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      In the game of love, bind what is yours.

      

      Rules. They exist for a reason. Geek and former model Shira has seen what happens when she strays from them. She has three she never breaks:

      
        
        1. Don’t hook up with guildmates.

        2. Don’t date in person.

      

      

      
        
        And most of all…

      

      

      
        
        3. Don’t believe someone can look past the cyborg freak you’ve become.

      

      

      

      Only, she’s broken one of her simple rules not with just one person, but two—her virtual reality PvP partners… who also happen to be a couple. Worse yet, they convinced her to meet them and their wonderful daughter at the biggest VR gaming convention in the US, forcing her to face her fears.

      

      Rules. Who needs them? Not Jasper or Zach. They only complicate life. So when the two decide they want to add their close friend and casual VR PvP partner, Shira, to their life as their player three, they run into a problem: her rules.

      She claims they protect her. They’ve seen her come out of her shell since breaking Rule One. Now they’re determined to do whatever it takes to break the last two rules.

      The more time she spends with them, the more at risk she is for breaking rules two and three. And Shira isn’t sure she can protect herself from the inevitable fallout once she does.

      They’ve summoned her, and now, they’ll bind her.
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      The loud chatter and excitement of the usual gaming convention fair would have surrounded Shira, had everything not stopped. Not even her heart seemed to beat as she stared at the late-twenties man with a god-awful spray-on tan, blue eyes, and short bleached hair standing before her.

      She could hardly believe what she was seeing, but no amount of denial changed it. “Jeremy?”

      Jeremy, the ex who dumped her. Jeremy, the man who’d completely shattered her. Jeremy, her ex-fiancé who left her with cruel cutting words as she lay in a hospital bed fighting for her life.

      A crooked grin curved up the side of his face. “Hey, Shira. Didn’t ever expect to see you here.”

      Shira took a small breath and looked around, using it as a moment to keep herself calm. She could handle this. She wasn’t the same broken woman he’d abandoned. Shira wouldn’t say she wasn’t broken at all still, but with all the work she’d done, she wasn’t the same woman from three months ago, let alone nearly six years ago.

      Her black German shepherd and service dog, Snake, pressed against Shira’s leg, sensing her emotional turmoil. But that was the extent of his help for now, as if he knew she could handle this situation.

      “What’s the matter, babe? Don’t tell me you’re freaked out.” The cocky attitude she always knew him to have laced Jeremy’s words.

      The corner of Shira’s eyes twitched at the pet name she used to like him calling her. When she met his gaze, she made sure none of her discomfort showed, and projected as much confidence as she could muster. “I’d appreciate it, Jeremy, if you didn’t call me that—given we’re not together anymore.”

      She glanced around again. “And I’m merely making sure I was actually at the convention like I expected, because you’ve never been one for these kinds of things.”

      He chuckled and shoved his hands in his pockets. “You’re right, I still don’t. But my girl is working a good gig here for a company, so I came with her to see what it’s all about.”

      His girl? It didn’t surprise Shira that much that he had someone after her. Her mind didn’t even try to trick her into thinking he was just attempting to get under her skin. He was always popular with women; it wouldn’t be too hard for him to find someone else who fit his shallow requirements.

      “That’s cool.” Shira’s words came off as nonchalant, just as she felt. Never in her wildest dreams did she ever expect to feel so okay in his presence. Sure, seeing him so suddenly sent her into a brief panic, but now that she had a moment to adjust, she didn’t care. What he did was a dick move, but really, that was because he was a dick and it had nothing to do with her character in the slightest. “She working as a seller, or…”

      Jeremy grinned. “Nah. Her sexy ass is a hot booth babe with some popular company. I didn’t pay attention to which one, but it pays good.”

      “That’s pretty cool. This is a good convention to get that kind of gig work.”

      Shira didn’t miss the frown that momentarily crossed his lips, as if she didn’t react as he’d hoped. A cocky grin replaced it. “So, what are you doing here? Figured you’d never want to step in a place like this after last time.”

      She did her best to hold back an eye twitch. Of course he’d try to bring that up to get a reaction. He hadn’t changed at all. What did I ever see in him?

      Before Shira could answer, someone came up behind Jeremy and slipped a slender hand around his waist before coming into full view. She was a slim woman with blonde hair and deep brown eyes. A white cropped tank top hugged her chest tight, and a size too small. A red mini skirt hugged her hips and white boots finished her outfit.

      Her skin had not been spared from tanning-bed abuse, and the small beauty mark dotting the corner of her lip, Shira had insider knowledge that it was tattooed on.

      It took Shira a moment to process the woman’s identity. “Britney?”

      A smug smile slipped up the woman’s face. “Hey, Shira, been a while.”

      She pressed herself against Jeremy more, like some cat in heat. Shira swore if the woman tried any harder, she might fuse with him. “Uh, yeah. You’re the girlfriend Jeremy was just telling me about?”

      Britney let out her signature obnoxious laugh, the one Shira couldn’t stand. Not that she had ever liked the woman to begin with. She was arguably worse than Jeremy. Britney then slid her left hand over Jeremy’s chest, the action a not-so-subtle attempt to show off the shining ring on her finger. “Oh, I’m more than just his girlfriend.”

      Shira’s eyes widened looking at the rock, but not because it upset her, like Britney clearly hoped. She held out a hand. “Well, let’s see it.”

      Britney hesitated, and then eagerly held out her hand. Shira grasped her delicate fingers and turned her hand to get a good look at the engagement ring. The diamond stone—Shira assumed it was a diamond, Britney wouldn’t allow anything less, nor Jeremy’s ego for that matter—was fixed on white gold, and quite large for a centerpiece, surrounded by smaller cut diamonds. “It’s a beautiful halo ring. A bit smaller than I would have expected you to choose, but a few years have passed, so your tastes may have changed.”

      Withdrawing her hand, Britney shrugged, but Shira caught the stiffness in the action. “I had plans for another one, but then saw this and fell in love. Had to have it, and of course Jeremy gets me what I want.”

      Liar. Jeremy just picked one without paying attention to what Britney wanted, but she couldn’t allow their relationship to look less than perfect in front of Shira. Of course, Jeremy had done the same to her, so it was easy to spot the lie.

      “No hard feelings, right, Shira?” Britney said.

      Predictable. Shira shook her head. “Of course not. It’s surprising, since the two of you couldn’t stand each other back in the day, but it’s great you both have found companionship in each other. And I’m nothing but happy for you.”

      A bit of a lie, but only because Shira felt nothing for all this. Their attempts to rub salt into a wound weren’t working, because now that wound was well scabbed over. The ache she used to feel because she constantly picked at said wound had lessened without her realizing it.

