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      In the game of love, summon the means to win.

      

      Jasper didn’t set out to fall in love with his best friend and professional gaming partner, Zach—hell, he never thought it an option. But when an accident took his wife’s life, leaving him a single parent, the two found comfort in each other. Happy again, he couldn’t have wanted more. Until the newbie spitfire redhead in their guild smoked them both in a duel, and subsequently agreed to join their team.

      Quick with her spells and even quicker with her words, she’s got a soft spot for his daughter, and a growing place in his heart, as well as Zach’s.

      Only problem? She won’t see them outside the game.

      

      Zach has been happy with his partner Jasper and his daughter, even though they came together under less-than-pleasant circumstances. But as happy as they are, he can’t deny his growing attraction to their guildmate and fellow teammate Shira. So when Jasper confides in him a desire to include her in their family, he’s on board.

      But how are they going to convince her of that, when they can’t even get her to meet them in person? And if they succeed, what will become of his relationship with Jasper?

      

      Shira has three rules: don’t date in person, don’t hook up with guildmates, and most certainly don’t believe an android can find love. After being fitted with life-saving cybernetics, she lost her modeling career, her dating life, and her confidence. She retreated inward, taking up a new gaming hobby due to new friends she made in the hospital.

      Pairing up with fellow guildmates Jasper and Zach for player vs. player activities, she slowly finds her confidence again and embraces this new life, doing her best to escape her past. However, growing close to these two men tests her rules in ways she never expected, especially when they insist on meeting her.

      And if they can summon her, what could become of them if her past comes back to haunt her?

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

    

    
      
        Also by Shannon Pemrick

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      As Shira pressed the button on the refrigerator, water splashed into the glass, cool against her palm. Pain pulsed and crept along her abdomen and side. Shira pressed her other hand against the area where skin met acrylic, the source of the pain, though she knew it wouldn’t help.

      Once the glass was full, she grabbed two pills off the kitchen counter and popped them into her mouth. These painkillers would help, but she was in for a long day today.

      Her eyes swept over the weekly pill case she’d forgotten to put away, today’s box empty and tomorrow’s filled with more than anyone should have to worry about. Sometimes I wonder why I bother…

      She left the spacious kitchen, walking through the small foyer to the open living room. Snake, her black German Shepherd, padded after her, her ever-faithful shadow. Shira sat down on the plush couch and picked up the tablet she’d set down earlier on the coffee table. Snake hopped up with her and laid his head on her lap.

      The screen scrolled as Shira viewed the application displayed. Early afternoon sun filtered in through the nearby bay window, and the TV played an old anime for background noise. She tucked a red strand of hair behind her ear with a fair hand. Her eyes skimmed the most important information, but ultimately nothing stuck out and she swiped it off her screen so she could get to the next application.

      Her parents ran one of the largest fashion design studios in the world. That meant everyone wanted their designs to be selected, even if they didn’t have a remote shot. And with her parents out of the country on a business trip, that left her in charge of fielding applications in their absence.

      Sure, they could do this remotely, but Shira didn’t mind helping them out. It allowed her parents to focus on something worthwhile and she got to work with the added benefit of being from the comfort of her own home.

      Beats looking like the useless bum with nothing left going for—

      Shira shook the though from her mind. Wasn’t good to go down that dark rabbit hole.

      Snake stretched and yawned before laying his head back down in her lap, looking up at her with his big brown eyes. She patted her faithful companion with a cybernetic limb, bright lights flickering behind the clear fiberglass structure, pistons and other moving components working hard to ensure the device worked properly. The false nerves sent signals to the neuro-mod in her head. Even after several months of testing, she was still trying to get used to the sensation.

      After her accident five, almost six years ago, resulting in her losing nearly half of her body, it was to be expected. Since limb regeneration wasn’t feasible yet, and obtaining a donated part beyond basic organ transplants for experimental surgeries wasn’t easy, she’d all but given up hope technology would even get to this point. It didn’t help other problems in her life, but it was something.

      Snake went on high alert, sitting up on the couch and staring at the front door. He chuffed; Shira’s brow rose.

      “Shira,” a deep, semi-robotic voice said from the infrastructure of her house. “Mercedes is here.”

      That explains it. She and her best friend had agreed to have lunch together today, but between all the work Shira had to do and some of the pain she was in today, they agreed to have lunch at her place. “Thanks, Orion.”

      There was a knock on the door and Snake barked, bolting from the couch to the door. Shira chuckled as he barked a few more times before spinning in circles. He knew exactly who was here.

      “Snake,” Shira said.

      Her companion came to a halt, ears pricked, and stared at her.

      “Öffnen,” she said in German.

