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      Kathleen's last published story is going to be about a gaming pub - a fluff piece about people playing board games and hanging out at a fun place. But when she finds out the owner is a former boyfriend, the simple story becomes much more complicated...

      

      Jake dreamed about owning his own business - The Thirsty Meeple is what he's always wanted, a place for gamers to come and hang out, have a drink, and relax among friends. But he never dreamed about Kathleen walking through the front door and reigniting the passion he thought he'd put away forever.

      

      Now it's her move...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE LOVE GAME

          

        

      

    

    
      You have got to be kidding me.

      Kathleen Horner looked up at the two-story house in front of her, set right at the intersection of King Street and Triller, a small residential side street. On the porch roof, two wire reindeer appeared to be copulating, Hawaiian shirts pulled over the warped white frames. The lawn was nice and trimmed, the rose bushes around the edges of the building just beginning to bloom. A few brown patches showed foot traffic outside the lines—not surprising, given the clientele. The stone path led up to a small porch where a giant meeple, the generic human-like figure wearing a pirate hat, stood by the front door.

      Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

      She had been to Rome, Syria, Nigeria... now she was in Toronto to write a puff piece about a gaming pub.

      But not just any gaming pub.

      Her mouth went dry as Jake Woodworth opened the front door and walked out. He stopped on the porch and waved to her, grinning. The black t-shirt was tight on his muscular frame, with a smaller version of the meeple set on the left breast pocket.

      He cocked his head to one side, the streaks of white at his temples a stark contrast to his black hair. The beard was new, sprinkled with white and gray—neatly cropped and adding an air of wisdom to his appearance.

      Steeling herself, Kat marched up the path and onto the porch. It took a concentrated effort to keep from brushing a stray blond strand of hair out of her face, the urge to tuck it behind her ear almost overwhelming.

      "Kat!" Jake beamed as he took hold of her hands. "So glad it's you doing the story." He stepped back and swept one arm out. "Welcome to The Thirsty Meeple! Come on in—we don't open for an hour."

      She couldn't help but be impressed by the stained glass set into the front door—the beautiful multi-faced twenty-sided die surrounded by other game tokens. Pausing for a moment, she pulled out her phone and took a picture.

      "Specially-commissioned piece," he said proudly, seeing her reaction. "Cost a pretty penny, but it was worth it. Local artist as well—I'll give you her info for the article; make sure she gets credit." He gestured at the cloudy sky. "Looks like we're due for a little spring rain. Good time for a drink."

      Kat walked into the house, her stomach now officially a butterfly conservatory.
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      Of all the gin joints...

      He pushed the thoughts away as he held the front door open for her, trying not to let the memories overwhelm him.

      It was hard—she wore a light blue blouse and a black skirt, showing just enough leg to remind him of what lay underneath. It'd be so easy to fall back into old routines, reach out and touch her, move in for a kiss…

      Except that was in the past. Where it belonged.

      The front room was empty with the tables and chairs already set up for the lunch rush. He led her to the bar, moving behind it to give himself some distance.

      He suspected they both needed a little space.

      "Drink?" Jake braced his hands on the varnished wood, smiling as she settled on a stool.

      She raised an eyebrow. "It's barely ten o'clock."

      "We open at eleven. Got coffee, tea, soft drinks... flavored water, if you want—not everyone who comes in wants something alcoholic, and we have our share of designated drivers."

      Kat put her purse on the floor. "Let's start with coffee."

      "Fair enough. Get you all caffeinated up." He prepared her drink with a dash of creamer; a sprinkling of cinnamon on top.

      She picked up the ceramic mug and took a tentative sip. Her eyes widened as she smacked her lips in obvious pleasure. "Wow. You remembered."

      "Of course." Jake picked up a dishtowel and began to polish the glasses, keeping his hands occupied. It was too tempting to reach over and touch her long, blond hair—break it free of the tight, professional bun at the back of her head.

      He forced himself to speak, pushing the thought away. "So, how did you end up back in Toronto? Last time I saw your byline, you were in Paris."

      "A story's a story." She straightened up, the shift from personal to professional showing. "This is an interesting one. And you know I like the interesting ones." Kat looked around, studying the old board games and pictures stapled and glued to the walls.

      "This?" Jake poured himself a soft drink. "Just a bar, like all the other bars in the city. Some local beers, some rather odd decorations, but..."

      "A pair of reindeer are fucking on the roof."

      He chuckled. "I'm sure you can find other bars with even more exotic displays. If you want, I can give you a list."