      Shira had clung to the hole Jeremy left, and the moment she let go and focused on more important things, he no longer mattered. His words meant nothing compared to the newer ones she’d been hearing for months. No, years, and I just didn’t want to believe them because I became comfortable with my pain, and was afraid of letting it go…

      The truth was, Jeremy couldn’t compare. He’s nothing like—

      “So, what brings you here, Shira?” Britney said, cutting off her mental track. It looked like the woman was trying to compose herself, as if Shira’s indifference had irritated or even offended her. “I’m sure Jeremy asked, but I’d love to know, too.”

      “I didn’t get the answer before you arrived, babe,” Jeremy said.

      “We’re here ‘cause Daddy and Dad have a match,” a child’s voice squeaked out behind Shira.

      Shira glanced over her shoulder to see Serenity hiding behind her, one hand clinging to Shira’s leg, the other to Snake’s vest. Serenity’s green eyes cautiously watched Britney and Jeremy. Shit.

      In her focus to handle the two pests, Shira had completely forgotten about Serenity’s presence. She’d gone so quiet, which wasn’t like her. Sure, she could get shy, but this was a new reaction for Shira.

      “Oh, aren’t you adorable,” Britney cooed. For the first time since their interaction, the woman’s demeanor changed to something soft and kind. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

      Serenity hesitated and then looked up to Shira, who nodded and tucked an out-of-place lock of dark brown hair behind her ear. “You don’t have to talk much if you don’t want to.”

      Serenity’s gaze turned down to the floor, and she toed the carpet. “Serenity.”

      “That’s a pretty name you have,” Britney said, the sweetness in her tone too much for even Shira to stomach. “You said you’re here for your dads’ match? Are they a PvP team?”

      Shira blinked, surprised Britney knew the term. In their modeling days, she always rolled her eyes at Shira and Tanya for their nerdy sides. Britney would have rather insulted them for their hobbies than take the time to understand even a fraction of it. I wonder if the job she picked up here required her to have some knowledge. Booth babes worked tables to draw in customers, but they also needed to know their stuff to keep them around. Nerds could be thirsty, but it came with conditions.

      Serenity nodded. “Yeah. Momma and I are waiting for them to get us nom-food before that starts.”

      Jeremy sneered at Shira. “Momma? Really? You thought you could have her say that and think we’d believe it?”

      With big, confused eyes, Serenity looked up at Shira. She suspected this might happen. Serenity had called her ‘Momma’ before. And she was a sharp kid. She knew these two were problems, so she was trying to help in the way an almost-seven-year-old thought she could.

      Shira smiled fondly and stroked her head before addressing her egotistical ex. “Yes, I do expect you to. Do you have a problem with it, Jeremy?”

      He snorted. “Two dads and a mom? Please. If you were going to concoct a story to make your pathetically sad life appear less so, you could at least tell the kid to say something that doesn’t sound made-up. Especially when it comes to you.”

      Jeremy’s condescending eyes looked down on her as if he were above her in status. “You disappeared off the face of the planet because someone like you had no place. No one would have knocked your freak ass up, and you certainly couldn’t have found two losers that had a robotic freak fetish.”

      A muscle in the back of Shira’s neck twitched. Her hand clenching Snake’s leash tightened, and various nasty emotions bubbled in her chest. Snake prodded her hand with his cold nose, but her mind was too focused.

      He would call me that… He would say those words—so close to the ones he said that day. A cyborg freak, she might be, but he was the worthless piece of shit and had no idea what a good thing he left fighting for her life in a hospital bed.

      “Just because you’re a closed-minded loser, Jeremy, doesn’t mean other people are. I couldn’t care less what a low-life piece of shit like yourself thinks of me, or my current life. I stepped away from the spotlight to better myself. And I found more than I bargained for. You can play these little games all you want to poke and prod as if you’re going to get some satisfying reaction. But you’re expecting reactions from the old Shira when she doesn’t exist anymore. In her place is someone who knows her worth and doesn’t give a shit about the rats that scurry around at her feet.”

      Britney’s mouth fell open and Jeremy’s upper lip pulled back with distaste. He didn’t like her defiant personality back then, so it was no surprise to Shira he didn’t like her sass now.

      Shira turned her attention over her shoulder when Britney’s eyes darted to something new. She’d already figured it was a person by the way the woman’s eyes bugged out, and this particular person was definitely deserving of the reaction.

      Jasper walked their way, sharp green eyes intent on her. His shirt hugged tight against his muscular frame, and Shira found her gaze drifting from his capturing gaze, to his strong jawline, and then to the tattoos covering his tan skin. He’s deserving of Britney’s reaction to him, that’s for sure.

      “Hey, hon,” Shira said, the tingling words coming off her lips a little too easy for her liking, but she wouldn’t chastise herself, given the situation. “Finally make it through that crazy line?”
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      Jasper held a firm grip on the coffee he carried to Shira. He didn’t care how hot the cup was; it was the only thing keeping him calm as he made his way to her.

      Thanks to the long line at the coffee shop, plenty of people left, allowing Zach and him to join Narissa and Ajax, who had been farther up in line, and even Mercedes, who rejoined the pair after leaving it before he and Zach had shown up.

      No one had expected the SOS from Mercedes’ AI, Tasha. The SOS, simply titled “The Asshole Alert,” had been transmitted by Orion. Zach, Ajax, and he had thought the title was quite hilarious until they noticed how serious Mercedes and Narissa were about the alert. That was when they saw Shira with him.

      At first, Jasper couldn’t see anything wrong—seemed like Shira was having a conversation—but by the amount of seething hatred the two women projected the man’s way, Jasper knew something was up. He also wondered how the guy hadn’t spontaneously combusted. Really, if looks could kill…

      Shira was the attack dog of the three women, but they showed their harsher side then in loyalty, and Jasper was no fool to take the shift lightly. Even when he inquired about the man’s identity, they provided stilted and unhelpful responses, as both women were more focused on figuring out who would go help Shira out. Narissa even ordered the coffee Jasper had planned to get for Shira—with a few extras he didn’t know she would have preferred, like caramel. Shira hadn’t given him any specific coffee request beyond wanting cream and sugar.

      Surprisingly, it was his and Zach’s AI, Alistair, who volunteered them. It seemed this Jeremy fellow had been given the impression Shira was here with a boyfriend… or two. Narissa and Mercedes were quick to like the plan, and Jasper was more than eager to play up the part. Zach was also on board, but volunteered to get their order first, even if that meant he lagged behind a bit. He also seemed to think it would help prevent it from looking like no one believed Shira could handle the situation.

