for turning him down. How had an overgrown man-child like that survived?
 
   He was grateful Josh’s bunch seemed like the good kind. Tamara shouldn’t have to put up with a little harassment for any reason. It ticked him off she even thought she had to.
 
   “Want me to take that?” Stephen took the empty water bottle from Tamara’s hand.
 
   She barely noticed.
 
   He could recognize the look of professional excitement.
 
   “I’m going to get another water real quick,” he said quietly.
 
   She patted his knee and kept talking.
 
   If the way they were all leaning forward and gesturing was any indication, it was going well. He didn’t know enough about what they were discussing to gauge the interview progress, but the vibe was good. A hell of a lot better than it’d been earlier.
 
   He chunked the empty bottles into a recycling bin and got two more from the fridge.
 
   The party was interesting. Not really his thing, but he could see how Tamara would thrive in this atmosphere. She was really great with people and enthusiastic to talk to. This new crew would be crazy not to hire her, but he was biased.
 
   There were a lot more people at the party now than when he and Tamara got there, which made crossing the room back to her a bit more difficult. He didn’t like having her out of his line of sight, especially with the source of all her woes present at the party.
 
   He rounded the fish tank and slowed.
 
   Adam sat on the ottoman next to Josh.
 
   They weren’t leaning forward anymore.
 
   Tamara had her back pressed into the cushions, Josh kept glancing out at the patio, and the other two were checking their phones. The atmosphere had a decidedly tense shift to it.
 
   Stephen stepped into the circle and sat next to Tamara.
 
   “So, then I said, you should go back to work for that crappy little shop I used to get my speakers from. Am I right?” Adam elbowed Josh, who nodded.
 
   “Miss anything?” Stephen handed Tamara her water. Was it too much to hope she dumped it on the guy?
 
   “Nope,” she replied. The joy was gone, and her lips were set in a tight line.
 
   “Tammy here’s a good one to have around.” Adam sat back and bumped his knee against Tamara’s. He winked at her and Stephen wanted to deck the guy.
 
   “Well,” Josh glanced at his watch, “I guess—”
 
   “Hold on.” Adam put his hand on Josh’s wrist. “I didn’t even get to what’s so great about Tammy.”
 
   “Tamara,” she said under her breath.
 
   “Who is Tammy, exactly? I don’t think I’ve met her.” Stephen stretched his arm out behind her. “Oh—you mean, Tamara, right?” Either he was an idiot that couldn’t get her name right, or he was simply out to be a dick.
 
   “Right, I call her Tammy baby.” Adam leaned forward and patted her knee between his hands. “You guys should make sure to get her one of those tank-tops. You know the ones? They’re like, four inches wide, then they stretch across her boobs and are almost see-through? You know the ones, right? Viewers love that.”
 
   “Uh—not so sure I know what you’re talking about, Adam.” Josh glanced at the others. “Guys? We’re good here.”
 
   “Wait, wait, we’re just getting to know each other. We’re all going to be in the YouTube family together, we should—you know—hang out. Socialize. Do a couple body shots off Tammy’s tummy.”
 
   “All right, that’s enough.” Stephen stood up, glaring down at Adam.
 
   It was one thing to put up with someone’s crap. It was a whole other thing to allow that man to touch her and imply others should also take liberties with her.
 
   “Stephen—stop.” Tamara tugged on his hand.
 
   “Wow, man, what’s your deal?” Adam sat back and squinted up at Stephen.
 
   “You know what—Adam?” Josh tapped the other man on the shoulder. “Can you introduce me to Chadwick? I hear you’re good friends with him.”
 
   “Oh, sure, man. Sure. Come on. Tammy baby, we’ll catch up later.”
 
   Josh made a face behind Adam’s back and jerked his head toward the exit.
 
   Yeah, Stephen was more than ready to get out of here.
 
   Tamara grabbed Stephen by the hand and hauled him out to the patio. There was almost no breeze, which made it sweltering and private.
 
   “What were you doing?” Tamara whirled to face him. “I thought we talked about this.”
 
   “What was I doing?” He stared at her.
 
   “Yes. Everything was fine. You can’t just tell Adam to stop. It makes everything worse. You just—ignore him.”
 
   “I’m supposed to ignore him telling a bunch of guys you just met they should all do body shots off your stomach?”
 
   “Josh and those guys wouldn’t really—”
 
   “Wouldn’t they? I don’t know anything about them. And let me tell you a thing or two about mob mentality—”
 
   “Stop it. Will you just stop it?”  She stepped in close and pulled his hands down to his side. “People are watching. People are always watching. You’re making a scene.”
 
   “Is that what you’re really worried about? That guy’s in there basically telling these guys to—to—”
 
   “And I had it all under control.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   “Yes, I did. Stephen—you just met these people.”
 
   “Maybe, but I know their type.”
 
   “Great. Awesome. Wonderful.”
 
   “You weren’t even going to tell that guy to stop touching you, were you?”
 
   “Stephen—it was my knee. Do I want Adam within ten feet of me? No. But we work in the same circles. We’re going to be around each other.”
 
   “And you have to put up with him touching you? Telling people you’re—what? Their service girl? Was that what he was implying in there? When does it stop, Tamara?”
 
   “It doesn’t. Okay? Is that what you want to hear?”
 
   “Don’t you have more self-respect than that?”
 
   “Self-respect—really? Really? That’s where you’re going to take this?”
 
   “I’m sitting there watching you just let this guy touch you, after everything you’ve been through, don’t you want—I don’t know? Boundaries? Stop making excuses, Tamara.” Fuck, it was his mother all over again, constantly dishing out excuses for men who didn’t deserve her.
 
   “How about this boundary? Fuck off, Stephen.” Tamara crammed her clutch under her arm.
 
   “Tamara.” He grabbed her wrist. They weren’t done having this conversation.
 
   She twisted her arm out of his grasp so fast he wasn’t sure he’d even had her to begin with. She jabbed her finger against his chest, staring up at him with anger like he’d never seen from his mother.
 
   “I have boundaries. I have self-respect. And it is never—never—your place to tell me otherwise. How’s that for boundaries, Stephen?”
 
   “Yeah, well, maybe you need to man up and tell—”
 
   “Man up? Really? Please, mansplain to me a little bit more about what I need to do with my body and my boundaries? Please? No? I didn’t think so.” Tamara turned and stalked away.
 
   He watched her go, the mental reel of the last few moments scrolling by in his mind like his personal horror show. What had he just done?
 
    
 
   Tamara sat in her car, watching people come and go from the party. Her hands were still shaking, but she wasn’t sure if it was rage or adrenaline or…something else.
 
   What in the world happened in there?
 
   One minute they’d been talking about ideas, then Adam sat down, and everything had gone to hell. She knew how Adam was. It didn’t make it right, but she knew how to handle him, at least most of the time. If she had her way, Stephen would never have had to see that. But he had. And what had she expected would happen?
 
   Stephen wasn’t the kind of guy to sit back and just let it go.
 
   He’d protected her on the beach from a pushy guy.
 
   Adam was worse than simply pushy.
 
   Then the patio and…
 
   She’d needed to clear her head. Get a breath. So she’d gone to the bathroom, and when she got back—Stephen was gone.
 
   No one had seen him leave. No one knew who he was.
 
   He was just—gone. No backward glances, no text, no see you later, just—gone.
 
   Part of her didn’t want to see him. He’d called into question her self-respect. Instead of protecting her, he’d thrown stones. She was angry, but just because she was angry it didn’t mean things were over. It meant they talked about it. Fought a little—okay, a lot more—and then…made up. That was what couples did.
 
   But Stephen hadn’t done that. He hadn’t even waited around to tell her he was leaving. He’d just…left.
 
   Who did that?
 
   She loved him. When you loved someone, you fought with them. It was just what happened. They’d never fought before though. Maybe Stephen didn’t like to fight. He’d said…his mother. And father. Fuck. This was all still too new to throw in the towel.
 
   She was too hurt to be angry anymore.
 
   Guys like Adam would get their day. She’d put them on their ass for the kind of shit they pulled—at the right time.
 
   But this was Stephen… Beautiful, intelligent Stephen. Did she have to measure up to the great intellect of the naughty professor before she was rated good enough? No wonder some of those women had left him. Not because of his face, but because she couldn’t be good enough for him.
 