      Kat nodded. "I'm sure you can. But this one... this one is different. I did my research. Local guy decides to renovate the house into a bar, gets it rezoned and puts all his money into the business. But it's just another bar, so it ends up failing. You and your partner pick it up for a song and the rest, as they say, is history. Hundreds of followers on Twitter, Facebook, videos on all types of social media." She eyed him over the rim of her mug. "Catering to a growing subculture, people who play games."

      "All types of games." He couldn't help but fall back on his spiel, expertly crafted over the years. "Shelves upstairs stocked with over five hundred games for our patrons to borrow, and specific days of the week dedicated to certain types." Jake nodded at the chalkboard mounted on the wall, the colorful lines marking out each day's specialty. "Monday, board games. Tuesday, card games. Wednesday, role-playing..." He fell silent. "But you're aware of all this already. You did your research."

      Kat sipped her coffee, giving him a smile.

      "In that case, what can I tell you that you don't already know?"

      "Why this?" She raised her mug, gesturing at the wall. "After high school, you had a good job, a solid future working at the family auto shop. Why and when did you decide to walk away?"

      He chose his words with care, knowing this was turning into much more than a simple interview. "Cars were never my true love. You knew that—I liked them, but didn't love them. It was my dad's dream, and then my brother's. Put in the time, saved my money, waited for the right time to leave. Then I had a chance to follow my dream and took it."

      Kat looked around the bar. "So, this is your dream?"

      "Half of it," Jake replied. "My partner owns the other half."

      "Not the dream I expected you to have." She smiled, sending a surge of desire down his spine.

      "Wasn't complete—it didn't have you in it." He surrendered to his desire, reaching out and touching the stray bit of hair before tucking it behind her ear. "Time for the truth, Kathleen. Why are you here?"
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      Kat wasn't sure if she wanted to slap him or kiss him. Either option would lead to trouble.

      So, she chose the third.

      Honesty.

      She took another swig of coffee, using the heat to fortify herself.

      "I'm retired. Retiring." She flexed her fingers, surprised at how tight she had been gripping the mug. "Journalism's going a new way—not better or worse, but I'm too old to change."

      "Bullshit."

      The curse word startled her, shocked her into silence.

      "Bullshit," Jake repeated. "You were, and are, a damned good reporter. Jumped from the local station here to New York, then overseas with the European bureaus. Short-listed for the Pulitzer twice."

      "You've been following my career." A frisson of surprise ran through her at the revelation.

      He rubbed his chin, dragging his fingers through the thin salt-and-pepper whiskers. "A bit. Enough to know you're still excellent at your job." He shook his head. "I heard about your dad dying a few months ago. I sent you a card."

      Kat nodded. "I got it." She sighed. "I was overseas when it happened. Caught a flight to London, managed to get back here in time for the funeral. After that... all the paperwork." She resisted the urge to close her eyes, pushing back on the memories. "I always knew he would crash that damned car, driving so fast. At least no one else got hurt."

      "With your mom passing a few years ago..." He shook his head. "Now you're alone."

      Kat drew her fingers along the edge of the desk, skimming the slick surface. "In the end, aren't we all?"

      That earned her a worried frown. "Wow. Pretty deep for so early in the morning." He waited a moment before continuing. "So, you're here doing a light piece about The Thirsty Meeple because..."

      She rolled her shoulders back, trying to ease the tension. "Because I want to. So, let's continue the interview."

      Jake winced as loud cursing came from the kitchen—a deep voice complaining about someone coming in late. "How about we go up to the office? Give me a chance to show off our game library." He nudged a thumb over his shoulder. "And we can hear ourselves talk."

      Kat drained the last of the coffee, savoring the lovely hint of cinnamon. "Sounds like a good idea."

      He walked around the counter and moved toward the stairs, sealed off with a small red rope. "Second floor's off-limits to everyone, except staff." A flick of the wrist unhooked the barrier. "Follow me, please."

      She did so, trying hard not to note the way his jeans seemed to be one size too small, hugging his butt in a way that brought all of the hot memories to the forefront of her mind.

      "People are usually pretty respectful about not coming up unless invited." Once they climbed to the second floor, Jake turned to the left, where a bedroom would usually be. "Harry handles the game library; tracks what's gone out and what's come back. Brings them down for the players on request, collects and puts them away when they're all finished."

      Kat followed him into the room, pulling up as she stared at the boxed games lining the walls, the wooden shelves filled with all different sizes and types of board games. She didn't recognize a majority of the games, but one leaped out at her, almost hidden under a pile of brightly-colored and newer titles.

      "Oh. My. God." She reached out and touched one box, the familiar cover unlocking old memories. "You have a copy of Lost Love."