      While Narissa and Mercedes were unsure, Jasper had to agree with his boyfriend. Shira was a strong and capable person. And from the way the interaction had looked to be going from afar, she wasn’t in any physical danger around the guy, which meant she deserved to not be treated like some damsel in distress. She’s far from it.

      The woman hanging off Jeremy noticed Jasper’s approach first, and he found her reaction interesting. While it was one of interest that he wasn’t a stranger to, this was also of recognition.

      Shira turned, her long red hair spilling over her shoulder from the action, and gave a bright smile in greeting that matched the shine in her green eyes. “Hey, hon. Finally make it through that crazy line?”

      Hon. That word off her lips… Yeah, he could get used to hearing that from her. Jasper made it to her side and held up her coffee. “Finally, yeah. Got your favorite—two sugahs, extra cream, three shots of caramel.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she reached for the cup. “You’re the best.”

      Jasper smirked and let her grasp the cup, but before he allowed her to take it, he reached out with his free hand and curled his fingers around the back of her neck. Jasper dipped his head and claimed her soft lips.

      Shira let out a soft moan and molded into him as if she found herself struggling to stand, inviting him to drink in her taste a little longer than what could have been considered appropriate for public—not that he cared what anyone thought of his actions with her.

      Her sweet scent enveloping and teasing him—her addicting taste tempting him to deepen the kiss for more—Jasper had waited what felt like an eternity for this moment with Shira, even if it wasn’t exactly the way he pictured it happening, and it was already over nine thousand times better than what he’d experienced with her in VR.

      Based on the quiet, breathy “oh” the woman with Jeremy gasped out, Jasper was also putting on quite the show for the couple, as he’d hoped.

      Jasper pulled away from Shira when Serenity started giggling. While normal for her when he kissed Zach, an outsider might find it suspicious, and he didn’t need that at this moment.

      Shira hummed quietly, a pleased smile on her tempting lips, and took her cup of coffee. “If I didn’t know any better, that longing kiss would make me think a time wizard did some wibbly-wobbly magic here. Miss me that much?”

      Jasper chuckled. “That line felt like an eternity to get through.” He then reached around her and grabbed Serenity, throwing his daughter over his shoulder. “Now, what is our little starship giggling about back here?”

      “Nothing,” she said unconvincingly through her giggles.

      “That so?” She seemed to be playing along rather well for this unorthodox situation. Jasper figured he should be concerned, especially if it caused her to get too many ideas too quickly, but he could always talk to her about it after he dealt with this situation.

      “Where’s my nom-food?” Serenity asked.

      “And to follow up her question, where is Zach?” Shira asked.

      Jasper set Serenity down in front of him. “Poor guy running the stall was so overwhelmed he messed up the order, except your coffee. Zach said he’d stay to get the rest while I delivered it to you.” Jasper’s eyes cut to the couple in front of them. “And I was curious who your friends were, so I figured it couldn’t hurt.”

      “And we’re curious about you,” the woman with Jeremy practically purred. There was a clear hunger in her eyes, but Jasper wasn’t sure why. Now that he was closer, the prominent ring on her hand was hard to miss.

      “I wouldn’t call them friends,” Shira said as boldly, as he would have expected from her. “But it’d be rude of me not to introduce you to them.”

      She stopped and directed her attention over her shoulder. Jasper caught the sound of someone fast approaching and also looked. Zach jogged up to them, drink holder in one hand with their two coffees and Serenity’s hot chocolate, and a bag with their breakfast. Jasper let his gaze drift over his boyfriend, enjoying the view of his muscles flexing along his athletic frame. The short ponytail he’d pulled his blonde hair back into had come a little loose, but it didn’t appear to bother him.

      “Sorry it took me so long,” he said, handing the food bag off to Jasper, which was for the best. Serenity was already chomping at the bit with the way she was tugging on his pants, and it’d keep her occupied during this confrontation.

      While Jasper dug out Serenity’s breakfast sandwich, Zach fixed his hair, and then pulled up next to Shira, entwining his fingers with her cybernetic prosthetics. His ice-blue eyes met her brilliant green, and then he planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead. She smiled at him with such convincing fondness, even Jasper could have been fooled this was real. Soon. Wicked soon.

      “So, did I miss introductions?” Zach asked, tearing his eyes away from her to face the two strangers.

      “No, you arrived right on time for that,” Shira said. “Guys, meet Britney. She and I modeled together back in the day. And with her is Jeremy, my ex-fiancé I told you about before.”

      Everything in Jasper’s brain came to a screeching halt. Ex-fiancé? Shira had been engaged once? Never once did she even allude to ever having been engaged in the past. He’d always assumed her casual fling choices weren’t too far off from her pre-accident days.

      As his brain finally turned back on, realization kicked in. The SOS from Orion—the animosity instantly triggered in Mercedes and Narissa—Shira’s hard distaste for the pet name “babe.” Shira’s and Jeremy’s relationship hadn’t ended well. And by the way Shira had emphasized his ex status, she still despised him.

      Shira continued her introductions. “Jeremy, Britney, these are my boyfriends—”

      “Jasper Quinn and Zach Miller of team Smash and Stab,” Britney said, her voice breathy.

      Jeremy gave her an incredulous look. “You know them?”

      “Only by reputation.” Her words were practically a purr again. “They’re an up-and-coming, on-the-map twos-team for Lusara Fates, and GameTech’s first sponsored team.”

      Jasper was impressed. While Ajax said the press was going crazy about him sponsoring their team, Jasper thought it was just that. He didn’t think anyone was actually paying attention to his and Zach’s entry into the convention competition as individuals. There were plenty of bigger names here who had participated many times before, so Jasper didn’t expect anyone to recognize them by name, let alone appearance.

      And with the way Britney held herself in this small interaction, he wouldn’t have come to the conclusion she knew a damned thing about esports. Jasper knew it wasn’t good to stereotype or make assumptions, but he had a bad habit of doing so.

      Shira’s brow rose. “And what made you such an esports enthusiast? You’ve always balked at anything game-related.”

      Okay, so maybe his impression of her wasn’t so far off.

      “It’s now my job to know these things, Shira. I do work a booth, after all, and the company I work for is connected to GameTech.”

      That explained the outfit. Shira said Britney was, at the very least, a former model, and Jasper wasn’t sure if she was a booth babe or in costume. It was hard to tell the difference sometimes, especially in this case, as he wasn’t recognizing any character she might have been costuming as or recognizing her uniform colors, so Jasper wasn’t sure which company she worked for.

      A smug smile spread over the woman’s full lips. “I also need to know GameTech’s two star players for photo ops later.”