      Snake reacted to the command and pulled on the door handle. The door swung open and on the other side stood Mercedes, a tall and slender woman with sun-kissed skin and gorgeous golden hair that flowed past her shoulders. A beaded necklace hung around her neck.

      Snake started up his excited spin again. Mercedes’ blue eyes crinkled in the corners as she laughed and then praised and fed him attention. Shira’s companion ate it all up. Such a ladies’ man.

      Once finished, Mercedes held up the paper bag. “Got lunch.”

      “Where did you end up going?” Shira asked.

      “To the sandwich shop down the street. Figured an easy meal would be best for today.”

      Shira agreed. Mercedes shut the front door and waltzed through the foyer into the living room. She plopped down on the couch next to Shira and pulled out the wrapped sandwiches and soups, as well as bags of chips. They divvied up the food and dug in.

      “How’s the workload?” Mercedes asked.

      Shira shrugged and stirred her soup. “Constant. Not as bad as the last time they went away, but I’m only three days in, so we’ll see what happens by the end of the week.”

      Mercedes bit into a chip, her eyes glinting. “No distractions from your boyfriends?”

      Shira rolled her eyes. Great, this again. “Don’t start. Jasper and Zach are not my boyfriends, and never will be.”

      “It’s no secret to anyone they’re interested in you. They’re among the rare few out there who don’t care that you have cybernetics. You should capitalize on the fact that two men like that are vying for your attention.”

      Cybernetics had an unfortunate stigma. While life-saving, or just life-improving, society had succumbed to treating those with cybernetics as inhuman. The treatment was so horrible at times, many of those with them struggled to not believe it themselves. It’s what had cost Shira her modeling career. And my one hope for a—

      She shook the negative thoughts of the past from her head. “I don’t date, and I don’t hook up with guildmates.” Besides, they’re together. I know better than to touch that. “I’d like to drop this topic. You know I don’t like it.”

      “Oh, you know I have to tease you every now and then.” Mercedes grinned. “I mean, you used to get on me about Takashi all the time.”

      Shira chuckled. “Yeah, and who hooked up with him in the end? I don’t hear you complaining, ever. You’re all too happy to be with him, especially now that’s he’s moved in with you.”

      “Which means there’s still hope for you.” Mercedes winked. “C’mon, just admit it, you like them, too.”

      Shira shook her head and refused to continue the topic. A smile that screamed “I won” spread across her friend’s face. But she hadn’t. Shira didn’t see them that way. She bit into her sandwich. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

      Those two made it far more difficult to keep at a distance than she liked. Sure, they may be fascinated with her now, but once they found out just how messed up she was, and how much she still needed Snake, even with the cybernetics and the time that’d passed since the accident, they’d back off. Everyone always does…

      Mercedes scooped some of her soup. “I’m surprised you aren’t in a PvP match with them right now.”

      PvP, Player vs. Player, was a game mode type in the virtual reality game Lusara Fates. Shira was introduced to the game thanks to Narissa, her cybernetics doctor and friend, when her other client and friend—and now boyfriend as of seven days ago—Ajax, had gotten her addicted to it. He’d revolutionized the gaming experience, creating an immersive session where one hooked themselves up through special tech chairs and were sucked in via the mind. Even though there were some consoles and handhelds still hanging on in 2107, it was pretty much the only way to play games. And it’s how Shira met Jasper and Zach.

      Shira held up her tablet. “I do have to work.”

      “But this is them.” Mercedes winked. “As much as they need to focus on twos matches, they’d rather do threes with you.”

      “They know this is something important I have to handle,” Shira said. “And they have a tournament to prepare for.”

      It wasn’t uncommon for people to find work in Lusara Fates, beyond actually working for Lion Rage on the game, like their friend Darius did. Takashi had an entire business built around their in-game economics that seamlessly meshed with real life. And Jasper and Zach had found work on the competitive PvP side of the game.

      “The two of them are currently blowing up her phone,” Orion said. “I’ve just muted Shira’s notifications so she can accomplish her tasks.”

      Mercedes snickered and Shira sighed. Her AI assistant was supposed to be on her side and keep that a secret. “I thought I taught you about loyalty.”

      “Oh, you did. Snitches get stitches,” he said. “But I am an advanced computer program. I can’t get stitches.”

      Mercedes rolled over on the couch laughing. Shira grumbled, “Watch it, or I’ll reprogram you.”

      “But, that would require you to spend hundreds of hours to reteach important tasks you require of me,” he said. “Are you sure you want to do that?”

      Her face scrunched. He had her there. That’d be a pain. And, all in all, even with all his annoying quirks, she liked her assistant the way he was.

      “You now have three new messages from them,” Orion said. “And you have one from Narissa.”

      Shira shook her head while Mercedes continued to laugh. She snatched her phone and took a look at Narissa’s message first. She figured it’d be less of a headache to deal with. She was wrong.