      "Sure do." He plucked the game from the bottom of the stack. "Let's go to my office."
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      Jake's heart was racing as he led her down the hall and into his office, glad he took the time to come in early and clean it up—ex-girlfriend or not, he didn't want to show the nerve center of The Thirsty Meeple as a disorganized mess. The single chair for visitors sat in front of the large rosewood desk, ready to be occupied.

      Kat settled into the chair as he moved around to take his own seat. "I might be wrong, but is this the smallest of the bedrooms?" She gestured at the walls. "Three bedrooms—two for the games, one for the office?"

      "It is." He grinned. "More room for the games, less room for the paperwork."

      "Ah." She crossed her legs. "You share the office with your partner?"

      "And the workload. We take shifts. One opens, the other closes. Not always working behind the bar; we have other employees to fill in."

      She pointed at the game. "Is that your copy?"

      "The store's." He corrected her before opening the box and pulling out the deck of cards. "I did actually donate this one. Put all my own games in when we started up, gave us a good base to build on."

      "So, what do you think the appeal is of board games? Especially today, when video games are easily accessible and affordable. Why come in, sit down and open the box?" She leaned in, eyes sparkling.

      He imagined the mental notebook flipping open, ready to go.

      The familiar speech rolled off his tongue, settling his nerves. "It presents a chance to relax, get social without the usual awkwardness. You can sit down at a game with strangers and have a great time for a few hours without judging or being judged." He rolled his shoulders back. "You don't need to come with a date or leave with one—unless you want to. When you come to The Thirsty Meeple, you get a mental challenge, mind games, a chance to put away the day's stress and relax. That's for every type of game we offer, not just board games. You remember this one." Jake shuffled the cards, enjoying the familiar exercise. "I brought this to school, left it in my locker so we could play with our friends every day, at lunch time."

      "It was a way to get into the dating scene," she offered. "All the embarrassment without the danger in a public arena."

      He flipped the first card up. "What are you thinking about right now?" He turned the card around to show her the lettering, matching his words.

      "How much..." She drew in a deep breath. "How much I've missed you, Jake." She rose and walked around the desk. "I found out you were the co-owner when I did my research. I could have dropped the story, but I needed to see you." A sad smile appeared. "I'm not ashamed to say I used this assignment as a reason to come here; see how you were doing."

      He stood as well, painfully aware that she was far inside his personal space. "I'm doing fine. You?"

      "I'm..." She wet her lip. "I'm tired, Jake. I'm tired and so, so lonely." She rubbed her eyes, shoulders slumping. "I have worked so hard, sacrificed so much and gotten nowhere."

      He ached to pull her into his arms but hesitated—it was a decision he had to leave up to her. "You're a world-famous journalist. What else could you want?"

      "A life. I came in from overseas to an empty house filled with memories that I had to pack up and sell. Now I go home every night to an empty condo—my friends, my associates, they only know me as the bad-ass reporter who doesn't stop until she gets what she wants. All the awards on my walls don't keep me warm at night." She looked at him. "When I came back, I had to slow down, catch my breath. Think things over, look around where I was, and where I wanted to be." The pained sigh ripped at his heart. "The worst decision I ever made was to break up with you."

      "That was decades ago. We were young, had different goals. Nothing wrong with that." He tried to keep his tone steady. "You wanted to travel, have a career. I wanted to stay with my family, support them."

      She pressed her lips into a tight line before continuing. "It took me coming home to realize I did the same as you did, except I didn't know it."

      He frowned, tamping down the flame of desire simmering inside him, fanned by her words. "What do you mean?"

      "After the funeral, I saw a therapist to help deal with the grief. As we talked, I realized something—my dad was the one who wanted to be the world traveler, the war correspondent. I went through the notes, the journals written and stashed away in the attic as I started to go through his estate. I read how much he hated being stuck here, teaching English." She pressed her lips into a tight line, choosing her words with care. "When my mother got pregnant with me, it closed off that venue for him—in his eyes. Except he had me, to mold and shape in his image. As long as I remembered, he talked about being a reporter, going overseas and writing the big stories. I wanted to make him happy, so…"

      "Oh." He didn't know what to say.

      "So..." She blinked away tears. "All I did, all I became, was to make him happy and fulfill his dream. The support, the pushing from him to follow journalism, it was all because my birth held him back. He lived vicariously through me, right to the end."

      "Kat." He shook his head. "Those stories you wrote, they weren't for him. They were for the people, the reading public who needed them." Jake paused, aching to take her into his arms. "It doesn't matter what he wrote in those journals. Your life was and is your own. He didn't write those award-winning, hard-hitting investigative reports—you did. That was all you."