      Jasper may be slow on the uptake sometimes, but he definitely caught her implication, and he didn’t like it. Was she with this Jeremy character, or just playing it up? Either way, it was clear she was trying to get a rise out of Shira—which, to his mild surprise, wasn’t working. Shira didn’t react in the slightest, except to shoot Zach and then him a confused look.

      “You two didn’t tell me about any photo ops.”

      “Ajax didn’t make us aware of any,” Zach said. Jasper agreed. That was a strange thing to leave out if that was really happening.

      “I’m sure it was an oversight. It’s pretty common for such ops to happen for the teams that make it this far. And that’s why I need to know so much. Can’t embarrass the company’s team.” Britney tapped a finger against her mouth. “Though it’s strange. While it’s common knowledge the two of you have been dating for years, Shira was never even hinted at.”

      Shit. This woman wasn’t blowing smoke out her ass. She knew her stuff, and that made this arrangement a little more difficult to pull off for Shira’s sake.

      “And I’m sure you also found nothing about our daughter, either,” Zach said without missing a beat, and Jasper found himself loving the man even more. “We make sure she stays out of any spotlight to keep her life as normal as possible.”

      “And I know this is a hard concept for an attention seeker like you, Britney, to comprehend, but I also have chosen to stay out of the public eye,” Shira shot out, her words laced with smugness. “I’ve chosen to focus on my new life, and that means low profile. Jasper and Zach respect that, and have helped me remain invisible.”

      The woman blinked, clearly stunned there was a reasonable alibi for them to use, then shook it off. “That does make sense. Not everyone can handle all of that attention. And with you recovering, Shira, I can only imagine how difficult the public’s opinion would have affected you, both with your physical change and your relationship choice.”

      Jasper’s eye twitched. Really? She’s going to make those kinds of jabs.

      Shira shrugged. “You can think what you want. I’ve made my choices for me, and not someone outside of my relationships, because they don’t matter to me.”

      Jasper couldn’t stop staring at the woman next to him, admiration pulsing through every fiber of his being. Shira had always come off as confident. However, he and Zach learned just how much of an elaborate illusion she’d crafted, pretending that nothing in her life was wrong. That small discovery allowed them to find the little cracks in her façade, and pushed through to see the hurt and terrified woman under the mask. Yet, that woman wasn’t here.

      Shira projected true confidence, more than she’d ever done before. She believed the words she spoke. This pair’s critical opinion of her didn’t bother her. She didn’t care she was in the open with people around to hear her in a supposed relationship with two men, who were unashamed to admit they were together, too.

      Proud wouldn’t come close to how Jasper felt, seeing these last weeks of work paying off.

      Britney waved Shira off. “No need to get defensive. I was only pointing out how it can be hard. People are judgmental is all.” Britney’s lower lip caught between her teeth as she shifted her attention back to Zach and then Jasper. “So, which one of you is the one Serenity calls ‘Dad’ and the other ‘Daddy’?”

      Jasper’s brow rose. What a weird question to ask suddenly. And… also specific father names. Had Shira said something like that to differentiate Zach and him? It was hard to believe Serenity had. She never called Zach anything but his name.

      Before anyone had the chance to finish processing and answer, Orion spoke from Shira’s phone, “Shira, this is a reminder not to forget about ensuring Zach and Jasper aren’t late for their conference.”

      Shira smiled down at her hip, as if her phone could see. “Thanks, Orion.”

      “You’re welcome. Also, your friends are waiting for you on the second story mezzanine.”

      In unison, Jasper, Shira, and Zach turned their attention up. As the AI said, Ajax, a well-built man in his early thirties with tan skin, dark eyes and hair, and cybernetic right arm; Narissa, a gorgeous woman also in her early thirties with long, dark curly hair, dark eyes, umber skin, and a curvaceous figure; and Mercedes, late twenties and equally gorgeous, with long golden hair, blue eyes, tan skin, and a slim frame, leaned on the railing of the upper-level mezzanine. Ajax waved once to them.

      “Oh, my god,” Britney gasped. “That’s Ajax Jackson, CEO of GameTech. Oh, my god… and is that—”

      “Narissa Okafor of Cybro Technologies, girlfriend of Ajax, and my best friend,” Shira said, positively smug. “And with them is my other best friend, Mercedes Gail of Gail’s Antique Restorations.”

      She shot that info at Jeremy, and based on the way he tried to hide his wince, he apparently had knowledge of Mercedes and her reputation in the car industry.

      Orion pinged her phone again. “Ajax is offended you did not list him as a best friend.”

      Shira’s brow furrowed. “How the fuck did he hear me down here?”

      “Language,” Jasper warned.

      “Yeah, language,” Serenity said through a mouthful of her sandwich.

      Shira rolled her eyes and then had Orion send an amendment to Ajax to appease him. She then refocused on the pain-in-the-ass couple. “But Orion is right. We do have an appointment to keep. It was interesting running into you both. Good luck with your booth gig, Britney. And Jeremy…” She pursed her lips and then shrugged. “I’ve got nothing left to say to you.”

      Shira looked at Jasper, then at Zach. “Shall we?”

      Jasper smirked. He loved her attitude right now. It was sexy. “Can’t keep putting this off much longer, I guess.”

      Zach chuckled and was the first to get them moving, blocking the annoying couple’s sight of Shira, as if to protect her from anything they may throw at her last minute. “You act like this is going to kill you.”

      “Reporters ask too many questions,” Jasper said, before taking Serenity’s hand so she wouldn’t get lost in the crowd.

      “Big baby,” Shira muttered before taking a sip of her coffee. She then glanced over her shoulder and shouted back, “Oh, Britney. From the ex-fiancé to current, make sure you keep your physical appearance up. We’re both aware how quick Jeremy is to trade in for a newer model the minute you get even the smallest scratch.”

      A muscle in Jasper’s neck twitched. As much as he wanted to know what happened between the two of them, Jasper wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his cool if he found out after that little quip.

      His attention flicked up to their friends still standing on the mezzanine. Narissa and Mercedes still had ugly scowls, and Jasper knew avoiding the question wasn’t an option—for both Zach’s and his sake, and Shira’s.
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      Zach refused to let go of Shira’s hand while the four of them weaved their way through the growing crowd of people. That conversation hadn’t resulted in any physical altercation, but Zach had planned for one, either because Shira ended up being Shira, or he or Jasper lost it, and Zach wasn’t the type to pick those kinds of fights.

      But for her, he would, and keeping contact with her was the only thing ensuring he didn’t do something rash. Plus, he wanted the contact with her, cybernetic prosthetic or no.

      They walked past the elevators, and Zach almost asked if they should take it, when he noticed the tightness in Shira’s face. After the altercation with Jeremy, he would let her decide where to go.