      

      I want to talk to you about the contract.

      

      Shira knew it. Ever since Narissa forwarded a modeling contract to her for some new venture with Narissa’s company, and she said no, Narissa would text her every now and then to express her desire for Shira to reconsider.

      

      It’ll be good for you. And I promise it’ll help with the stigma around those with cybernetics.

      

      Shira wished Narissa would drop this. She wasn’t going to get back into that. She had her moment before the accident; it was gone now. And wishful thinking wasn’t part of Shira’s dictionary. She was too jaded for fairytales.

      She jumped over to Jasper and Zach’s messages. Scrolling through them, they were all pretty much the same. Either asking if she wanted to join for some matches, why she wasn’t on yet, or why she wasn’t responding. The most recent ones told her Serenity would be home soon, so if she wanted to get into matches with them, it’d have to be now or after Serenity went down for bed.

      Shira typed out a message.

      

      You two are ridiculous. I told you both this morning I had more applications and work to deal with.

      

      Jasper replied back first.

      

      Yeah, but it’s late. You should be done by now, right?

      

      She shook her head and glanced at the time before responding.

      

      It’s barely noon here, dingbat.

      

      Well it’s three here and Serenity is going to be done with her afterschool program in an hour.

      

      She’d known them for several years now, and yet Jasper still couldn’t wrap his head around the time difference between the East coast and the West coast.

      Zach jumped in.

      

      We’re just bored. We’d like to do some threes matches to break up our day. You’re always the best cure. You make the day fun.

      

      Shira pushed away the heat rising in her. One of them always knew just what to say to make her feel a little more special than she was. But she wouldn’t give in to it. Shira typed back.

      

      The two of you need to be ready for the first qualifier tournament this weekend. So twos matches are all you should be doing.

      

      The two of them had scored a sponsorship from Ajax and his gaming company, GameTech, allowing them to qualify for one of the Lusara Fates competitions held during Gamer Nine in Los Angeles in November. It was the largest gaming convention around these days—and the longest. While most were only three days long, Gamer Nine ran for five.

      But even with a sponsorship, the pair needed to rank high enough in the qualifier tournaments, held during the last weekend in September and the first three weekends in October, in order to participate during Gamer Nine for the large-sum prize and various opportunities for notoriety.

      Jasper sent the next message.

      

      If you’d finally agree to join us, we could skip to threes for the tournament instead. There’s still time.

      

      Shira glowered at her phone, now just plain old annoyed. These two refused to let go of that stupid notion. It didn’t matter how often she said “no,” they continued to pester and insist she join an official paid team with them.

      Mercedes rested her chin on Shira’s shoulder. “You know you want to tell them yes.”

      Shira swatted her away. “Don’t read my texts, Miss Nosey.”

      “I’m only looking out for you.” Mercedes chuckled. “And we both know these two may just be more stubborn than you.”

      Her friend might not be wrong there, but Shira had something stronger than stubbornness—crippling issues. “It’s just not going to happen.”

      “So many of us from the guild are going to Gamer Nine. We want you to be able to go, too, even if it’s not to participate in PvP matches.”

      Shira’s lips pressed together and her eyes fell to her lap. “I’m sorry. I just… I… can’t go to that type of building. Not after…”

      Mercedes frowned. “I know it’s scary, Shira, but you have to reclaim your life one of these days.”

      Shira’s shoulders tightened, dark memories of the past threatening to surface. She knew that’s all they were, memories. There wasn’t a day that didn’t go by that she didn’t struggle with something, and she chose to run away rather than face it. “You know I’ve tried, Cede, I really have. But…”

      She sighed. It took Shira five years just to get comfortable seeing Narissa in her office. The first three, she’d have a panic attack just thinking about going there, let alone the mental stress she endured by going.

      Shira still had to close her eyes when she went through downtown Los Angeles, so as to not look at the tall buildings. When she could, she tried to avoid the location altogether.

      She shook her head. “I can’t go to a place that’s so similar to the one where the accident happened.”

      “So it’s just going to the event?” Mercedes put her sandwich down. “If we agreed to do a few things outside the building, you’d go? You’d meet the two of them if they asked?”

      Shira pressed her lips together. This was one question she wasn’t sure how to answer. A part of her said yes, that’d be no problem, as long as they went somewhere with smaller buildings. But another side reminded her how she reacted when she video chatted with them a few months ago for the first time. That’d been so hard for her to do, and she hadn’t done it since.

      “Serenity’s birthday is also falling around that weekend. You know they’re going to bring her, and she’s going to want to see you.”

      Shira frowned. Mercedes would pull that. Everyone knew at this point she had a soft spot for Jasper’s daughter. But even the little girl couldn’t quell the fear pricking at the back of her mind.