   What should she do?
 
   What if he was out there? Walking up and down the streets?
 
   Part of her felt responsible for him. For making sure he made it home.
 
   Should she drive the neighborhood again? She hadn’t found him when she’d gone up and down the roads earlier. He was gone. Just—poof. She wasn’t done with this fight, but he was.
 
   His suitcase was still in her car.
 
   So where was he?
 
   She tried his phone again, but it rang straight to voicemail.
 
   Tamara had texted. She’d messaged. She’d emailed. She’d done just about everything except a smoke signal, and he wasn’t answering. She couldn’t even get an acknowledgement that he’d gotten the messages.
 
   Was he done with her?
 
   Was this it?
 
   It was creeping into the later hours. She needed to head home before it got much later.
 
   She started the car and pointed it toward the highway. Her shattered heart ached. How could someone she’d just met hurt her so badly? How had that happened? She’d thought Stephen understood, that he got it, but he hadn’t. Not really.
 
   She swiped at her cheeks and nearly drove off the road when her hand came back wet.
 
   Was she—did she actually have the ability to cry?
 
   She sobbed and slowed the car. She jabbed at the screen before she could think better of it.
 
   The call rang through her stereo. It was late. Way too late to be making any sort of phone call, but she needed her girls. Her friends. The only people who’d ever been there totally and completely for her.
 
   “Oh my God, someone must have died,” Miranda’s voice was slurred, her words thick with the accent few heard.
 
   “Miranda?” Tamara’s voice broke, cracking as she spoke.
 
   “Oh my God, Tamara? Are you—crying?”
 
   “Y-yeah.”
 
   “I didn’t know you could cry. I’m sorry! What happened?”
 
   “S-stephen left me.”
 
   “He what?”
 
   “He left me.” Tamara steered the car off the road and stopped. She couldn’t drive like this. She couldn’t even think like this. It was all so…so…unexpected.
 
   “He left you—where? Hold on—Rashae’s online. I’m patching her in.”
 
   For a moment the call went silent, then there were two voices.
 
   “Hello?” Rashae said.
 
   “Tamara, where did Stephen leave you? Are you okay? Where are you?” Miranda was completely awake and at the helm.
 
   “He—what?” Rashae’s voice reached ass-kicking levels of shrill.
 
   Tamara stammered out the whole story, from Adam’s inappropriate behavior to the full-on screaming match they’d had outside. That was going to make the rounds for sure. Her luck, it’d be all over YouTube. She pulled her feet up into the seat and clutched her knees to her chest. How was it one person could hurt her like this?
 
   “Oh, honey, honey, honey,” Rashae muttered.
 
   “What do I do?” Tamara asked. She didn’t know how to manage herself, much less the situation or the car.
 
   “You’re going to stay on the phone with us all the way home,” Miranda said without missing a beat.
 
   “I’m putting on some coffee, and then I’m going to sharpen my shears.” Rashae’s tone was fierce and everything Tamara needed to hear. “Dick Pic is about to lose his balls.”
 
   Tamara hiccupped and smiled at nothing.
 
   God, she had the best friends.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   13.
 
   Stephen opened the medicine cabinet and reached for his shaving cream—that wasn’t there. And why would it be? He’d packed it for the weekend and left the whole damn bag of toiletries in his suitcase.
 
   Tonight—tonight he would make it out to the store to get what he’d lost.
 
   Or maybe he’d come home and rewatch Daredevil.
 
   That sounded like a better plan.
 
   Who needed to shave?
 
   Clearly, he didn’t need to shave, brush his teeth, or comb his hair. Or even wear underwear.
 
   His new sketchbook should be at the school by noon, so he could stop scrawling over every damn receipt and scrap of paper.
 
   He’d rewritten every word of that last conversation with Tamara a dozen times, both the way it’d gone down and how it should have happened. Why had he said that? Why hadn’t he bothered to stop and think?
 
   He slammed the medicine cabinet shut and stomped out to the living room. The students had picked up on his piss-poor mood and hadn’t given him shit, but that was bound to change. A few of them were setting up to make stellar mistakes and when they fucked up…
 
   Stephen paused at the door and inhaled.
 
   He’d had a shit week, and he was not looking forward to the weekend.
 
   Almost five days. Five full days since he’d left Tamara at the party so she could do her own thing without his fucking it up, and he’d hated every minute of it.
 
   But what right did he have to go back there and ask Tamara if he could take it all back?
 
   He couldn’t.
 
   And now she had his sketchbook and…what if she read it? He hated himself for some things he’d written, but he’d needed to get them down, to ask the questions.
 
   God, he was a miserable excuse for a human being.
 
   Stephen grabbed his bag and hit the road, clinging to his mantra all the way to the university. He went directly to his lab, but paused outside the doors.
 
   His suitcase sat up against the wall. It hadn’t been there last night at eleven when he’d left. Which meant she’d been there sometime between eleven-ten—because he’d had to come back for his stupid phone—and now. He glanced down the hall, peering outside at the walk for her form, but she wasn’t there. And it crushed him a little that she wasn’t.
 
   But why should she want to see him?
 
   She was probably glad he was gone.
 
   He couldn’t blame her.
 
   Instead of doing as she’d asked, he’d…he’d made a mess of everything and he hadn’t quite puzzled out how to make it right.
 
   Fuck, if she saw the stupid test list… He had to go through the bag, see if the notebook was still there, if she’d kept it, if she’d burned it.
 
   He hadn’t contacted her once since returning.
 
   Not once.
 
   Which meant he was a junkie jonesing for a fix of her. And she’d been there. Here.
 
   They’d never gone this long without talking. Not when she was in crunch mode, not when he was working a contract, not even during finals. They’d always chatted. Emailed. Something.
 
   He didn’t deserve her.
 
   Those three words pounded into his head.
 
   He grabbed the handle, unlocked the lab and headed for the back of the room. He laid it down and rummaged through the contents, but his sketchbook wasn’t there.
 
   She knew his secrets. His thoughts. And yes, she’d seen the test. All of it.
 
   Fuck.
 
   This whole thing was wrong.
 
   Who was he to tell her what to do? And what kind of fucked up crazy had he been thinking to ever make that list? To check things off?
 
   Christ, he didn’t know what to do, but he couldn’t go on like this.
 
    
 
   Tamara was operating on auto-pilot. Her hands moved, she pressed buttons. She’d beta tested and broken a hundred games. This one was no different, and there wasn’t anything special about it. Decent graphics. A meh story. The music was to die for. But all in all, it would rate somewhere in the middle of the pack for the year’s releases. Rating it wasn’t her job, just beating it. Noting all the bugs.
 
   She could do this in her sleep.
 
   Which was what she’d been doing instead of going horizontal.
 
   Gaming her way through her grief.
 
   Fuck Stephen.
 
   Fuck him in his perfect fucking face.
 
   She’d read his journal. All the questions he’d wondered and never asked her. The observations about her mannerisms, his psychoanalysis of her and how she handled her trauma. Burning his stupid list hadn’t made her feel better. She had it memorized now.
 
   “I can hear you about to murder another controller,” Miranda said through the headset.
 
   God bless the girls.
 
   Both Miranda and Rashae had switched off being on constant call with her, which meant the other was on-call for Piper. Fuck, they were amazing. The crying had really alarmed them—to the point that there’d been some discussion about flying in. But CosCon was in less than a week and they’d all fly in early anyway. Making another trip was just silly, though Tamara appreciated the thought.
 
   “Tamara? You mute yourself?”
 
   “Sorry, no, just in the zone. I wish I could tell you how much this game sucks. When can I test another one of yours?”
 
   “Hush. No telling me about the competition.” Miranda laughed.
 
   “I won’t. Just saying. It’s not one of your games.”
 
   “You’re going to love the spin-off game Crystal and Andrea are working on—and that’s all I’ll say!”
 
   “You are cruel. Evil and cruel. Die, you fucking bastard!”
 
   “Wow, hey, you talking to Stephen over there?”
 
   “He’s not a bastard. I just…never mind.”
 