      Shira let out a slow breath when they reached the stairs and then plunked down. She rested her arms over her legs and closed her eyes, taking more controlled breaths. Snake jammed his head under her arms and whined. Shira wrapped her arms around her faithful companion and buried her face in his fur.

      Zach glanced over his shoulder, double-checking that Jeremy or Britney hadn’t followed them. Shira had handled herself well against them, when they were trying so hard to get under her skin. They didn’t deserve the satisfaction of knowing it had worked to any degree.

      When Shira sucked in a loud breath, he turned back around, finding her sitting up straight with her head rolled back and threading her fingers through her beautiful red hair. Already, she seemed better. Is that Snake’s doing, or did this not affect her as much as we expected? While he didn’t know the extent of the issue, he’d gleaned enough, and he would have figured she’d need more time.

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs, and Mercedes and Narissa appeared above them. They homed in on Shira, who smiled.

      “I’m good.”

      “You sure?” Mercedes asked.

      Shira nodded. “Yeah. It was more draining to put up with their presence than anything.”

      “All right, as long as you’re being honest, we’ll let it go,” Narissa said. “Though I’m still tempted to go down there and punch him.”

      Shira laughed. “He’s not worth the energy. Really.”

      “That’s saying a lot, coming from you.” Narissa then smiled. “I’ll stop being a mother hen.”

      She glanced at Jasper and then Zach. It was a contemplative expression. “There’s no hiding anything from you two now. You’ve gotten involved…”

      “I’ll explain,” Shira said, without hesitation.

      Narissa nodded. “For the best, I think. I already explained things to Ajax, hope you don’t mind.”

      Shira shook her head. “It’s fine.”

      Narissa shifted her focus to Jasper and Zach and came down the stairs the rest of the way. “I have something to ask the two of you first, privately, if you don’t mind.”

      Zach’s brow rose, curious about such an out-of-the-blue request. “Uh, sure.”

      Jasper nodded. The three of them walked a few paces away, and they gave Narissa their undivided attention.

      “I’ll be quick, and it’s nothing bad. More of a request,” Narissa said, her voice low as if she didn’t want someone overhearing. “There’s a new tech reveal right at the start of the convention, for watching the various competitions. This technology follows a trend to be more inclusive for younger ages this year.”

      She smiled. “Since you two are a participating team, you’ve got two tech spots, and this gave me the perfect chance to make sure the claims for younger-age safety were accurate. My analysis shows that it would be safe for Serenity, but I’d like to see it in practice. Would you two be okay with this? I can use the time you two are using to talk to Shira to test, and of course, if I have even the slightest concerns, I will make sure she stops using the device.”

      Zach blinked. Because of Serenity’s age, a lot of tech was off limits. It made things rather difficult when you had young children. Sometimes it felt as if the world had completely forgotten about their existence, even for subjects that would be big for kids, like gaming.

      Zach exchanged a glance with Jasper and nodded. He trusted Narissa to put Serenity’s safety first.

      Jasper smiled at Narissa. “We trust you. And this will be a great thing for her to experience.”

      Narissa smiled brightly. “Wonderful! I’ll let you break the news to her.”

      They returned to the stairs, where curious and attentive gazes awaited them. Jasper broke the news to Serenity, who squealed like it was Christmas and she’d received the ultimate gift she asked for.

      Jasper laughed. “You behave, and listen to Narissa when she tells you to do something, got it?”

      “I promise I’ll be wicked good,” Serenity said, beaming.

      “Go on then, and have fun.”

      Their daughter’s hands shot up in the air while she cheered. She hugged them both and bolted up the stairs, only to stop and climb back down to be on the same stair Shira sat on.

      “She-ra, are you gonna be okay?”

      Shira smiled at her. “Yes, I promise. Thank you for your help earlier.”

      “I did good?”

      Shira brushed a lock of Serenity’s dark hair out of her face. “You helped me more than you know. Thank you.”

      Serenity beamed and threw her arms around Shira’s neck. Shira pulled her close, and the sound of Snake’s tail thumping echoed through the stairwell. Zach leaned closer to Jasper to get a better look. They firmly wedged the large black dog between their legs, and he loved every moment of it.

      Serenity giggled and mumbled something about his nose being cold before pulling away from Shira. Shira planted a kiss on her forehead and then the young girl ran off with Narissa and Mercedes. That was when Zach noticed Ajax observing as well. He seemed concerned watching Shira, but left with the ladies without saying anything.

      This left the three of them alone, save for a few people moving between floors. Shira absently scratched Snake’s ears, who ate up the attention. Zach sat down next to her, being mindful of the foot traffic and his coffee, as well as Serenity’s abandoned hot chocolate. Jasper crouched in front of Shira, and the two waited. Neither would push her on this.

      Shira sipped her coffee and then let out a slow breath. “Okay, first, before we talk about Jeremy, I want to say it wasn’t my plan to involve Serenity, and subsequently, both of you. She started talking when Britney asked me a question, and one thing led to another and Serenity called me ‘Momma.’ That then snowballed to me being involved with you two, since it’s no secret you’re together.”

      Jasper reached out and threaded his fingers with her prosthetic hand. “I didn’t expect you to do that on purpose. It sounds exactly like something Serenity would do.” He chuckled. “She’s cheeky like that.”

      Zach reached behind Shira and rested his hand on her side. “And we’re not upset about our involvement. Honestly, it made it wicked easy to come help, after Orion’s SOS to Mercedes.”

      She nodded, her eyes contemplative. “I’m not surprised he sent that. Also explained both of your convenient entrances.” She chuckled. “And the coffee.”

      “Narissa ordered it,” Jasper admitted. “I would have, had ya told us you liked your coffee that way.”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s my favorite way, sure, but not the only way I have my coffee.”

      “Always tell us your favorite things,” Zach said. “Gives us more chances for brownie points if we remember.”

      She laughed, this one light and showing that her tension was working its way out. Unfortunately, she sobered faster than he would have liked, and her expression slipped into something neutral. Zach held his breath, trying to prepare himself for whatever story she was about to tell.

      “Okay, so Jeremy…” She paused and licked her lips. “I met him when I was seventeen, at a modeling gig. We hit it off well, but it was a few months down the road, after some more run-ins and lunch dates did we decide to date. It started out great, and I was happy.”

      She worked her jaw. “That is, until about a year in. I’d turned eighteen, finished school, and was more than set on my path as a model. I also wanted a place of my own, so my parents helped me through the intricacies of buying a house. That’s when Jeremy asked me to move in with him instead. I wasn’t ready for that step and really loved the house I picked, so I told him I wanted more time. That irritated him, but I didn’t think anything of his reaction after that, because he didn’t press.”