      “My apologies for interrupting, Miss Mercedes,” a robotic voice said from Mercedes’ phone on the coffee table. “But the shop is calling.”

      Mercedes groaned. “Great, they probably need me to come back early so I can fix another mistake of theirs. Thanks for letting me know, Tasha.”

      She answered the phone and walked away. Shira went back to eating and looking over the application on her tablet. But her mind wandered back to what Mercedes was asking. Was it really only the building that scared her?

      Shira realized she never responded to Zach.

      

      No, I’m not going to do it, so stop asking.

      

      Jasper responded.

      

      Wow, killer hang time.

      

      Sorry, Mercedes is here having lunch with me.

      

      Tell her I’ll give her something cool if she helps us convince you.

      

      Shira’s brow rose as she typed back.

      

      Something “cool?” Really?

      

      Mercedes returned. “I’m going to have to leave. They really can’t do anything without me there to babysit them.”

      Shira chuckled and held up her phone. “Before you do…”

      Her friend read the messages and laughed, pulling up the Lusara Fates game mobile chat app and sending them a message, talking aloud as she went. “I’ve already tried to help you out, but she’s too stubborn for her own good. And come up with a better bribe than something ‘cool.’”

      The pair laughed when he sent back a frowning-face emoji. Shira then received a picture text. She nearly fell off the couch in a fit of laughter at the sight of the men’s in-game elf models pleading with her. The tall, muscular elf with long black hair, clad in dark leather armor—that was Jasper—stuck out his bottom lip with his head tilted up and wide-eyed into a puppy pout, and Zach—also tall, muscular, and dark-haired, a stark contrast to his real self, clad in plate armor—clasped his hands together, he too with big puppy-dog eyes.

      Mercedes sputtered on her own laughter. “They’re picking up tips from Serenity.”

      “Too bad it only works for children.”

      Her friend rocked her head back and forth. “I don’t know. The men I know are pretty weak to that as well.”

      Mercedes’ phone rang again and she groaned. “Tasha, tell them I’m on my way and to stop pestering me.”

      “I will do that.”

      Shira helped Mercedes clean up her meal and walked her to the door. Snake padded along with them. “Catch you again soon?”

      Mercedes nodded. “Of course. Maybe next time you’ll be up for going out, and Takashi will have some free time to join us, too.”

      She liked that idea.

      “And, Shira”—Mercedes pulled her into a tight hug—“Consider what I’m saying, okay? You have to fight your demons one of these days. And if two guys want you, don’t take it for granted. It’s hard enough finding one. You know that. We’ve gone through similar problems with boyfriends and dates.”

      Shira’s eyes cut away to the ground. “It’s not that simple; you know that, Cede.”

      “I never said it was. But that doesn’t mean you should give up. You got me to see that. Now it’s your turn.” Her friend pulled away and headed for her fancy, antique 2011 white Bugatti Veyron. “I’ll catch you later!”

      Shira waved and headed back into the house, her mind heavy with thoughts. Jasper and Zach were happy together. They’d been together since Jasper lost his wife unexpectedly. And then there was the factor of Serenity. She was so young, and had already grown quite attached to Shira with the limited contact they’d had over voice chats. Shira didn’t want to hurt her if things went south. Because no matter how optimistic I try to be, it will go that way. She knew she’d either ruin her friendship with the two men, or destroy the happy life they had. And that wasn’t right.

      It doesn’t matter, I don’t hook up with guildmates. She made that rule after she made the mistake of hooking up with a past guildmate. She’d made it clear to him it wouldn’t go beyond VR, and it was purely a physical relationship, but he didn’t listen. When the time came for him to start inquiring about making their “relationship” a real thing, he didn’t handle it well when she said no. The situation had caused too many problems with the guild—to the point that he was expelled—and then he tried to run their name through the dirt for revenge. As well as she knew these two, and how they’d probably not do that, Shira refused to take the risk.

      Shira sat down on the couch and swiped the application on her tablet, jumping right into the next one.

      “Shira,” Orion said. “Your not-boyfriends have sent you another few messages. I believe they’re just messing with you at this point, as I told them they’d killed you from all the laughing they’d caused you to do, but that only stalled them for a few moments.”

      Shira chuckled. That sounded like them. They could be pests at times, but they really did respect the work she did for her parents. “Just relay the same canned response until I get these applications done. They’re not the only ones who can play that game.”

      “Alright, I’ll tell them your relationship with beer and work is complicated, so they may have a chance later.”