   “I get it. Hey, Piper moved her flight up a day so she could go see family, but they all have boring day jobs like me. Think you could pick her up?”
 
   Tamara missed a beat and her avatar took a couple mana hits. She loaded up on spirit grenades and lit the little monster’s asses on fire.
 
   “You want me to pick Piper up?” She paused the game once she hit the waystation to better focus on Miranda.
 
   “Yeah, I thought I could get away early, but I’m not. Can you pick her up or are you busy?”
 
   “Will she get into my car?”
 
   “I—yes. Yes, she will.”
 
   “I’m not so sure. Miranda…if I show up and she’s still pissed at me…I don’t know if I can do it.” She scrubbed her face.
 
   Was that smell her?
 
   Yuck.
 
   When was the last time she’d showered?
 
   Last week maybe?
 
   “She wants to talk to you,” Miranda blurted. “This stupid set-up was her idea. She feels totally guilty and trapped and she doesn’t know how to fix it and she’s worried sick about you, especially now—just like the rest of us. Did you eat yet?”
 
   “No.” Tamara smelled her shirt. “Do you know when I last showered was?”
 
   “If you have to ask me, then you need to shower.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” She wrinkled her nose. “How’s Piper been? I’ve missed her.”
 
   “I think she’s been working through things in her own way. You know how Piper is, but you’re both hurting each other by not talking, and right now you need your friends. And she knows that.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   “How you doing?”
 
   “Okay, I guess.”
 
   “You sound terrible.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “Just being honest.”
 
   Tamara sighed and burrowed deeper into the pile of blankets she’d been living in for the last seven—or was it eight—days? She hadn’t taken off—or washed—the shirt of Stephen’s that had been crammed under the seat in her car. It smelled like sunscreen and brine, but it was his. She wasn’t up to admitting the theft to anyone. It was her very dirty secret.
 
   “I’ve never seen you this…sad…before…”
 
   “I’m human.” Tamara sighed and stared at the screen.
 
   “You really liked him. I’d have figured you’d be pissed by now.”
 
   “I am pissed but…not in the way you think.”
 
   “Okay, so talk to me. Why are you angry?”
 
   Tamara tossed the controller onto the sofa.
 
   Where to start? That was the real question.
 
   “He was angry at me for not standing up for myself. And honestly? I’m pissed, too. It shouldn’t be that way. I’d have never let Adam get away with that shit any other time. I just…I wanted the HitPoint job so bad. And…I guess he was right.”
 
   “Okay, so…are you ready to talk about the notebook? You haven’t really talked about it.”
 
   “It’s…his. It’s private. I should have given it back.”
 
   “Probably, but what about what he said about you, in it?”
 
   “The list. I wish he would have talked to me about it, but Stephen doesn’t talk. He looks at you and then writes what he’s thinking down a dozen times until he’s ready to say it.” She rolled her eyes, leaned her head against the back of the sofa, and the scent of sunscreen brought those days back into sharp focus. “Going to the beach was his idea, but it was obvious he was uncomfortable being there. So, why go?”
 
   “Maybe…”
 
   “Maybe he went with a girl once and she treated him like crap because of the way people looked at them?”
 
   “Sounds possible.”
 
   “Then what about the other things? We talked one night about people staring. What if the list…what if it wasn’t really about me? What if…what if it was about him, but he had it framed all wrong? And didn’t know how to talk to me about it?”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   “There are all these things he hasn’t done, or doesn’t do, because of how people look at him. And he wanted someone to…be normal with him.” Tamara swiped her fingers under her eyes. They were leaking. Again.
 
   “Okay, I can see that.”
 
   “It makes me feel really rotten for keeping the sketchbook. I just saw the list and…flipped.”
 
   “What about the drawings?”
 
   “I don’t know. I mean, he’s super talented, but it was weird seeing me like that. But…I guess that’s how he processes things. He makes lists and sketches what’s in his head. They weren’t pornographic, so it’s not like he was…objectifying me…but…I just wish he’d have, I don’t know, talked to me about it.”
 
   “What else is in that sketchbook?”
 
   “Stuff. It’s personal.” Tamara laid her hand on the leather cover. There were lines, fragments of thoughts, things she knew were about her. Some came earlier in their relationship, when they were just handles to each other, and some were later. From last week. The weekend. They were private. Kind of like a diary, but without the heart shaped lock and Lisa Frank glitter. Bits of him she shouldn’t be privy to, and now she was, and it felt like a violation.
 
   “How much have you been stalking him?”
 
   “I haven’t stalked him.” Tamara glanced at her laptop and phone, so very close with all their evidence…
 
   “Yeah. And the sky isn’t blue.”
 
   “I just look at his Facebook. Every once in a while. He’s not a big updater.”
 
   “But he didn’t unfriend you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Hm.”
 
   “I also haven’t heard from him. He hasn’t responded to anything, but he’s not as direct as I am. I think he’s a bit like Piper that way.”
 
   “Did you drive by the university?”
 
   “…yes.” Tamara winced.
 
   “And you saw him?”
 
   “Just his car. I had to know if he was there, and I dropped off his bag anyway.”
 
   “Tamara…”
 
   “I know. I know. I’ll get mad at him again tomorrow. I just…miss him. I didn’t realize how much we talked until he wasn’t there anymore. I mean, next to you guys? It was him.”
 
   “You never had video chat sex with me.”
 
   “You never asked.”
 
   “Would you?”
 
   “Nothing personal, but I’m not into pussy.”
 
   “Good to know.”
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “No. I swear, my love life would be easier if I were.” Miranda sighed.
 
   “Maybe we need to take one of those singles cruises and just get laid.” Tamara rolled to her back and stared at the ceiling. She had no desire to see any other dick. Just one. And it just so happened she had a gif of it to keep her company. Too bad it wasn’t enough anymore.
 
    
 
   Nine days.
 
   Stephen needed to see her.
 
   He reached for his phone, but it was dead. Why was it dead?
 
   Oh, right, because he’d unhooked it to order a pizza…when? He glanced around the apartment until he spied the day-old, empty box with handwriting all over it. The floor was littered with sheets of paper, some of them stuck to the wall with masking tape and sticky notes.
 
   Fuck. No wonder he was in a fog. He hadn’t eaten today.
 
   What was today?
 
   Wednesday.
 
   Shit.
 
   What time was it?
 
   Half past noon.
 
   God damn it.
 
   He’d finally done it. Missed class. No call. No show. What the hell?
 
   He’d fucked it up with Tamara. Now he was going to screw himself out of a job. Well, not screw. Nothing was screwing, least of all him.
 
   Where was the damn charger?
 
   He scrubbed a hand through his scraggly beard. Over a week of not shaving, and it was getting itchy and uncomfortable.
 
   Did Tamara like beards?
 
   Where was the fucking charger?
 
   He stomped around the apartment, checking under the desk, in his bed, near the couch, and finally in the bathroom. He winced at the sight of himself. Boxers. A shirt with pizza stains. That god-awful beard.
 
   The new sketchbook was in his hand. He never let it go. So far, all the pages were covered with lists. What went wrong, why, where, what he should have said differently. Pages of sketching with her profile, her face caught just the right way. He could never get that little wrinkle at the corner of her mouth right. The one that said she was up to no good.
 
   He had to see her again.
 
   To get the wrinkle right.
 
   The charger was plugged into the wall above the sink. He jammed the cord into the phone and waited a few moments for it to get some juice. Powering it on took forever. He jigged his knee. All thoughts of checking in with work, of making an official sick call were abandoned the moment he saw the bright blue Facebook icon.
 
   Yeah, he’d gone from checking it once a week to moving the damn icon to his home page and waiting for any updates from Tamara.
 
   Her last post was of her bare toes. They were black. Last he’d seen they were pink. Black was such a stark color against her skin. Why black? There was nothing wrong with it, but the pink had been more cheerful. More her. Why is she painting her toes black?
 
   Christ, he wanted her worse than he wanted his next breath of air.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   14.
 
   Tamara glared at the sun. The other cars. Getting out of the apartment was a mistake. A complete and total disaster of an idea—but Piper was here.
 
   They hadn’t spoken, nothing more than a few texts confirming the flight, but soon there’d be nothing between them.
 
   She waited at the curb, searching for the curvy blonde.
 