      Shira shook her head. “Now that I’m able to look back, I see that rejection was the start of issues I stupidly ignored. It began as minor nitpicks—I wasn’t wearing clothes that were flattering or appropriate for someone in a relationship, my choice for piercings, my lack of attempts to tan, my food preferences, me dying my hair to red—”

      Jasper held up a hand. “Wait, hold on. He had an issue with your hair?”

      She shrugged. “According to him, he always had an issue with it and hoped I’d grow out of the phase. He hated red on me in any way, not just my hair. Could have been a shirt, dress, or even jewelry.”

      Zach twisted a silky lock of her hair around his finger. “Well, he’s a moron. Red is a perfect color for you. Especially your hair.”

      Pink spread over her cheeks, and her bottom lip caught between her teeth for a moment. “Thanks. While I’d succumbed to his pressure of wearing less red, I refused to compromise with my hair. It caused a lot of tension, but still I stayed, and another year in, I asked him to move in with me because I felt ready finally. And given I had a perfect house for us and he was renting, it made the most sense to me.”

      “Why?” Jasper asked. “He was being an ass, and yet you still stayed together.”

      Shira blew out a breath. “Because I was blindly in love. I was willing to overlook the issues, rationalizing things would get better if we lived together.”

      “And they didn’t,” Zach guessed.

      She shook her head. “We never moved in together. He had several excuses, and I was stupid enough to agree with them, telling myself we’d just have to keep on working on fixing the bad parts of our relationship. They didn’t. They got worse. And still I tried to make it work.”

      “Why, though?” Jasper asked.

      “I…” She chewed her lip. “I had my reasons.”

      Zach frowned. What doesn’t she feel comfortable telling us? Why doesn’t she trust us to know?

      “So, at what point did he propose?” Jasper asked. Zach could see he had a similar thought running through his head, but if she didn’t want to talk about it, then so be it. They wouldn’t be jerks about it, especially not when she was sharing so much.

      Shira blew out a breath and took a sip of her coffee again. “It was about six months before my accident.”

      That meant they’d dated a good four years, to Zach’s best estimate, based on when he knew the accident happened and how old she was now.

      “We’d talked about it for a few months before, so it didn’t come as a surprise, but again the signs that it wasn’t a good match reared up. I’d expressed how I’d like the proposal to go, and the type of rings I liked, and he didn’t do any of it. He picked out a ring he decided was good, and turned the proposal into a publicity stunt.”

      Zach frowned. That was an asshole move for sure. “And you still said yes.”

      She nodded. “I was upset, but again, blind in my love.” Shira sighed. “And it came to finally bite me six months later when I had my accident…”

      A knot formed in Zach’s stomach. He had already hated this retelling, but he had an uncomfortable feeling that was nothing compared to what she was about to reveal.

      She took in a shaky breath and scratched Snake’s neck. “I… I was in my hospital bed, hooked up to machines and installed with half of my cybernetics—the ones most needed to keep me alive—when he finally showed up. That was a day after the accident. Until that moment, I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t come to see me. He had been one of the first people Orion had alerted about my rescue, and it wasn’t like he was out of town. He was even on my approved visitor list.”

      Shira’s lower lip quivered. Zach had to resist the urge to pull her close and tell her to stop the story so she wouldn’t have to remember this part. “He stayed for all of five minutes… to tell me he couldn’t be with an inhuman freak, and that I was so far from human now, there wasn’t any point in me being alive. And then left.”

      The floor fell out from beneath Zach. She hadn’t just said that. She hadn’t been treated that horribly by someone she’d completely devoted herself to.

      “That fucking asshole!” Jasper roared. He was on his feet in a second, rage radiating off him. Those moving through the stairwell stopped and stared.

      Shira’s hand shot out, grabbing a fistful of Jasper’s shirt. “Don’t.” Her grip tightened, and she struggled to meet his furious gaze. “Please, don’t.”

      Jasper let out a tight breath and dropped back into a crouched position. “You really expect me to not be furious aftah what he did to you?”

      “No… that’s not…” She took a breath, still holding onto his shirt. “I’ve been working hard to get over what he did to me. I let that moment consume me for the last five years, and drive how I’ve seen myself—how I’ve handled relationships.”

      Inhuman—freak—unloveable—unwanted. Every single little comment and choice they’d heard her make all led back to that single day. The accident took most of her life away, and Jeremy broke what had remained.

      Zach reached out and tucked his finger under her elbow. There wasn’t anything he could say that would take her pain away, even when everything in him screamed to come up with something.

      “I’m not asking either of you not to be upset,” Shira continued. “It means you care, and that means more than you know right now.”

      A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips, and she let out a quiet laugh. “And if I’m keeping it real with you both here, your reactions balance out mine. Where now I’m starting to feel numb to it all, I have one of you acting as my explosive reactionary side, and the other the calm, sensible side.”

      Jasper’s eyes flicked to Zach, and he grinned. “Heah that? She called me calm and sensible.”

      Zach snorted, and Shira bent over, sputtering with laughter. “Oh yeah, that’s exactly how she split out the compliments. We just imagined you exploding and planning to go murder her ex.”

      Jasper sucked air through his teeth. “Oh right, I was about to do that, wasn’t I?”

      Shira yanked on his shirt and Jasper lurched forward, stopping just short of falling on her. She’d sobered quickly and settled hard eyes on him. Jasper’s throat bobbed. “Don’t you dare. You’re not storming all over the convention center and ruining everything the two of you worked so damned hard for to get here. He isn’t worth it.”

      Jasper’s eyebrow quirked, and a sinful grin spread up the side of his perfect, chiseled face. Zach swallowed hard. Jasper reached out and grasped Shira’s chin in a firm grip, tipping her head up to him. “But you are.”

      Shira’s lips parted, but nothing came out. Red flushed over her face again.

      Zach couldn’t stop himself from smirking and leaning closer, aware that his grip on her elbow remained. “Rogue got your tongue? Or are you excited by that prospect?”

      Predictably, Jasper’s gaze flicked down to her lips. A twinge of envy shot through Zach. Jasper had gotten one hell of a kiss out of her earlier. Everyone watching saw what it did to Shira. Zach had wanted a taste, too, but of course, he had played it safe for his own comfort. Certain kinds of public displays of affections made Zach uncomfortable. However, a part of him regretted not shoving that issue aside for even a single moment to have a taste of what Jasper had indulged in.

      A tail thumping against the wall echoed up the stairs, and the three of them burst into laughter.

      “I think that’s a yes,” Jasper managed.

      “I think you’re delusional,” Shira said, rubbing Snake’s head. “Neither of you are ruining your chances at this tournament because of anything related to me, got it? I’ll kick both your asses to Timbuktu and back.”