      Shira laughed. Not the exact response she’d asked for, but it was too good not to okay. Jasper and Zach would get a kick out of the response.
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      Jasper drummed his fingers on the table he and Zach sat at in the guild hall’s bar. Serenity had gone down for bed easily tonight, and Shira said she’d team up with them, but she still hadn’t shown up. He understood she had a lot of work to do, and he respected that a great deal, but she had a habit of pushing herself too much. He wanted her to take some time for herself and have fun. And if she’d finally let Zach and me in, we could show her just how fun we can be.

      He sighed. That desire was looking more and more like a pipe dream with every day she continued to force her distance from them.

      Zach nudged him in the arm, his plate armor clanking. “Calm down. She’s not the type to bail.”

      “I know. But she’s been acting wicked weird today.”

      “She’s been busy.”

      Jasper shook his head. “It’s not just that.”

      He couldn’t place it. It was how she worded her messages. He and Zach had known her long enough that he could now pick up when something was off about her, even in a text form. Something else was up.

      “You think she and Mercedes were talking about some things that got her out of sorts?” Zach asked.

      Shira didn’t like to let it be known how easily certain things bothered her. She tried to be strong and confident in front of everyone. But Jasper and Zach had seen the dark side of their own lives. They knew someone running when they saw it. And Shira might as well have a big sign with flashing lights.

      Jasper worked his jaw. “Not sure.” He sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m overthinking this. I just… wish she’d be willing to talk to us more about things like this.”

      Zach leaned in and grabbed his hand. “We’ll get her to open up. We just need to find the right angle.”

      But what more can we do? There was only so far they could push before they crossed a line and lost her.

      The sound of jangling half-plate armor and a woman’s heavy breathing caught their attention. They turned to see a short, buxom woman running up to them, her dark brown hair bouncing around her shoulders. Finally.

      Zach smiled at Shira. “You made it.”

      She stopped in front of them and took a deep breath. “Yeah, sorry about that. Something came up.”

      Red flags waved in Jasper’s mind. He was right. Something was wrong. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Don’t worry. Nothing I can’t handle.”

      Jasper and Zach glanced at each other. They didn’t buy it for a second.

      Shira looked between them. “What?”

      Jasper shrugged and stood up. “Nothing. Let’s go kick some ass.”

      They grouped up and queued for a threes brawl match, Zach picking DPS for this round—damage per second—with his warrior class instead of his usual tank selection. Shira chose to heal with her elementalist instead of DPS, and Jasper of course had only one choice, with his rogue as a DPS-only class. Zach and he had other classes to use for tournaments in case their opponents’ competitions required some strategic changes, but they did best with their rogue-and-warrior combo. And Shira, all her class picks complimented them regardless of their choices.

      The game teleported them into a PvP lobby with another team of three. They were up against a sorcerer, a priest, and a berserker. Not a bad combo, but priests weren’t as good as elementalists in the healing aspect for PvP. And while the berserker would be an issue, the sorcerer would be their weakest link.

      The ten-second map-selection timer began. A little fun the developers put in for the PvP teams that enjoyed a quick round of trash.

      The other team started immediately, whistling at Shira like you would to call a dog. Jasper’s lip curled. He hated this kind of behavior. While only a small minority of players, it happened enough to put women off from playing. Except women like Shira.

      Shira leaned closer to their opponents, her hand up to her ear. “I think I hear your master calling, boys. You might want to run now with your tail between your legs before you’re punished.”

      Jasper and Zach snickered, but the other team also found something funny. The sorcerer grinned at Shira. “We’ll show you just who the master here is, babe.”

      Her eyes darkened at the mention of the pet name. Oh boy. In chat, she mumbled, “Target.”

      Well, they had their orders. Jasper figured it best to give her a hand now. “Don’t look now, Zach, but I think these three kids think they’re man enough to tame our fire.”

      Zach chuckled. “I’ll bring the popcorn.”

      “Get fucked.” The berserker spat at them.

      “Sorry, but if you were hoping to be the one to help me with that, you’ll have to wait your turn.” Jasper pointed to Zach. “He’s got me booked up all night.”

      The timer hit two seconds. This was where teams would get off one last insult before forced into the start positions of the map. Shira was the quickest.

      She stuck her middle finger in her mouth, sliding it out painfully slowly in a way that sent a need down to Jasper’s groin, and then presented her extended, wet middle finger to their opponents before walking away.

      The other team was left speechless, while Jasper and Zach roared with laughter. Once they calmed themselves, they ran to catch up with her.

      “You should use that gesture more, Shira,” Zach said. “The looks on their faces were priceless.”

      Shira grinned. “I do quite enjoy it. It’s fun seeing the brains shut off.”

      “We all know, the moment they saw you that had already happened. No doubt they’re thinking they can get your contact if they impress ya enough,” Jasper said, though he loathed to admit it. The idea of her hooking up with someone, while ignoring his and Zach’s advances, irritated him to no end.