   In the end, Piper swooped in, shoving her things in the hatchback of the car before plopping into the passenger seat.
 
   “You look better than death,” Piper said.
 
   They were the most beautiful words Tamara had heard in ages.
 
   “You’ve looked better yourself.” Tamara grinned and reached across the space.
 
   Piper was paler than usual, but it was the dark circles under her eyes that really worried Tamara. They spoke of sleepless nights and crying. It killed her a lot to know she hadn’t been there for Piper, that she’d created this mess.
 
   She hugged her friend tight, glad at least one thing in life was falling into place.
 
   “How have you been?” Piper asked, her voice pitched a few notes too high.
 
   “Shitty.”
 
   “I’ve heard.” She pulled back and stared hard at Tamara. “You actually know how to cry?”
 
   “Yes, I do cry! What about you? How are you?”
 
   A car horn broke the moment.
 
   Tamara flipped the other driver the bird and shifted into drive, whipping the small car out into the flow of traffic inching along.
 
   “I’m…” Piper sucked in a deep breath. “I’m discovering that I still have a lot of shit to deal with where Carl is concerned. I bottled a lot of it up and buried myself in work. I was…bound to explode about something. I’m sorry it was you. Thank you for warning Dr. Lucien, by the way.”
 
   “Oh, Piper. It’s my fault. I should have known better. I wasn’t thinking. It was stupid of me.”
 
   “So—what happened?” She threw her hands up. “I thought it was awesome and rainbows and unicorn shit? Then I get these can’t-say-anything conversations with Miranda and Rashae and…I missed you.”
 
   Tamara sucked down a deep breath and pulled into the first parking lot she could find. Already, her chest was too tight, and she could feel the gathering moisture in the corner of her eye. She shifted into park and swiped at her lower lashes.
 
   “It just…I screwed everything up. I made a mess of things, Piper.”
 
   “What happened? I’m sorry I wasn’t around.” Piper leaned on the center console.
 
   “I’m sorry I used that picture.”
 
   “I’m sorry I stopped talking to you. Please don’t cry. That’s weird.”
 
   “I don’t want to cry!” Tamara laughed despite herself and wiped away the stupid tears.
 
   “Miranda wasn’t lying. You really do cry.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “Here. I came prepared.” Piper thrust tissues at her. “Now, tell me what happened.”
 
   Tamara gave Piper the highlights, with minimal tears.
 
   “And you mean to tell me you have not kicked this guy’s ass yet?” Piper tilted her head to the side.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Tamara, regardless if he was right or wrong, calling you out like that at a party isn’t okay. Seriously. And he was testing you? That’s beyond weird and not okay.”
 
   “I don’t think the list thing is really about me—”
 
   “No—you don’t get to defend him. He’s basically dumped you because you didn’t do what he wanted you to do. He had no right to do that, and he was upset you caught him in his bullshit. I should be holding you back right now, not…I don’t even know what this is. What is this?”
 
   Tamara leaned her cheek against the seatback and stared at the floor. There was still sand in the upholstery.
 
   If she couldn’t tell Piper…she couldn’t tell anyone.
 
   “I love him, Piper. I know it’s stupid and you’re probably going to tell me I’m dumb, but I fell in love with him before I really knew him and…I lost him. He was right. I shouldn’t have compromised who I am just to get a job. And…the test-list-thing isn’t about me. It never was about me. It’s about him and being accepted, and…I love him. And I didn’t listen to him, and he didn’t listen to me, and now I can’t get him to talk to me.”
 
   “This is a side of you I’ve never seen.” Piper curled up in the passenger seat, mimicking Tamara’s pose, except she reached across and grasped Tamara’s hand. “I hate him for doing this to you.”
 
   “Please don’t hate him. I love him too much for you to hate him.”
 
   “He’s upset my best friend so much she’s actually crying real tears. I mean, do you realize you’re crying?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can we—can you be done crying? Or do you need to cry some more? I’m really weirded out by the crying. Miranda and I are the criers. You are not supposed to cry. Stop it.”
 
   Tamara laughed even though it squeezed out a few more tears.
 
   “Okay.  Get out of the car. I’m driving. I make no promises about hating or not hating.”
 
   Tamara gave over the driver’s seat, relieved to not be saddled with the responsibility of getting them to the hotel.
 
   “Talk to me about HitPoint. What’s going on there?” Piper shifted the car into drive and merged into traffic.
 
   “I don’t know. Josh was going to be away this week, and we are supposed to talk later today, but…I don’t know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because, it’s like Adam tainted the whole thing. I can’t be excited about the show after everything that happened with Stephen. If Adam hadn’t been there, if he’d have just dropped this shit with me, maybe Stephen would still be in my life? I pushed him into being part of my world without really preparing him for it.”
 
   “Then tell them you’re not interested anymore. Move on.”
 
   “Who are you, and what did you do with Piper?”
 
   “I know. I know, it’s unlike me to say—move on. But…that’s what we talked about this week in therapy. Letting go of stuff. Moving on. I’m…I’m going to try dating again. Seriously. Well, not serious dating, but serious fun dating.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “Yes. Nothing huge, not until I come back here, but soon.”
 
   “Can I help you set up a profile?”
 
   “Yes, it’s going to take all of you bitches to help whip this into shape, but it’s beyond time. Now, back to you and HitPoint. What do you want to do?”
 
   Tamara chewed her lip for a minute.
 
   Screw it.
 
   She pulled out her phone and dialed Josh’s number. It rang through the speakers a few times.
 
   “Hello?” Josh’s voice rumbled the subwoofer on the car.
 
   “Hey, Josh, it’s Tamara.”
 
   “Hey! I was going to call you tomorrow. You caught me at a good time.”
 
   “That’s good.” She glanced at Piper, who gave her a thumbs up.
 
   “So—”
 
   “Actually—”
 
   “Go ahead, Tamara, ladies first.” She could see his smile, that enthusiasm she’d liked so much when she met him.
 
   “I think…I’m going to have to consider other options, Josh.” She didn’t like saying the words, but if she went forward, everything would be colored by the loss of Stephen. And maybe Piper was right. Maybe she just needed to move on.
 
   “No, please don’t say that, Tamara. Who are we losing you to? We had a really good vibe going on.”
 
   “You aren’t losing me to anyone, it’s just—with the way things went down…”
 
   “Can I stop you right there? The guys and I talked and…we’re really—collectively, I’m speaking for all of us—we really don’t like how our meeting ended. I don’t know what your working relationship with Adam is—”
 
   “There is no working relationship with Adam.”
 
   “I’ve heard he’s a difficult character to manage.”
 
   “That’s an understatement.”
 
   “We feel really responsible for not stopping him or saying anything. It’s clear he doesn’t play well with others, and that’s not what we’re about. We really like the ideas you brought to the table, and I’d be a fool if I didn’t beg you to at least reconsider. I promise we’ve got a great, professional team behind us. And on a personal level, I really…”
 
   Tamara wiped away the tears. She couldn’t speak. Her throat was closing up, her vision was blurry. What the hell was wrong with her?
 
   “I really respect you, Tamara. And I’m talking as Josh, not Producer Josh. My little sister really admires you and your friends. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that a big part of me wants you on our show because of her. Because I want to give my sister someone she can watch and listen to that speaks to where she’s at. And that—that’s what we want to create. That’s what we’re about. It’s not as mainstream as Legend, but that’s okay. We don’t have to be.”
 
   She blew out a breath.
 
   Piper reached across and squeezed her hand.
 
   “Tamara?”
 
   “She says yes.” Piper grinned.
 
   “I’m sorry—who—”
 
   “That’s Piper Erin.” Tamara swiped at her cheeks.
 
   “Shut up. Piper, really? You know, my sister has a poster of that Link cosplay you did. It’s so cool. It’s great to meet you. Sort of.”
 
   Tamara glanced sideways at Piper. If she wanted to get back in the dating pool, Josh was as good of a pick as any…
 
   “Crap, ladies, I’ve got to run. Tamara, please reconsider? Can we talk tomorrow?”
 
   “She’ll be on your show,” Piper yelled over Tamara’s attempt to say a simple, “Yes.”
 
   The call ended and they both sputtered, laughing.
 