      “Oh good, just there?” Jasper said, grinning. “I was worried it would be through deep cybahspace and back.”

      Shira rolled her eyes.

      Zach reached out and tucked a wayward strand of hair into place. “So, you good now?”

      She smiled at them both, her expression light, in a way he’d never viewed on her since having the privilege of seeing her real face. “Yeah. You both know my dark secret, and I’m feeling a lot better than I have in a long time. Thank you.”

      “We always gotcha back, Shira,” Jasper said. “All you have to do is lean on us.”

      Zach nodded. Long before these feelings for her became too real, they were friends. And that wouldn’t change.

      She smiled. “And you two have me. No matter what.”

      “And for the record, Jeremy is the biggest moron in the world to have let an amazing woman like you go,” Jasper said.

      Her smile became more demure, and her gaze faltered. “Thanks. Tanya tried to tell me that, too, when it happened…”

      Zach remembered some of the story Shira told them, back when she first started opening up, about her accident. She’d stopped herself from talking about an event her deceased friend had witnessed. This must have been it.

      “I’m still working on believing that myself,” Shira continued. “Maybe one of these days.”

      Jasper opened his mouth to say something when Orion pinged Shira’s phone. “I apologize for interrupting, Shira, but this is a ten-minute courtesy warning.”

      Shira took a deep breath through her nose and rose to her feet. “We should get upstairs. Don’t want you both to be late, and who knows what kind of trouble Serenity is getting up to, with Narissa and Ajax showing her all that new tech.”

      Things slowed for Zach at the mention of Serenity. Britney said something that had caught him off guard when it came to Jasper’s and his daughter. I have to know. “Shira, before we do, can you clarify something?”

      Shira cocked her head to the side. “What’s up?”

      “Did Serenity actually call me her dad, or was that something you said in front of Britney for her to ask that odd question of hers?”

      Shira blinked. “Serenity did, of course. Why?”

      The tips of Zach’s fingers tingled. She called me Dad?

      “I don’t understand…” Shira flicked a confused gaze between them. “What’s with the strange reaction? Isn’t she supposed to?”

      “We’ve always made it clear to her Zach saw her as his daughter, yet we never dictated what she called him. And all her life, Serenity never called Zach her dad,” Jasper shared. “At least, not to his face.”

      Shira gasped, her eyes widening. “Never? I wouldn’t have known with the way she spoke to Britney.”

      Warmth swelled in Zach’s chest until he ached. He hadn’t realized how much that had bothered him. But now…

      “You never asked her about it?” Shira asked.

      Zach’s eyes squinted as his face twisted alongside the embarrassment that flashed through him, cutting off some of his elation. “I just… I didn’t want to seem pushy. If Serenity didn’t want to call me Dad or anything, then that was going to be her choice.”

      Shira pursed her lips. “Tell you what. Since I’m going to spend a lot of time with her while you two are in your matches, I’ll see if I can find a moment to ask her. Can’t be too complicated of an answer, coming from an almost seven-year-old.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. As much as he appreciated her going the extra mile, it wasn’t necessary, no matter how curious he was. “If she wants to say it to my face, she will.”

      Zach took the first step up the stairs so they wouldn’t be late, and the other two were quick to follow his lead. Snake, silent as always, slipped between him and Shira. When they made it to the first landing, something dawned on Zach, and he couldn’t resist finding out just how Shira would react.

      “You know, now that we’ve pretended to be together in front of Jeremy and Britney, we have to keep this up for the whole convention.” Zach smirked. “Wouldn’t exactly look good if they caught us later not acting like a proper triad.”

      Jasper rubbed his chin. “Is that the right term? I thought it was throuple. Don’t want to give the wrong impression of how we’ve chosen to handle this relationship.”

      “We can research to be sure.”

      “Research?” Shira rolled her eyes so hard for a moment Zach thought they might pop out. “I think you two are taking this a little too seriously. What is this, one of Kiara’s romance books you want to reenact?”

      Zach chuckled. “Only if we promise it’s only for show, and that we won’t let our hearts get tangled up in the fun of pretending so much that we start believing the relationship is real.”

      Shira laughed, though Jasper cut it short when he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. He grinned against her ear, the green in his eyes deepening and making Zach’s pulse jump. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not keen on promising it’s only for show. It’s fah too restricting, and doesn’t sound as fun as letting our hearts get tangled immediately.”

      Red flushed Shira’s cheeks and spread over her collarbone, the color accentuating her freckled skin. Zach noticed, though, there was a point where the skin change should have continued on her right side to match her left, but didn’t. That had to be due to the false skin she wore. With the progress they’d made with her today, would it be possible for them to convince her by the end of the week to trust them to see her as she truly was?

      “Hey,” Mercedes’ voice called down from the stairs above. “You two can flirt with Shira later. You’re going to be late.”

      Shira’s face grew redder as she stared up at their blonde friend, who was grinning like mad. Zach and Jasper chuckled. Everyone knew what was up, but Shira was going to be her stubborn self about it all. Zach didn’t know why, but he did like the challenge in a way. It’d make her reactions that much more fun when the two of them came out on top.
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      A muscle in Shira’s neck twitched, her eyes darting around the people gathered outside the conference hall. She could tell the competitors, managers, and representative sponsors from the reporters. Beyond the fact reporters carried devices and cameras specific to media needs, they were the only ones to be so dressed-to-impress with their business attire. Everyone else wore something comfortable, though the sponsor representatives generally had a company shirt of some sort and a few players were in cosplay or sporting some of the newest fashion from magazines—sci-fi inspired outfits. Shira found both of those choices interesting.

      She figured those into cosplay would wait until after they announced the lineups. With so many new teams making it to the tournament this year, the organizers wanted to keep things a surprise until after the conference, which also happened to go through the opening ceremony. So much for a small, quick conference like Ajax made it seem yesterday.

      As for her observations with the fashion choices, Shira found her inner model and designer really liking the style, and she’d wondered why it’d taken so long for it to hit more mainstream, when some of the styles were clearly based on designs from concepts she’d seen from over forty years ago.

      A finger poked Shira’s side. She jumped and looked at Narissa. “What was that for?”

      Her friend gazed at her with concerned eyes. “You didn’t hear us say your name.”

      Shira frowned. Not good. Now her two friends were going to fuss for no reason. “I’m just thinking.”

      Mercedes leaned on the back of Shira’s chair. “Talk to us. It’s obvious you’re scoping the room out.”

      Shira let out a breath and swirled her coffee. “It’s the reporters. I recognize some of them. They’re a bit shady and like to dance on the boundaries of what’s allowed.” She pointed a few of them out. “They have always put me on edge, but between my issues, and Jasper and Zach’s wishes to keep Serenity out of sight from the sharks, I’m concerned.”