      Shira’s nose scrunched. He loved it when she did that; it was such an adorable look. He assumed it’d be even more so on the real her. He and Zach had only seen her face twice, one being a still image he’d saved to his phone after she’d sent it to try and prove some stupid point that she wasn’t desirable with all her cybernetics, which hadn’t gone the way she’d expected in the end.

      “I’m going to pass,” Shira said. “I’m not interested in polishing any dirks.” Her eyes cut to Jasper, jumped to Zach, and then glanced away. “I’m more of a broadsword kind of gal.”

      Jasper rested his hands on the hilts of the daggers strapped to his hips, rendered speechless. She did not just say that to him and then non-verbally praise Zach. Zach folded over with laughter and Jasper placed his hand on his chest. “Ow! You’re not supposed to throw shade at your teammate.”

      Shira shrugged, her expression smug. “Besides, I saw the profile of one of them. He’s fifteen, and I’m not looking for that type of ‘get into jail free card.’ That’s not my type of monopoly play.”

      Jasper lost it. She was on her game tonight, and it was amazing. Even if one of those insults had hit his ego.

      The timer hit zero and a map was selected, forcing them to compose themselves. An ancient temple courtyard was randomly selected, and the area around them changed. Another timer started, this one a countdown for the match to start.

      Jasper activated his stealth ability. He was still visible to his teammates, but the opponents couldn’t see him. Zach drew his impractically large sword with its odd-shaped blade and carved magical runes. Fantasy games. Gotta love it. Glancing at Shira, who was glancing appreciatively at Zach’s weapon, playing off her earlier comment, Jasper’s eyes scanned her impractical, revealing half-plate getup. One thing he definitely wouldn’t complain about with these games. Though, that one-sided look to Zach needs improvement.

      He poked them both in the ass with the tips of his daggers before sneaking off to get into a good assassination position. Shira grumbled out an insult, making him grin. “Rogue, babe.”

      She scoffed, muttering about being called babe, and readied herself. Zach took up position a few feet in front of her. He may have gone DPS instead of tank for the extra damage output, but she’d be a prime target as a healer. They’d need to be cautious with their opponent’s tactics.

      The time hit zero and the match began.
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      Zach deflected an incoming blow from his warrior opponent and countered with a swing of his own. He met his mark, but the opposing druid healed his teammate just as fast. Dammit, he’s not out of mana yet?

      Shira roared in frustration. “Stunned again!”

      Zach bashed his opponent before dashing to her rescue. The other team’s rogue slashed at her avatar in her frozen state. They’d done so well at their last match. This time, though, not so much.

      The warrior Zach faced got in a lucky swing during his retreat; Zach cringed, but continued on. The nerve simulations for the VR systems were top-notch. You felt like you were really getting beaten on. Though, of course, for safety reason, the pain was suppressed to healthy levels, and even more so for PvP matches.

      Zach activated his dash ability and slammed into the rogue, pushing him back. The stun chance from the attack hadn’t triggered, but Jasper was ready and came up from behind, slashing the rogue several times, one eliciting a bleed effect. Outnumbered, the rogue disengaged and vanished. Zach and Jasper nodded and Jasper vanished as well, while Zach re-engaged with the warrior from before. The druid kept his opponent’s health up, but Shira’s stunned state wore off when Zach needed it, and his health shot up. She also let loose a multi-target lightning strike, hitting both the warrior and the druid. A slowing effect took hold on the druid, allowing Zach to activate several abilities and reduce the opposing warrior’s health by a sizable amount.

      Once the druid recovered, they were back to where they’d started, but at least the assault had reduced the guy’s mana pool, a required resource his class relied on to cast his spells. Shira’s class also relied on this, forcing her to be strategic with her spell use, and Zach and Jasper to be careful not to mess up.

      Shira screamed in frustration again. Zach looked back to find her paralyzed, the rogue going to town on her again. Jasper came up and unleashed a flurry of blows, but it wasn’t until Zach jumped in that their opponent backed off. That didn’t help Shira, though. Her health had been reduced to less than half. Stuns are unreal.

      “Fuck rogues!” Shira shouted.

      Jasper came up beside her and winked. “Well, if you’re offering, this one won’t say no.”

      Zach chuckled and Shira rolled her eyes. “Get back to fighting.”

      “Do we get a reward if we listen?” Zach couldn’t stop himself from jumping in. Her reactions were fun.

      “Yeah, I won’t kick your asses.”

      He snorted, amused. Typical response from her.

      The opposing team converged on them, their target being Shira. Zach cursed when he realized which paralyzing effect the rogue had managed to use. It was their best attack, a thirty-second stun. If they didn’t keep her safe, she’d be done for and they’d lose.