      She nodded, hugging herself. "I just... don't know." Her eyes locked with his. "What I do know is that I walked away from you, chasing his dream. I won't do it again."

      Kat moved in, pressing her lips to his.
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      This wasn't why she'd come to The Thirsty Meeple. The plan was to come here, do the interview and confirm she had no feelings left for Jake, no remnants of what was there years ago, before she ran away, urged on by her father to be a cold, brutal reporter.

      She thought he might have moved on; changed from the man she knew.

      She was wrong.

      His hands tangled in her hair, pulling it free from the tight business bun Kat had forced it into hours earlier. The noise Jake made was akin to a growl, throwing her back decades.

      Another time, another place.

      Her head swam as he deepened the kiss, pulling her close. What she had started was now in his hands, in every way possible.

      She grabbed at his shirt, unsure whether to dare pulling it out of his jeans or not—after all, they were still in his office, and...

      Jake pulled back, breaking the contact.

      Kat drew a shuddering breath, unsteady on her feet.

      "This..." He wet his lip, the simple action enough to send a flash of heat down her spine. "This isn't right."

      "What?" She stared at him.

      Jake took a step back, almost at the corner of the room. "We haven't seen each other in what—over ten, twenty years?" He dropped his gaze to the floor. "Here I am, pawing you like a horny teenager stealing a kiss on the porch, before your parents come out."

      She leaned back on his desk, her nails digging into the wood. "What's the problem?"

      He chuckled, shaking his head. "Don't get me wrong, Kat—part of me wants to sweep all this paperwork off my desk and have you right here, right now." His dark brown eyes caught hers, a flash of savage dominance breaking free. "This is my office, after all. No one would stop us."

      Her legs went weak, her imagination supplying the graphic images in full, sensual detail. "What's stopping you?"

      Jake smiled. "Because that's not what you came here for. You came here for an interview; told me about how scrambled your feelings were about retiring, losing your father. Wouldn't be right for me to take advantage of that."

      "What if I wanted you to?" she whispered.

      He took a step forward, lifting one hand to caress her cheek before cupping her chin in his palm. "Don't think I don't want to, Kat. But it wouldn't be right—not here, not now. You deserve better than an old desk in a bar." He chuckled. "Even my bar."

      "Better?" The hum of desire twisted around, turned from a simmering red to an angry green. "You're going to tell me what I deserve? Who the hell are you?"

      He cocked his head to one side, one end of his mouth twisting upward. "The man you were about to fuck on his office desk."

      Her cheeks burned as she reached down to grab her purse off the floor, putting her anger into the simple action. Words bubbled through her mind, but not enough to make a coherent sentence.

      Instead, she glared at him before turning on her heel and marching out of the office, leaving him behind.
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      Well, that was a royal fuck up.

      Jake fell back into his chair, listening to the thumps down the steps and, presumably, out the front door.

      Sometimes being the good guy sucked.

      He collected the cards, knocked across his desk by their embrace. A second later, he shifted in his chair—acutely aware of the effect the kiss had on him. The years apart had vanished; the memories of their past relationship coming to the front.

      It might have been what his body wanted, but it wouldn't have been right. Whatever was going on in Kat's head, he didn't need to add to it with a frantic coupling in his office, no matter what she thought she wanted.

      He wouldn't allow himself to think otherwise.

      He shuffled the cards before putting them back in the box, then checked his email—using the time to compose himself. A few minutes later, he went back down to the bar. Except for the empty coffee mug on the countertop, there was no sign Kat had ever been in The Thirsty Meeple.

      Maybe that's how it should be.

      Jake pulled out a cloth and cleaned the bar, even though he had done so only an hour earlier, preparing for what he thought would be a simple public relations meeting. A quick fluff piece for the paper, something light and easy to help boost the Meeple's brand.

      Now his past had come back to slap him in the face, offer him an opportunity he had to turn down...

      "Hey."

      Dominque, one of the regulars, was seating herself at the bar. The redhead shrugged off her leather jacket, letting it drop over the back of the stool.

      Dom chuckled. "Seen that stare before. What's going on?" She tapped her fingernails on the countertop. "Before you ask—working the evening shift at the restaurant, thought to grab a quick drink. So..." She glanced at the clock. "After eleven. Draft me. Start talking."

      He picked out a glass and began pouring the dark beer. "There's a woman." There was no use trying to avoid it. Dom was an expert in digging out information, making her one of the best role-players he'd ever seen. She ran legendary campaigns, and spaces at her table were rare.