   For now, she needed to focus on the conference ahead of her.
 
   A full weekend of panels, workshops and the costume contests were barreling down at them and Tamara didn’t know if she could survive it. At least she had Piper there. One thing was right in this world, the rest? Well, she’d have to figure it out eventually.
 
    
 
   Stephen shouldn’t be proud of himself for making it to class two days in a row, but he was. He’d even showered and scrounged up clean clothes, though the beard was still a thing. He just didn’t have the energy to shave.
 
   Maybe that’s what he should make next.
 
   A shaving robot, so sad, pathetic losers like him wouldn’t have to bother with it. And after that he could invent a man-muzzle to keep his mouth from opening before he’d had a chance to think.
 
   Class was done at least, so he didn’t have to be quite so on with the students. He retreated to the back of the lab where he’d stashed his bag, because the lure of his phone was too great to resist. And what else did he have to do, besides stalk Facebook for the latest snapshots of Tamara and then draw them over and over again?
 
   He still couldn’t get that wrinkle right.
 
   She was at something called CosCon and there were easily a hundred pictures of her snapped from every angle. He could track her progress though a day, stalking her every move, thanks to the casual Instagrammer. At least Adam wasn’t attending. He’d also taken to keeping an eye on the man. After the sewage that man had spewed out of his mouth, Stephen would rather be aware of him than…what? What was he going to do? Follow Tamara around like a ninja stalker, just to get between her and Adam? Right. Because she’d ever stand for that.
 
   The message icon hovering on his screen was…surprising.
 
   Piper.
 
   He hadn’t interacted with her since…the beginning.
 
   He clicked the icon.
 
    
 
   Call me.
 
    
 
   Her phone number.
 
   Was she with Tamara? Had they made up? If he asked, would Piper tell him how she was doing?
 
   He’d assumed the girls had made up. They’d been photographed together. The four of them. And several of just Piper and Tamara, looking awfully friendly. He hoped they’d made up. That all was right in their world.
 
   Stephen clicked the number and pressed the phone to his ear.
 
   It rang. And rang. Straight to voicemail.
 
   “Hi Piper, it’s Stephen—”
 
   His phone beeped with an incoming call—from Piper.
 
   He switched lines, far too eager to speak to anyone connected to Tamara.
 
   “Hello, Piper?” He turned to make sure the students weren’t anywhere near him. If he had to beg, he was about to.
 
   “You are a fuckface,” she said, voice dripping with venom.
 
   “Piper?” Stephen didn’t deny the charges.
 
   “Yes. I cannot believe you,” she muttered. Something like a door clanged in the background. Sounds echoed. “You had no goddamned right to tell Tamara to man up and have some self-respect. Do you get just how screwed up that is? And testing her?”
 
   “Yeah. I was out of line.”
 
   “You—what? Yes. Yes, you were.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “How is she?” Stephen couldn’t help himself. He needed to ask, to see if he could get a real answer.
 
   “Oh, no. You don’t get to ask about her.”
 
   “I know, you’re right. I was wrong.”
 
   “And—what? You’re just—what?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Stephen scrubbed a hand over his face. He really needed to lose the beard. “I screwed up. Badly. I don’t know how to fix this. What I said…I shouldn’t have. I was just so…angry.”
 
   “What about that fucking list?”
 
   “The list was a mistake. I never—I wasn’t thinking things through when I made it. I want to fix this, but I don’t know how. She has to hate me.”
 
   “Oh, man, I don’t know—maybe pick up the fucking phone? For a smart guy, you’re being really stupid.”
 
   “I have, and I put it down every time.”
 
   “So that’s it? You’re done with her? Had your fucks, your thrills and that’s it? She didn’t pass your test so it’s on to the next one?”
 
   “No, no it wasn’t like that.”
 
   “Oh, because you’re different from every other guy who tries to get with her?”
 
   “It was—no. No, it wasn’t like that. Not at all.”
 
   “Really? Because from this side I see a guy who manipulated my friend into meeting her, screwed her until he was happy, and then left because she didn’t measure up to some weird test you have.”
 
   “No—hell no.” His voice reverberated through the lab. Students stared. He ducked his head and pitched his voice lower. “That is not what happened. Is that what she thinks happened?”
 
   “You so do not get that information.”
 
   “Please—just, is she okay? What do you want me to say?”
 
   “I want the truth. Usually, we tell people they should be scared of Tamara, but I’m the one you should worry about.”
 
   The truth was for Tamara, but he didn’t deserve that kind of…it wasn’t a second chance. More like an audience.
 
   He leaned on the workbench, shoving one hand through his hair.
 
   “Maybe things went too fast? I didn’t have my head screwed on straight. I…let me back up.”
 
   He cleared his throat. Too many thoughts were whirling through his brain and he didn’t have the chance to get them all nailed down.
 
   “I knew I wanted to meet her, that things could be different, but I wasn’t expecting…I don’t know what I thought. After the way we met, yeah, I made a list because my head wasn’t screwed on straight. It was for me to process things. I was—I fell hard. That’s who I am. I get…blind. So yeah. I made a list because I think in processes. A then B then C…it wasn’t supposed to be a test. It was supposed to be a check list. Everything I wanted to do with her. Share with her. It wasn’t a test and it was…not a bucket list. It was… I don’t know. Special. Is that what you want to hear? We clicked, and it was weird and good.”
 
   “What about the party?”
 
   “I…I wanted that guy to treat her with respect. I didn’t want for her to feel like she had to put up with being harassed, just so she could get a job. That’s—it’s not right, and I know that the world isn’t fair, but this is Tamara. I just…I was angry. Not at her, I should never have said any of those things to her. I shouldn’t have been one more guy making her life difficult. I should have been…supporting her. And all I did…was become the problem. Is that what you’re wanting to hear? That I fucked up and I’m to blame?”
 
   “Christ, you’re just like Tamara. I’m almost afraid to ask. Have you even showered recently?”
 
   “This morning. Before that? Probably five or six days.”
 
   “God, you’re pathetic.”
 
   He didn’t bother denying the statement. What was there to deny? How many times had he called himself pathetic, a loser and worse?
 
   “I didn’t mean—shit.” Piper sighs. “Tamara cried. I don’t know if you know this about her—but she doesn’t cry. It’s not because she’s a bitch or doesn’t have feelings, she just…can’t cry. Not since…a long time ago. And... You made my best friend cry. I didn’t think it was humanly possible for her to cry anymore.”
 
   “Shit.” The knowledge hit him worse than a ton of bricks. He leaned forward, head cradled in his hand, eyes squeezed shut.
 
   “Here’s the thing. You sound as sad as she does, and the only—the one and only—reason I’m calling you is because I’ve never seen her let anyone get her down like this before. Ever. And I know Tamara.”
 
   Stephen could read between the lines.
 
   Piper had been there for the worst of it.
 
   And this took the cake.
 
   “I don’t deserve a second chance.” He stared at the metal plate wall.
 
   “No, you don’t. But she deserves someone who knows how to say I’m sorry. Do you know how to say you’re sorry?”
 
   Stephen swallowed. He was a sorry fuck, the sorriest.
 
   “What do I have to do?” he asked, barely able to get the words out.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   15.
 
   Tamara’s smile hurt her face. She’d learned how to screw it into place, make it part of her costume, but tonight it was a real trial. She clapped when she was supposed to, laughed, cheered and did all of the things the CosCon staff had hired her to do for the costume contest. She, Piper, Miranda, and most of all, Rashae were the celebrity panel of judges, and their role was just as important as any one other element of the show. But now that was over and there was a seemingly never ending line of people who wanted pictures and selfies.
 
   Rashae had outdone herself with their outfits for the weekend. Tonight’s were a recreation of the core characters from the Drudge 7 video game, which just coincidentally happened to be one of Miranda’s creative projects. They were perfect, down to the molded and painted blaster guns and swords.
 
   Tamara eyed the two dudes that were next in line.
 
   They were so not here as part of the cosplay convention. Which meant they were here for the virtual reality gaming retreat thing.
 
   Ug.
 
   Adam was one of their spokesmen.
 
   She hadn’t seen him yet, but these two looked somewhat familiar.
 