      And this team wasn’t giving them time to breathe. The warrior rushed in immediately and unleashed a deadly assault. Jasper and Zach tried to stop her, but she wasn’t relenting from their blows. The druid healer kept her health level, and then the rogue joined in.

      Shira’s stun suddenly broke, sooner than he expected, and she tried her best to heal herself up, but it was already too late. She fell to ground, her health reduced to zero.

      A timer appeared—ten seconds to make a difference—but without a healer, and the opposing team’s still doing well on mana, they were done for this match.

      The match ended, and Shira’s life restored to full. She got up off the ground just as their stage changed back and they were standing outside the guild hall, Shira grumbling to herself. “Man, I really thought that item proc would come in time. Oh well.”

      At least she took the loss well. Zach’s eyes darted to Jasper. Him, on the other hand…

      Jasper’s balled-up fists shook, his eyes narrowed and his lip curled as he stared at the ground. “Where did we go so wrong?”

      Shira pursed her lips. “Why do you get so worked up when we lose? It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “It is a big deal!” he snapped.

      Shira recoiled, her eyes wide. Zach took a step forward. “That was out of line, Jasper.”

      She didn’t know why losing upset him. Even if she did, taking his anger out on her wasn’t right. And it certainly wouldn’t encourage her to want to be around them.

      Jasper’s arms fell limp at his side, his shoulders slouching. He didn’t look at either of them. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”

      The three looked up when they heard someone approaching. She was a curvaceous elf-avatar woman of tan complexion. Her deep blue eyes pinned on Jasper and then cut to Zach. Her red painted lips curved into a frown when her eyes fell on Shira. Great, what does she want?

      Jasper crossed his arms. “What do you want, Stacey?”

      Stacey pouted, as if they wouldn’t see her young-appearing avatar and see the forty-something woman behind it. “Why must you act like this every time we see each other?”

      “Because you only come looking for us to have a field day bitchin’ about one thing or anothah.” Jasper’s eyes narrowed. “So what do you want?”

      Stacey huffed. Why must she act like this? She always tried to pretend she was younger than she was. It was creepy. “I came to check on the two of you because I noticed you weren’t in matches.” Her eyes narrowed at Shira. “Now I know why.”

      Here we go. “We’ve been in matches all day,” Zach said.

      “Earlier, yes. But not recently.” Stacey rested her hands on her hips, as if her disapproving posture would help her. “Need I remind you there’s a tournament Saturday, and you promised the company you’d be making it through the qualifiers for Gamer Nine, after you went ahead and found an outside sponsor before running your plans by me, your manager, and subsequently the company?”

      Manager was a loose term. Rather than working with them to make them a stronger team, she barked asinine orders, awkwardly and not-so-subtly attempted to flirt, and bothered them with hang-out request during off hours. It was why they tried to avoid her at all costs, since requests with the company to replace her had failed.

      “Are you going deaf or something?” Jasper asked. “We just told you we’ve been in matches all day. We just got out of one!”

      Stacey’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, out of a threes match. But last I checked, you’re a twos team with the company, and that’s what you signed up to participate in for the tournament. But instead of getting ready, you’re goofing off with your friend.”

      A muscle in Zach’s neck twitched. At least she used the word friend for Shira this time. She’d used far less professional words in the past, which did get forwarded to the company in their formal complaints. Zach didn’t understand what their manager’s deal was with Shira.

      Shira grunted. “This friend is helping with their prep.”

      Stacey’s gaze snapped to Shira. “Excuse you?”

      “Threes matches may not be what they signed up for, but it exercises tactical thinking, improvised team coordination. And it changes the mental thought process, reducing the repetitive mind-stress singular long-period play styles endure.” Shira held her head high. “So, Miss Manager, you’d be wise to back the fuck off.”

      Fuck, that attitude is hot. Zach wasn’t sure if what she said was true or made up, but he didn’t really care. It sounded legit enough to him, and he liked this confident side of her. It drew him in like no other woman had, cementing the surprising change he felt toward her over the years.

      Stacey almost snarled. “How dare you speak to me like that.”

      “Well, if you’d take the hint, I wouldn’t have to.” Shira had such a smug look on her face. “They’re going to be ready for this qualifier, and they’re going to win. And it won’t be because you nag like an old hag.”

      The utter shock and offense that crossed Stacey’s face sent Zach and Jasper into a fit of laughter. That was a good insult, he had to admit.

      Stacey went red in the face. “Get back to practicing, or you’ll be seeing me make a report to the company.”

      Shira sneered. “I’ll be sure to have a counter report ready.”

      Their manager spun on her heels and stalked off. Jasper fell over, and Zach struggled to find it in him to breathe. He really hoped they weren’t waking Serenity up. Of all the things the body did when hooked up to the VR gaming chairs, laugher wasn’t always contained just within the simulation.