      "Ah." She nodded as he placed the glass in front of her. "Fortunate for you that I am blessed with a vagina, and thus can assist with all womanly problems and issues." She kept her stoic expression for almost a full moment before bursting out into laughter. "Sorry, had to say it. But sure—tell me your woes, and I'll see if I can help."

      Jake laughed, shaking his head. "Sorry to dump this on you, but you're here. Long story short, ex-lover came in to do a story on the Meeple and tried to seduce me on my desk upstairs. I turned her down; threw her out."

      "That's got to be one hell of a story." Dom hesitated, doing a double-take. "Wait. A reporter? Like, publicity?"

      "Like, yeah." Jake scratched his chin. "Nothing major, just the Toronto Street Life magazine."

      Her eyes went wide. "What the f... and you threw her out?"

      "Well… I didn't throw her out. I refused, and she walked out," Jake said. "And yes, I know how big a magazine it is. Don't worry—I doubt she'll give us any bad press. Kat's not like that."

      Dominque shook her head. "Your call." She leaned back, watching him. "Let me guess—not your choice to be an ex, right?"

      He scowled at her, flipping the dishtowel over his shoulder. "Don't pull any of that mind-reading crap on me, Dom."

      She took a sip of beer and grinned. "Don't have to be psychic to see this one. Shows on your face. You still got feelings for her." She reached over and touched his arm. "Jake, life's too short to do the 'could have, would have' game. Not these days—if she's interested in rekindling the fire, why not check it out?"

      "Because I need it to be her choice, not her escape." The words burned his tongue, but it had to be said.

      Dom slowly nodded. "Then you're doing it right, in my never-so-humble opinion." She lifted her drink in salute. "Give yourself a thousand experience points."

      He chuckled. "How about a beer on the house?"

      "That'll definitely do."
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      She sat on the streetcar as it rumbled along the tracks, bumping and jostling her from side to side as it stopped and started, the lunch traffic slowing her escape.

      Her chest ached, the spiced coffee churning in her stomach. What had started out as a quick romp into her past had morphed into an emotional and professional disaster.

      You still need to write the story.

      Kat shifted in her seat, studying the traffic outside. She could do it—the basic facts were the same, and she had visited The Thirsty Meeple in person, enough to spin a legitimate description of the gaming pub.

      Along with one of the owners...

      She closed her eyes, her cheeks burning. Throwing herself at Jake hadn't been part of the plan. All she wanted to do is see him, investigate if her memories were just that—memories.

      The kiss had been a spontaneous thing, born out of the emotional storm stirred up when they'd started discussing the game.

      The damned game.

      Kat opened her eyes with a sigh and looked out again, judging the time to her stop.

      You've got a job to do. So, do it.

      She started composing the story—years of experience kicking in to create a sweet puff piece about The Thirsty Meeple.

      The story wrote itself. A feel-good, small business success story that would draw the reader in and keep them to the very last line. With any luck, it'd generate more traffic to the pub and encourage more businesses to reach out, take a chance on expanding their audience.

      The streetcar came to a stop, startling her out of her reverie. Hopping down, she made her way to the familiar building, nodding at the security guard at the front desk as she headed for the elevator.

      By the time she got to her condominium, she was well on the way to finishing the article in her mind. All she needed to do was sit down at her laptop and let it flow...

      The familiar euphoria of creating took over her thoughts, eating the hours as she honed and polished her story to a fine shine. A quick microwaved lunch held her hunger at bay, along with plenty of coffee.

      Kat padded into the kitchen in the early evening, pleased with herself. The story was good, a solid piece of writing that'd draw more people to the bar, looking to recapture a part of their youth or take part in the growing trend of playing board games.

      Games like Lost Love...

      She scrubbed her eyes, remembering how Jake had tasted.

      Like lost love.

      Life's too short.

      She spun around and headed for the bedroom, flipping off her slippers.
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      As Kat approached The Thirsty Meeple, she saw it in a different light—literally and figuratively.

      For one thing, the copulating reindeer were lit up, the vibrant Christmas tree lights strung all around and over the gaudy shirts, adding to the gleeful exhibit.

      A round of laughter came from the open window as she approached, a riotous cheer following.

      Mentally she ran down the list detailing what the theme would be tonight—Monday, board games.

      Kat stalled on the porch, standing in front of the pirate hat-wearing big blue meeple. The streetcar ride had been long enough to try and compose some sort of story for her return, using the excuse that she needed some photos of the games to justify the visit. To start with.

      What if...

      Her introspection broke as the stained-glass door swung open to let a couple exit, the two men laughing as they passed by.