   “You guys ready?” Tamara held her blaster in front of her. Just in case. Some of the grown ass men got handsy.
 
   The guy on her left crowded in while the one on the right held the camera. She smiled, putting on a good face for the camera.
 
   A large, warm hand cupped her bottom.
 
   And then another one.
 
   “Hey!” Piper barked. She swatted away the camera and shoved the guy on Tamara’s left, thrusting her finger in his face. “That is not okay.”
 
   “Chill, we were just taking a picture.” The selfie taker scowled at Piper.
 
   “And that means groping my friend’s ass?” Rashae elbowed her way in, giving Tamara a little more breathing room. “I don’t think so. There’s the door, bye-bye.”
 
   “We’re—”
 
   “Go on. You aren’t even supposed to be here.” Rashae pointed at the door.
 
   The cosplay convention wasn’t well-policed, so they’d had numerous walk-in’s. That wasn’t always a bad thing, but the virtual reality guys were generally dicks. Tamara wished a little camera groping was a new thing, but it wasn’t.
 
   The duo glared over their shoulders and shuffled toward the door. Tamara and the girls watched them go. After the bar scuffle from the night before, they’d learned the hard way that the hotel was not prepared to deal with altercations and that the virtual reality group was ignoring any issues. It was a crap set-up that wasn’t anyone’s fault.
 
   “Good lord, what must their mother’s think?” Rashae muttered.
 
   “Come on, ladies, we have” —Piper checked the watch on her wrist armor, a neat detail Rashae had worked in— “fifteen minutes until the party starts. At least there’s a badge required for entry.”
 
   Tamara didn’t groan. She just grimaced.
 
   “Oh, come on, smile.” Miranda prodded her ribs. She’d missed the whole thing and was only now returning from a bathroom break.
 
   “I was smiling, for like—two whole hours.” Tamara followed Rashae between the chairs.
 
   Most of the people remaining were also taking pictures. The convention wrap party was always a fun affair, but Tamara wasn’t in the mood for more peopling. Not after avoiding Adam all weekend.
 
   She was tired of it—and him.
 
   What she wanted was Stephen, a beach and a week without the Internet. What she was going to get was a loud room, glitter she couldn’t wash off for a week and a strong drink.
 
   “I saw Josh earlier. He stopped in for the VR thing,” Rashae said over her shoulder.
 
   “Oh, yeah. We were going to try to have a drink but I had to step in on that panel. Shoot.” Tamara patted her pockets. “My phone’s still on the stage. Hold the elevator for me?”
 
   She turned on her heel and jogged back into the ballroom. Sure enough, the cleaning crew had saved her phone from getting swept up in the break-down.
 
   For fun, she checked her messages. Plenty from new contacts, a few opportunities, but nothing from the person she wanted to talk to.
 
   It really was over with Stephen. She needed to just accept it.
 
   “Tammy baby.”
 
   She wanted to hurl at the sound of that voice.
 
   “Go away, Adam.” Her patience was shot.
 
   “Hey, hold up a second.” He snagged her wrist before she could slide past him and into the atrium.
 
   “Adam—let go of me. Now.”
 
   “I just wanted to talk. You know? It’s been a while, and I was thinking—”
 
   “What were you thinking, Adam? Please, tell me. There’s nothing I want more to know about than what new, degrading, disgusting thought is in your head.”
 
   “Wow. Wow. Wow. Talk about defensive.”
 
   “I’m not defensive, I’m stating my boundaries. Let. Me. Go. Now.” She pulled against his hold, but Adam was a lot bigger than her.
 
   Shit. The ballroom was all but empty. Where had everyone gone so fast?
 
   “No, bitch.”Adam pulled her closer, until she could smell his breath and the scent of citrus vodka. She couldn’t look at a bottle without thinking of Adam. “You’re going to listen to me—”
 
   Screw this shit.
 
   Tamara turned and he yanked her closer. She stepped back hard, driving the heel of her boot into the arch of Adam’s foot. Teach him to wear nothing but flip-flops. She jabbed her elbow into his side and he doubled over.
 
   “Fuck!” he spat.
 
   “When a woman says let her go—she doesn’t mean hold on, Adam. No means no, not yes.” She was sorely tempted to lay into him. He might be bigger, but he was just another couch potato dude. She could put him on his ass so fast.
 
   Adam straightened, his features twisted into an ugly mask of anger. He took a step toward her, one hand out.
 
   “That’s not—”
 
   “Hey. Back it up.” A man in a suit stepped in-between them and pushed Adam back. He staggered into one of the door frames, his glare going over the man’s shoulder to her.
 
   Yeah, Adam hated her. What else was new?
 
   Tamara stared at the wide shoulders of her would-be hero.
 
   No.
 
   She was imagining that voice.
 
   Adam kicked a different ballroom door open and something crashed to the floor on the other side. Adam spat a string of curse words that fell on deaf ears.
 
   “Oh my God, Tamara, are you okay?” The girls rushed back through the doors, eyes wide, picking their way over a sea of glass and…flowers.
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   Tamara sucked down a deep breath, but her lungs weren’t working right.
 
   Fuck. She was going to cry again.
 
   This was a dream, wasn’t it?
 
   In real life, no one rode in on a white horse to save the day.
 
   Unless…
 
   The man in the suit turned around slowly.
 
   Stephen.
 
   What was he doing there?
 
   Tamara stared.
 
   “I—brought flowers. I think Adam just knocked them over.”
 
   “Lilies are my favorite.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Did I ever tell you that?”
 
   “No, Piper told me.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Why would Piper tell him that? Why was he there?
 
   And why was there hair on his face?
 
   She wanted to throw something at him. She wanted to hug and kiss him. She wanted to…she wanted…
 
   “Tamara?” He took a step toward her and paused.
 
   He wasn’t in jeans and a button-down, or shorts and a T-shirt. He was wearing a suit. A fancy suit with shiny buttons and a tie. He looked so damn good. God, she missed him.
 
   She covered her mouth.
 
   Why was he there?
 
   Looking at him physically hurt. She felt the pain of it all over.
 
   He took another step toward her, and another, until he was right there in front of her. He grasped her hand and bent his head until their foreheads touched.
 
   “I’ve been an idiot,” he said, so low the music nearly drowned him out.
 
   “You mean you’ve been a fuckface, shit-eating, dirtbag,” Piper said, crossing her arms over her chest and glaring at both of them.
 
   “That, too.”
 
   “Piper!” Tamara glared.
 
   “You, sir, start groveling, so she can forgive you and the two of you can make up already, because this has been weird, okay?” Piper pressed her hands to her chest. “Also, not to like, alarm you, but I think that whole thing was just uploaded to YouTube.”
 
   Tamara laughed and hiccupped all at once.
 
   She wanted to speak, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Stephen. Fuck YouTube and Adam with a God damn ice pick.
 
   Stephen was here.
 
   He bent his head again, his irises a cool blue. Like the sky. She couldn’t stop staring at him if she’d tried.
 
   “I’m sorry for…for tearing you down when I should have been building you up,” he whispered.
 
   “No, you were right. I should have stood up for myself,” Tamara whispered back.
 
   “Like a few minutes ago?”
 
   “I should have gone for his balls.”
 
   “I’ll go find him, if you want. Hold him down. I think I could get some help.”
 
   Tamara sputtered and laughed. Stephen lifted his hand slowly, his fingers caressing her hair, brushing over her temple.
 
   “I should never have spoken to you like that. Not in public. And not in anger. And…the notebook? Piper said you looked at it?”
 
   “I did. I’m sorry.” She squeezed her eyes shut.
 
   “No, I…I should have shared a lot of that with you beforehand. I…was scared. I was scared you would treat me like every other woman in my life. I knew the list was wrong. I wanted to cut it out so many times but….”
 
   “Your OCD would never let you cut a page out.”
 
   “How…”
 
   “Oh, please. You flip out and spend five minutes pressing a page if it gets wrinkled. Like you’re going to cut a page out. But…I kinda…tore it out and burned it.”
 
   “Good.” He reached up and ran his fingers along the perfect curls Piper had spent ages getting just right. “I’m sorry, Tamara. I’m so sorry. Can you forgive me, eventually?”
 