      The three of them turned their gazes to the two aforementioned guys. They stood with Ajax as he explained the tech Serenity had tested. She still refused to remove the headgear from her face. Narissa had explained that there were only a few things included on it right now, before the ceremony, but that didn’t matter to Serenity. It really showed Shira how restricted kids were when it came to tech, and why non-VR games were still hanging on.

      “We’ll make sure they behave,” Narissa assured. “A few other teams also expressed annoyance already with a few getting too pushy and invasive, so there are extra eyes on them.”

      That should have assured Shira, but she knew how these people worked, and she wasn’t in a good position mentally yet to handle any struggles with them. She and Serenity weren’t even supposed to be this close to the conference hall to avoid this. But the conference had been moved to an unexpected room, and with Serenity now attached to the headgear, there was no potential to walk around the venue yet.

      Shira needed a distraction.

      She turned to Mercedes. “Where’s Takashi?”

      “He’s with Rei and Emi,” she said. “They wanted to go to the opening ceremony before the two of them spend most of their time in Cosplay Alley.”

      Rei was Takashi’s younger sister, and Emi a good friend of them both. She also happened to work for Shira’s parents after a series of interesting events a few months ago.

      Shira cocked her head. “I knew Emi was into cosplay; she’s shown me some of her costumes before. But I wasn’t aware Rei was, too.”

      Mercedes nodded. “It’s something she’s quite passionate about.”

      “Well, then I’m going to make it a point to see them both. I want to see the work they did.”

      Mercedes turned her attention to Narissa. “Speaking of which, do you know who else from the guild is coming? I’ve been so busy with work, I never got to verify with anyone.”

      “I’ve been a bit preoccupied too, but…” Narissa pursed her lips as she thought. “Besides Darius and Kiara, who are a given and already over doing Lusara Fates company things, I think Ronan and Donovan were planning to show up late. Pretty sure I heard them, Rei, and Emi making plans to meet up.”

      Shira snickered. “Of course they did. Those two are practically glued to them.”

      “You mean glued to Emi,” Mercedes corrected.

      They all laughed. Bringing Rei and Emi into the guild had been a brilliant move. The guild was a decent size, and not everyone had regular contact with each other, so it was common for groups of people to form more tight-knit bonds—though Donovan and Ronan were a bit different.

      While they got along fine with everyone, and always wanted to be part of the main raiding team when their jobs weren’t keeping them away, they had a tendency to keep to themselves a lot. Shira knew they were fairly close with Ajax and Narissa, but this was new with Emi and Rei. It was good they’d finally found a stronger connection in the two newest guildmates.

      The doors to the conference hall opened and two people exited, calling for those attending to file in. Unsurprisingly, the reporters were quick to herd themselves through those doors first. They’d all want to fight for the best spots to see the various contestants for the game tournaments.

      Jasper and Zach spoke to Serenity about needing to put the headset away now, and Shira caught her disappointment from even her seat. The little girl stomped over to Shira and her friends and plopped down in her chair, arms crossed as she brooded. Jasper looked exasperated with his daughter’s attitude, and Shira bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh at the dramatics.

      “Think you can handle her while we’re entertaining the paparazzi?”

      Shira cleared her throat and sat up straighter, trying to keep herself composed. “I’m confident I can. Are you sure you’re up for your task?”

      He narrowed his eyes, then handed Serenity’s headgear over to Shira. “More than sure.”

      Shira looked to Zach and gestured to his head. “You’re going to want to fix your hair. Came loose again.”

      It was the right length for him to tie it back, but not quite long enough for it to stay put all the time. She’d noticed yesterday he had to fix it at least twice during their outing.

      Zach ran his hand over his pulled back hair. “That bad?”

      “No, but trust me when I say you want to keep yourself as presentable as possible in front of those cameras.”

      He didn’t argue, and tugged his blond locks free. Tucking the hair tie between his teeth, Zach ran his fingers through his hair to gather it. Shira unabashedly ogled. She couldn’t help herself, with the way his arms extended over his head and drew his shirt taut enough to tease the lean muscle beneath.

      When Zach finished, she nodded her approval. He would thank her later, given how the media liked to spin the smallest thing into a big negative to bring someone down a peg.

      Ajax slung his massive arms over Jasper’s and Zach’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep the sharks from taking too many chunks out of them. You’ll get them back in enough of one piece they’ll still be useful to you.”

      Shira rolled her eyes, but before she could spit out a witty retort, a pale, lean woman in her late forties strolled up. Red-rimmed glasses perched on her nose, obscuring her dark eyes, and she’d plastered herself with a little too much makeup, as if she were trying too hard to hide her age, making things worse. Her auburn hair curled loosely around her shoulders, and what would have been business casual clothes were less so due to their tightness, and the amount of cleavage she sported. Shira wasn’t sure if this woman was ready for a meeting or a date.

      “Oh, Stacey, there you are,” Ajax said to the woman. “I wasn’t sure if you’d gone into the conference hall yet.”

      Shira’s hand twitched. So, this is what Stacey looks like. Shira knew she’d have to deal with the annoying manager while here, but that didn’t mean she was going to like it.

      “No, I was ensuring relations for Tri-com were being maintained,” she said, her tone matter-of-fact. “You three ready?” Her eyes quickly assessed Jasper, and then Zach. “It’s hard to tell. I wish you two had worn something nicer for this.”

      Jasper and Zach shared a glance before Jasper spoke. “Why? All the othah teams are wearing whatevah they’re comfortable with.”

      “Yes, well, they don’t have to impress the press in the same way you do. At the very least, you two could have coordinated a team shirt.” She gave them another once-over, this time her gaze lingering longer than it should have. “Oh well. At least the two of you look good, regardless of what you wear.”

      Shira wanted to puke. It wasn’t just Stacey’s grating personality she hated. It was her poor attempts to flirt with the guys that really made Shira’s skin crawl. The guys never reacted, so she wasn’t sure if they knew and tried not to acknowledge it, hoping it’d stop, or if she was hitting a brick wall of cluelessness. Shira wanted to have faith that her guys—the guys—were a little more observant, but she’d be lying if she said she had total faith in the prospect.

      Shira lifted her cup of cooling coffee to her lips and instantly regretted it when Jasper sighed and spoke. “If I wanted to be nagged by my mom, I would have asked her to come today.”

      Shira choked, her hand flying up to her face to stop herself from spewing her drink everywhere. Of course, that only made things worse, as the warm liquid lodged in her throat, increasing her fit.

      Mercedes and Narissa both gasped, the latter fussing and grabbing Shira a paper towel
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