      “Okay, okay, you two can calm down now,” Shira said. “It wasn’t that funny.”

      When they continued, she rolled her eyes. “Maybe I should make you two go back to twos.”

      That sobered them up. Jasper pleaded with his eyes. “Please don’t.”

      Shira crossed her arms. “As much as I loathe to agree with her, your manager is right—you do need to keep practicing together, and with more comps than just warrior and rogue.”

      “But you told her you were helping with threes.” He wagged his finger at her. “Don’t tell me thatcha lied. We’ve gone over this. I can’t let you be a bad influence on our daughtah.”

      Shira rolled her eyes. “You both are a worse influence than me. And I didn’t completely lie. There are benefits to switching up between team sizes and play styles. You should do standard arena matches, but also get some other play types in, just to keep your minds fresh.”

      “But if we go back to twos, she’ll have won,” Zach put forth. “You don’t want that, do you?”

      Shira’s head flew back. “Oh my god, you two are ridiculous. At this rate, you should just log off and go to bed.” She nodded. “Actually, that’s a good idea for you both. Sleep is just as important as getting your play time in, and it’s late where you are.”

      Jasper jabbed his chest with his thumb. “We Bostonians are night owls. We don’t need sleep for a while.”

      Shira snorted. “Yeah, but your little owlet needs to be up at the crack of dawn for her flight lessons.”

      Zach snickered. “She’s not wrong.”

      Jasper narrowed his eyes. “You’re supposed to be helping me here.”

      Zach held out a hand to Shira. “I can’t fight logic.”

      “No, but Jasper is going to try and bash through it.” Shira mumbled. “You’d think he was a berserker and not a rogue.”

      Jasper grinned and Zach held his breath. He knew that look. Let’s see how far this gets him.

      Jasper slipped his arm around her waist, and pulled her close, speaking low. “I could show you just what kind of rogue I am.”

      Shira scoffed, her cheeks tinting a shade, and then pushed him away. “No thanks.”

      Jasper pouted, making her laugh. “That won’t help, either.”

      Zach shook his head. He tried, that was for sure. He did get a small reaction, which meant their antics did have an effect on her, but she was adamant about resisting their charms.

      Shira clapped her hands together. “Besides, I need to hop off.”

      Zach’s brow rose. That was out of the blue. “Why?”

      “I need to do something.”

      Why so vague? She was acting odd again. During their first match, he noticed she wasn’t herself. And the second match, it was like she wasn’t there for most of the fight, and not because of those rogue stuns. It was as if she wasn’t connected to the game entirely.

      Jasper frowned. Zach could tell he was also trying to understand what was up, but instead of pressing, he scratched the back of his head. “Okay. I guess we’ll catch you tomorrow, yeah?”

      She smiled and nodded. “After I get more applications sorted.”

      Shira logged off before Jasper could complain about that. He grumbled to himself and Zach laughed. “You know, people do need to make money, and not all of them do so through the game.”

      “She makes money in the game.”

      “Yeah, but not like us.”

      Jasper’s nose scrunched. “She could if she’d just take us up on our offah.”

      “True, but I think we’re missing something important. Besides, that’s the least of our worries.”

      Jasper nodded. “You noticed it, too.”

      “Yeah. She wasn’t in it today like she normally is. I’ve been running it through, and I’m wondering if she’s having a pain-flare day.”

      Jasper’s eyes widened. “Shit, you think so?”

      He nodded. “Even with applications stacking up, she’s always up for some PvP. And how she played in those two matches, that was wicked sloppy for her. That last match, I think she was only half-connected to the game.”

      Shira didn’t talk much about her accident. At all, really. And she didn’t discuss with them anything to do with her cybernetics or how she was feeling in regards to her health. For the first couple of years, Jasper and Zach assumed her health was good after she’d gotten the medical attention she needed. But they later overheard her and Mercedes talking about residual pain and mental health concerns related to their accidents. That’s when they realized how much Shira was trying to fight through on her own.

      They’d tried to get her to open up, but it was a slow process. One thing they did know was that Shira had pain flares at least once a month, if not more, and, based on her actions, they guessed she fought all day with it.

      That meant PvP should be off-limits to her. With the mind experiencing simulated pain through the game, it wouldn’t mix well with any physical pain she was already enduring.

      Jasper swallowed. “What if you’re right? What if she logged off because it was getting worse?”

      Zach was figuring the same. It’d explain the sudden need to exit.

      Jasper’s shoulders sagged. “Why won’t she talk to us about it? What else do we have to do to get her to trust us?”

      Zach’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I don’t think it’s a matter of trust.”

      Jasper’s brow rose. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s log off and
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