      She took hold of the door and entered, her heart racing.

      It was a very different place from what she'd seen only a few hours earlier. The house was nearly full, people occupying almost every table and chair—the large flatscreen television mounted on the wall in the back room showed some video game competition, the spectators cheering the players on. The atmosphere was joyful and pleasant, easing her nerves somewhat.

      The bar was crowded, a pair of waitresses carefully maneuvering through the mob.

      She rose up on her toes, looking to see if Jake was behind the bar.

      No luck.

      Her nerve withered away, her stomach twisting into knots as she pondered her next move. Maybe she could leave a message, text him…

      "Hey."

      The familiar voice came from her right, making her jump.

      She turned to find Jake standing there, beer in hand. He gave her a wide grin before taking a swig of his drink.

      "Surprised to see you here again so soon," he said. "Did you forget something?"

      "No, I…" Kat scrambled for words, her carefully rehearsed speech forgotten. "You're not working?"

      He chuckled. "Even the boss gets some time off. Daryl's on for the evening—I'm hanging around to finish up some paperwork, and help out if it gets too crazy." He lifted the half-empty glass. "Can I get you a drink?"

      "No, ah..." She swallowed hard, steeling herself. "Alcohol might just make this worse. I'd like to talk. Just talk," she added hurriedly, "nothing else."

      "Ah." He looked around and frowned. "Be tough to find an empty table here. How about we go up to my office? Would that work?"

      "Yes." Kat cleared her throat. "That'd be fine, thank you."

      She followed him through the crowd to the stairs, the red rope still blocking it off from the general public.

      "Harry's collecting some games—he'll be up soon to put them away and take more down. He won't bother us unless there's an issue with something." He led her to the now-familiar room, gesturing at the chair she had vacated not so long ago. "So..." He stopped by the desk, twisting the single word into eight syllables and a question.

      Kat couldn't sit down. She clenched her purse with both hands, digging deep for the sliver of courage that had propelled her to this point.

      "I'm here to apologize for what happened earlier. It was unprofessional, to start with."

      That earned her one raised eyebrow.

      "To start with," she repeated. "But I wasn't going to let that influence my work. So, I wrote the story." She couldn't help smiling. "One of my better pieces, if I do say so myself. Don't worry, it's very complimentary. You've got a great place here, and I wish you all the best with it."

      "Thank you." He finished off the beer and placed the bottle on the desk. "You came by to tell me that?"

      She dropped her purse into the empty chair. "No. I came by to tell you this was my last piece. I'm retiring."

      His chuckle surprised her. "Kat, don't lie to me or to yourself. You can't stop writing. It's in your blood, in your soul. Might as well try not to breathe."

      She ran her hand along the back of the chair. "I'm thinking of moving to fiction. Some things... it'd be the only way to tell the story because no one would believe it otherwise."

      He nodded. "I can see that." Jake tilted his head and eyed her. "That's all?"

      She shook her head. "I'm sorry about earlier today. I was wrong to push myself on you, and..." Kat paused, seeing his grin.

      "If I didn't want you to kiss me, I would have made it known." He tapped his chest. "Don't forget, I'm the one who turned you down."

      "I know." Her cheeks burned with the memory. "I just..." She drew a shallow breath. "My father put me on the path he wanted to travel. I might have liked it, even loved it, but now I want to choose my own way." Her heart hammered in her chest as she forced the words out, afraid of his response. "With you, if that's still an option."

      Jake scratched his chin. "Always an option." The sheepish grin warmed her heart, ignited the spark that had been burning for so many years. "You have no idea how hard it was for me to push you away earlier today. But I couldn't let you rush into this, because..."

      He hesitated and she held her breath, unable to anticipate what was coming next.

      "Because I'm too old to play games. At least, with anyone other than you, and then only the fun kind." He reached out and took her hand. "If you want to do this, then I want it to be for real—not a rebound from losing your dad; not a rebellion against your career." The wistful smile dug deep inside her. "Let's do this right."

      Her stomach let out an annoyed growl, reminding her she had skipped dinner in her rush to come back and find Jake. Kat pressed her hand to it, mortified at the interruption.

      Jake laughed. "First, let me take you to dinner." He rose, holding his free hand up.  "Not here—I won't subject you to the pub grub. Let's go someplace with a decent menu. Sit, eat and chat." His smile warmed her heart, soothing the last of her jagged nerves. "Consider it a date. Not our first, but a new beginning for both of us."

      "And then?" She allowed herself to be pulled closer.

      "One step at a time." He gave her a light kiss, the promise sending a delicious shiver of anticipation down her spine. "One kiss at a time."