   Tamara nodded, blinking furiously.
 
   “Oh my God, I’m going to be sick. I don’t know what you did to my friend, but please—undo it.” Piper’s loud protests barely registered.
 
   Stephen wrapped his arms around her, the chant of, “I’m so, so sorry,” falling from his lips. She squeezed him, ignoring Rashae’s protests about the cosplay outfit in favor of smelling him, feeling his arms around her.
 
   It was the sense of coming home.
 
   “Can you forgive me?” he whispered in her ear. “I promise I won’t walk away—not like that—again.”
 
   “Yes. Can you forgive me?”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong. It was all on me.”
 
   Tamara couldn’t breathe around the lump in her throat. She nodded and his arms tightened around her.
 
   “Hey, so, you want to finally introduce us all. You guys good? Everything smoothed over?” Piper grinned.
 
   Stephen kept one arm around her waist and held out his hand to Piper first.
 
   “Please—never send me a dick gif—or pic—ever again?” Piper released his hand.
 
   “No, send those—and any available men—to me. Hi, I’m Miranda.”
 
   “I’m still not convinced I shouldn’t shear your balls off, but I’m afraid if I try she’ll kick my ass.” Rashae thumbed at Tamara before taking her turn shaking Stephen’s hand.
 
   “Are you two coming up to the party with us or…?” Piper thumbed over her shoulder.
 
   “Uh…” Stephen glanced at her.
 
   “Nope,” Tamara replied without hesitation. She’d been around people enough and now, she had plans to wipe away all these tears—and do something about the furry monster attached to Stephen’s face.
 
   “Hey, just do me a favor?” Piper waved one hand at them. “Go with the room on the right and close that adjoining door, kay?”
 
   Tamara stared at each too-bright grin in turn.
 
   “You planned this,” she said.
 
   “Not entirely, but a little,” Piper said.
 
   “Thank you.” Tamara squeezed Stephen tighter.
 
   “Please take that off before the make-up sex, okay?” Rashae asked.
 
   The girls helped salvage a few of the flowers while someone waved down the cleaning crew. The whole time Tamara kept staring at Stephen, still not quite ready to believe he was there.
 
   Miranda herded the other two away, leaving Tamara and Stephen by themselves while the rest of the hall slowly emptied.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here. And what’s this?” She stroked a hand over the beard. It was surprisingly soft, but it still wasn’t winning her over.
 
   “It was a mistake.” He tipped his chin up for her inspection.
 
   Yeah, as soon as she could get her hands on a razor, the hair was coming off. Not that she had anything against beards…she just liked his face. All of it.
 
   She grasped him by the chin hair and he winced, but lowered his head to just the right height for a slow, lingering kiss.
 
   “I really want to get out of this outfit. Come up with me?” She twined her fingers with his.
 
   “Sure. I’m sorry about the flowers.”
 
   “Thanks for the thought. That whole white knight thing was kind of sexy.”
 
   “You didn’t need my help.”
 
   “Maybe not, but still—thank you.”
 
   “I just—I don’t ever want to see someone treating you like that.”
 
   “And I’m done making excuses for people.”
 
   They finally got an elevator. A few stragglers eyed their lift, but opted to wait for another one, leaving them alone. Finally. For the first time in two weeks.
 
   Tamara cornered him, lifted up on tip-toe and brushed her lips to his.
 
   “I still can’t believe you’re here,” she said.
 
   “Piper kicked my ass.”
 
   “She’s good like that.”
 
   “I know.” He stared at her for several moments. “I’m sorry. I say everything wrong. I should never have left.”
 
   “I’m sorry, too.”
 
   “Just tell me what to do to make it right.”
 
   “You’re here. We can talk about the rest later. As long as you’re in my corner, that’s all I need.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the interview.”
 
   “Don’t be. I’ve had several conversations with the HitPoint team, and we’re going to be working together. They kind of hate Adam as much as I do.”
 
   “I like these guys even better.”
 
   The elevator dinged, and she hooked her finger in his pocket, leading him down the hall. Every couple of steps she glanced at him, still not quite able to believe he was there.
 
   She slid the keycard and held the door.
 
   So this was why all their crap was in the other room… How convenient…
 
   Stephen set the broken and bent flowers on the dresser. They were a lot like them, battered and weary, but still—beautiful. He turned to face her, so much emotion in his eyes.
 
   “I didn’t really get what you did until now. It’s…different.” He rubbed his hands on his trousers. “I watched the show.”
 
   “Did you? I wear what Rashae makes and look great doing it.” She did a little pose, then stashed her blaster in the closet where it was least likely to get trampled. Her hands only shook a little.
 
   “Should we—do something about Adam?” he asked.
 
   “If someone got that on video, maybe? But the hotel has already made it clear they’re under-staffed and the conference isn’t equipped to deal with this level of policing. I think…for now at least…we just stay in our own corners and avoid each other.” Besides, she had a feeling karma would get Adam someday.
 
   Stephen’s gaze slowly rolled over her. Not in a lewd way. More like, he was seeing her for the first time all over again. And he still made her heart beat too fast and her palms sweat.
 
   “You do look great.”
 
   Stephen was here.
 
   That was all she wanted to focus on. It was everything that mattered. And this time—this time—she’d do it right.
 
   She unbuckled the straps keeping the foam chest and shoulder armor on and slid out of it. The body-hugging base suit fit her like a second skin. Piece by piece, she shed what made the outfit unique and memorable until all she wore was a beige, beaten up second skin.
 
   Stephen watched every bit of it, hands in his pockets.
 
   “Just—I don’t expect anything from you,” he said quickly.
 
   She prowled toward him.
 
   “I haven’t seen you in two weeks.” She looped her arms around his waist. The evil secret was that she couldn’t get out of the suit by herself. She had to have help.
 
   “I know, and I’m sorry.” His hands slid down her back.
 
   “Let’s not be sorry anymore, okay?” She had to know everything, and not only for her sake. “The list?”
 
   “It was a mistake.” He winced.
 
   “I was pretty pissed when I first read it.”
 
   “Rightfully so.”
 
   “But then I read between the lines… All that stuff? It’s happened before, hasn’t it? Those are places where things went wrong with other girlfriends?”
 
   “Yeah. But treating that—”
 
   “I get it. The list was never about me. It was about doing things with someone you cared about. Someone who saw you—for you.”
 
   “I guess. I never thought about it like that.”
 
   Tamara let go of him and grabbed his sketchbook out of her bag. She opened it to a new page. One she’d written on. It was his list—but longer and in greater detail.
 
   “I want to finish the list,” she said.
 
   “Tamara—”
 
   “I want to. I want to take all those horrible memories, all those dumb bitches who didn’t really see you, and I want to wipe their memories out of your head. I want to finish the list and make it about us. And—I want you to promise me you’ll talk to me more.”
 
   “Okay.” He nodded and swallowed.
 
   “I’m serious. I feel like I didn’t really know you until I read the notebook.”
 
   “I just…I say things wrong if I don’t stop to think them out.”
 
   “Okay—then here’s the deal. You can say things, and say them wrong, so long as we get to talk about it. And if I don’t like what you want to tell me, we’ll talk about it, too. But sometimes I’m going to need an intermission to cool off. And sometimes I say the wrong thing, too. Can you do this?”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I might need a few reminders.”
 
   “I’m good with that. Sticky notes. Email reminders. Whatever.”
 
   Stephen nodded, emotion creasing his face.
 
   “We’re good?” she asked.
 
   “Better than good.”
 
   “Good. Unzip me?” She turned in place and swept her hair to the side.
 
   They’d hit a road bump. They’d had a bad moment. They could get over this, and create new memories. Better ones. She couldn’t imagine doing it with anyone else, because no one got her like Stephen.
 
   He tugged at the zipper, drawing it down, all the way to her tail bone.
 
   She wiggled one arm out of the sleeve, but the second one Stephen helped her slide out of.
 
   “This is very…figure-hugging,” he said.
 
   “You like?”
 
   “I like you out of it more.” His gaze dropped to her breasts, straining to escape her minimizing bra. “I did not come here expecting sex. Or even forgiveness.”
 
   “We’re putting that behind us, remember? New memories. I missed you, Stephen. I missed you so bad it hurt. I hated not being with you.”
 