      Kat reached out and touched the copy of Lost Love on his desk. "And no more games."

      He pulled back, smiling. "Oh, there'll be games. Just more... fun ones. Where we both win."

      She gave herself over to his hungry kiss, her soul surging as the last bonds to her old life snapped.

      "But first, we have dinner." Jake gave her a devilish smirk. "Then, dessert." The smoldering look he gave her shot straight to her core, reminding her of his younger self. "And I'm starving."
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            ROLLING THE DICE

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrea, a new widow, is taking her therapist's advice and getting out of her apartment - and The Thirsty Meeple looks like a good place to start. Running into her old co-worker, Dane, is a blessing as she settles into a new routine.

      

      Dane thought he'd lost any chance at wooing the most beautiful woman in the world, especially when she got married. When Andrea walks back into his life, he's not going to let her get away again. But the innocent secret he kept in the past is about to put their budding relationship to the test... will it survive?

      

      Content Warning: This story contains mentions of physical violence against women, along with emotional abuse and adultery.

      

      HIV/AIDS is mentioned as well, with reference to testing and medication.
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      The cab pulled to the curb, light snow falling on the windshield as the driver threw the car into park.

      "Here you go. The Thirsty Meeple." He tripped over the last word before looking out at the two-story house. The red and white Christmas tree lights flashed wildly, laid out in erratic patterns along the windowsills. An inflatable snowman wobbled on the front lawn, dangerously close to breaking free of the restricting cables. Someone had glued a wooden staff to one hand, a bright blue tarp providing a cloak for the merry balloon man.

      "Interesting looking place." The driver checked the meter. "That'll be eight dollars and seventy-five cents."

      Sitting in the back seat, Andrea Tross gripped her purse in both hands. She looked out at the large blue wooden piece standing guard on the porch next to the entrance—a Meeple, a universal image of a board game piece.

      A pirate hat was perched precariously on the figure, tilted rakishly to one side.

      A long moment passed, the only noise coming from the radio as dispatchers squawked instructions and orders.

      "Ah..." The white-haired driver turned, the concern on his face evident. "You okay? I can take you someplace else if you're not..."

      The words were enough to jar her into motion, open her purse and grab her wallet.

      "I'm fine." She pushed a ten through the slot. "Keep the change. Thank you."

      She forced herself to get out of the car, standing on the sidewalk.

      The cab pulled away.

      A round of laughter and applause came from the house, the noise vibrating through the front windows. Andrea studied the bright lights strung around the building, the decorative display including a pair of sparkling, white wire reindeer copulating on the roof, wearing red hats. Christmas had been a few weeks ago, but the festive atmosphere was still on full display here.

      Much quieter than her own holiday—alone for the first time in five years.

      "Andrea?"

      The single word brought her around, her heels skittering on the concrete. For a second, she thought about bolting, running down the street after the departing taxi—then she saw who had called her name.

      "Hey." Dane Halpern trotted toward her, a friendly smile breaking through the thick beard. He wore a dark brown leather jacket, buttoned up to the top. The well-worn jeans led down to a pair of cowboy boots—fashionable, but hardly practical in this weather. All he was missing was a cowboy hat.

      "Wow—good to see you."

      She let him take both her hands in his; accepted the peck on the cheek.

      "I haven't seen you in... months." He stepped back, his salt and pepper hair catching the Christmas lights. "You look good. Great, even." He looked toward the house. "You coming to the pub?"

      "I... I was thinking about it."

      "All right then. Here, let me help you up the path—might be some ice here and there; don't want you to slip." He offered his arm. "Let's grab a drink and warm up, chat for a bit. Been a while since I've seen you."

      "You come here often?" she asked. The greasy ball in her stomach began to unwind, her nervousness easing with each step. She hadn't seen the private investigator in over a year, and he gave off waves of security and confidence, something she needed right now.

      "Monday night, every week." He chuckled. "A way for me to relax and clear my mind. I assume you're looking for the same."

      Another wave of laughter broke from the building, rolling over the two of them. She let out a deep sigh. "Therapist suggested I get back out in public, be more sociable. I saw this place listed as one of the best places to play games."

      "An excellent choice." He had a rakish smile. "Since it's your first time here, how about you stick with me tonight? Promise to behave myself—but all bets are off if you start winning too much."

      "I'd appreciate that." She tried to ignore her racing heart as she tucked herself next to him. "I shouldn't be nervous, but..."

      "Totally understandable. Don't worry," Dane said as they walked up the path together. "No one's going to judge you here—and if they do, they'll answer to me."