   “Me, too.” His gaze slid lower still, to where the suit clung to her hips.
 
   “Do you mean to tell me you don’t miss this, too?” She grasped his wrist, guiding it down between her legs while the suit strained around the intrusion.
 
   His fingers slid between her folds and deep within her. She rocked her hips and shoved the suit down farther.
 
   “Fuck, yes,” he muttered. His gaze darkens, the blue going stormy. “Will you still be my slut?”
 
   Tamara shuddered and gripped his wrist.
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   Stephen stared at her. This was a moment he didn’t deserve. Her forgiveness was enough. But he couldn’t deny he wanted her.
 
   The vice-grip-like suit slid down her thighs, helped both by gravity and her hands.
 
   He nudged her back onto the bed, and the moment her feet popped up, he caught the fabric and pulled it off—gently—because he valued his balls remaining attached.
 
   Tamara laid on her back in nothing but a bra.
 
   I love you.
 
   The words stuck to his tongue.
 
   Before she could move, Stephen went to his knees, trapping her thighs.
 
   He pushed her legs open. She didn’t resist him one bit.
 
   He licked her, needing to taste her, to have her—if she would allow him. Her knees closed around his shoulders, her thighs hugging his face while he thrusts his tongue into her. He could breathe—barely—and it was good enough. Her hands gripped his hair, her hips bucked against him and it was all he could do to not come in his pants.
 
   Tamara’s words fell on deaf ears. There’s nothing she could say to shock him. He’d missed her way with words, her body, her smile, her laugh and how it felt being in her. How she completed him in a way that no one else could.
 
   Her body bowed, her spine off the bed, her cries sharp and insistent as her body quivered around his.
 
   Her hands pulled at his hair.
 
   She sat up, tugging at his belt.
 
   It became a race to strip, buttons flying and clothing sailing into corners unknown. There was a mad, frenzied need and it couldn’t be satisfied by anything except this moment.
 
   Tamara rolled the condom down his cock, giving his balls a familiar, friendly squeeze. Her hands guided him to her pussy, while her eyes were on him. No one had ever seen so deep as her.
 
   He pressed into her slick, hot body, neither of them breathing until they were joined. He kissed her slowly, pouring everything he couldn’t say into it. The trust they’d broken would need to be rebuilt. He couldn’t go too fast, but someday—he’d tell her. When she was ready.
 
   “I missed your cock.” She grabbed his ass, pulling him deeper.
 
   “You feel so damn good,”
 
   Her breathing hitched and her chin tipped up.
 
   “Stephen, I missed you fucking me with your huge cock. God, I love you. Fuck me harder. Yes!”
 
   The words spurred on his orgasm far too soon and before he could reply, he was robbed of all ability to speak. Tamara’s pussy clamped down, milking every drop of cum from him.
 
   He clutched her to his chest, his head spinning.
 
   Had he heard her right? Had she just said—it? 
 
   Her breath fanned his chest his neck. He buried his face in her hair.
 
   “I—uh—Stephen?” Her voice wavered.
 
   “I love you.” He said it before she could speak—before she could take it back.
 
   “What?” Tamara pulled back, blinking up at him.
 
   He captured her hands and pressed his pelvis against hers, where their bodies were still joined.
 
   “I fucking love you.” His voice was ragged, a bit savage, but it was the truth.
 
   Love made even smart men do dumb things. Like run out on the girl of his dreams.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue.
 
   Six weeks later…
 
   Stephen counted the seconds from the moment he heard the elevator ding until the front door of his loft opened.
 
   Right on time.
 
   He glanced up at Tamara, loaded down with a couple duffle bags, and scrambled to help her unload.
 
   “You are not going to believe the day I had. Hi.” She lifted up on tip toes, pressing her lips to his.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “So, we were on set trying to rejig this segment Samir wants us to try when Adam’s PA comes in. Guess who is now Josh’s assistant…” She tilted her head to the side.
 
   “Not Adam…”
 
   “No, Adam’s former PA. Because guess who got canned from his show and lost his cushy sponsor support? Hm? Can you guess?”
 
   “Adam?”
 
   “Yup.” She pulled a frozen lasagna out of the freezer and ripped the box open, smiling the entire time.
 
   “What—how?” He wasn’t upset to hear the news, but this was out of nowhere.
 
   “I’m not entirely clear about what went down, but after that video hit YouTube and I filed that harassment report—thank you for helping me with all that phone evidence—some other girl came forward, and then another one.”
 
   “What…did…he do?” Stephen had a sick feeling about where this was going.
 
   “Not that. No, he’s a dick—don’t get me wrong—but all he’s guilty of is harassing women.”
 
   “Oh.” He only felt marginally better. “And…what? They just, dropped him?”
 
   “I think, and the PA can’t say anything I guess, NDA and all that, but I think the sponsors pulled their support first, and it was all quiet-like. I was wondering why he wasn’t at the con the other week. Well, when he didn’t bring any real benefit to the show—beyond being a fat mouth and an expensive paycheck—they cut him. Can you blame them? He’s so much trouble to work with and if he has that many harassment complaints, he’s not worth it. Josh and the guys are so much better.”
 
   “That’s great news. Right?”
 
   Tamara slid her arms up and around his neck.
 
   “It is. And—I should have listened to you sooner about filing charges and standing up for myself.”
 
   “You did pretty well all on your own last time I saw you standing up for yourself.” He leaned down and kissed her. He was just happy that she was happy.
 
   “Yeah, I had a little help. So…change of subject.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.
 
   “So…did I forget something?”
 
   “Did you talk to the realtor like you said you were going to?”
 
   Oh.
 
   That.
 
   He tried to ignore the odd sensation of buzzing in his stomach.
 
   “I left three messages and emailed twice. It’s time to find a new realtor.”
 
   “Damn it.” She made a face.
 
   Her lease was up in a month, and they’d spent far too much time in each other’s space for it to make sense to be apart. Besides, he wanted her with him always. They had a whole new bucket list to work on, and at the top of that was a home to call theirs.
 
   Together.
 
   It was a new adventure, and he had the best woman by his side.
 
   Forever.
 
    
 
   You can stay up to date on the rest of the Gone Geek girls this fall!
 
    
 
   The Vet and the Geek in the Crazy Cat Lady box set this October.
 
    
 
   The Gamer and the Geek in the Home for the Holidays anthology this November.
 
    
 
   The Star and the Geek in the Rule 34 box set January 2017.
 
    
 
   Sign up for the Sidney’s Newsletter at
 
   www.SidneyBristol.com
 
   to receive the prequel serial,
 
   The Jock and the Geek, for free.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Drawn to Your Heart, Geeked Out #1
 
   By Jessica Fox
 
    
 
   With her first book at the top of the charts, Sam Wayfield is the it girl of indie comics. Now she's hitting the con circuit to help crowdfund her next project, and everything is perfect—until her jealous ex publishes a tell-all website that does nothing but smear her name. Now her future's on the line, along with her reputation...and her life. 
 
   Max Anderson may have left his career as a cop to follow his dream of owning a comic shop, but he's still driven to lend a hand — especially to the gorgeous geek who writes his favorite book. But someone wants her to pay for being a woman in a geek's world, and when the harassment turns dangerous, they're both in the crosshairs.
 
    
 
   Visit www.JessicaFoxBooks.com to learn more!
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   To One Hundred, #DirtySexyGeeks 1
 
   By Melissa Blue
 
    
 
   When they met online they were equals...Then she walks into his classroom.
 
   For four months Eva March shared almost every secret with a handsome stranger. It was easy when she didn't have to meet his gaze in real life. The online flirtation was fun. She could be a strong, put-together woman without a sordid past. Most importantly, he'd never know the truth.
 
   Grady Addison takes his job as a professor seriously. He doesn't sleep with co-eds, much less his students. Eva doesn't even fit his leggy, peppy blonde requirements, but he can't walk away now. He's spent too much time fantasizing about her, her smile and the way her eyes darken when she thinks of her past.
 
   And her past is a problem. The secrets she hasn't yet told him could end his career and for Eva, her life could just come crashing down...again.
 
    
 
   Visit www.TheMelissaBlue.com to learn more!
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