      The stained-glass door was breathtaking, the elaborate design incorporating a twenty-sided die, a fan of playing cards and a wooden pawn—reminding her of the Parcheesi game she'd played as a child.

      "Custom work." Dane opened it for her, the blast of warm air sweeping over them. "Won't find it anywhere else. Along with some of the games up in the library."

      She stepped inside, curiosity overriding her nervousness.
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      He couldn't believe his eyes when he saw her exit the taxi, shifting her weight from one leg to the other as she stared at the pub. For a second, he thought she was about to run after the cab, but she held her ground.

      Andrea.

      It was almost a year to the day since the funeral. He'd been there, as had all the law firm and their associates, watching Edward Bennett being lowered into the ground.

      The woman Edward was with had been buried a day earlier, in a grave not too far away from where they stood—the whispering in the back had reached his ears, spectators curious if Andrea knew the real circumstances of how her husband wrapped his car around the tree, the first responders finding him half-dressed along with his passenger.

      He watched her stand apart from the rest of the crowd, dressed in black as the rest of Edward's family revolved around the coffin and peeled off, racing for their cars.

      Dane paused just long enough to witness her walking away, alone.

      Another missed chance.

      Now fate had intervened, and she was on his arm, walking into The Thirsty Meeple, and the world was that much brighter.

      He held the door open for her to walk through, then moved in behind her.

      "Hey, Dane! Great to see you." Jake Woodworth, the bartender/owner, waved at them from behind the bar, directly in front of them. "Come on in—you're early and have time for a drink."

      He nodded at Andrea. "Hi there. Welcome to The Thirsty Meeple. I'm Jake—anything you need, ask." A chuckle followed. "Within reason, and the legal system, of course."

      Dane led her over to the bar. "Jake here makes a mean martini. And all sorts of other fancy drinks that I can't pronounce, but he'll charge you a pretty penny for."

      "Andrea. Pleased to meet you." She settled onto the stool, placing her purse on the varnished counter top. "Let's keep it simple for my first time. How about an Irish coffee?"

      "Coming right up." Jake headed for a nearby coffee machine.

      She twisted around, taking in the odd decor. "This is... something."

      "That's one word for it." He took off his leather jacket. "May I take your coat?"

      "Oh. Sure." She handed him the light brown wrap, giving him a clear view of her scarlet sweater and jeans. "Thanks."

      Dane walked over to the nearby pegs set on one wall and hung them up. Something was definitely the word to use—the walls displayed old board games, rules and score sheets taped or hung over the drab off-white wallpaper. Pictures of role-playing art hung here and there, pulled out of source books and slapped into cheap frames. Warrior women fought dragons; brave thieves extracted gems from a statue's eyes—barbarians waved axes at ice giants.

      He sat down next to her. "Historical data: this used to be a private home."

      She smiled as she ran her fingers through her loose blond hair. "I see."

      He lifted one hand, pointing at the different areas. "Rezoned and renovated about a decade ago to turn it into an old-fashioned pub. Only problem was, not enough business to keep it going. So, it went on the market—Jake and a few others got the money together to buy it, re-branded themselves as a place for fun, for games."

      Dane pointed at the chalkboard set on the far wall, the thick white marks laying out the schedule. "Weekly schedule. Monday, today—board games. Tuesdays, card games. Wednesday, role-playing games. The others… you see how they're laid out."

      "That's..." She hesitated, drawing in a deep breath. "That's impressive. I found this place on social media, just noted they had a board game night, so..."

      "Don't worry—everyone's pretty mellow, so if you decide to drop in on any night, you'll be as welcome as you are right now. The themes are suggestions, not rules."

      Dane gestured at a man as he came around the corner and headed up the stairs, carrying an armful of boxes. "Harry handles the game library. It's upstairs, stored in what used to be the bedrooms—hundreds of different games, all open to be borrowed. Ask him for a specific game, and he'll bring it down for you, if possible. If not, he'll recommend something along the same lines."

      "Wow." Andrea laughed. "That's amazing."

      "That's the appeal," Jake said as he returned, putting the spiked cup of coffee in front of her. "You come on in, have a relaxing evening playing the game of your choice. Or you can chill with a drink, no pressure to participate if you don't want to. If you want to watch sports like you would in all those other bars, you can do that too."

      He waved at the smaller room behind him, the wide-screen television showing a local sports team as people relaxed on the leather couch. "We're flexible." He slid a paper menu over before placing a frosty glass of beer in front of Dane. "Also, got a limited food list. Nothing too fancy—it's a small kitchen."

      "Thank you." She smiled as she studied the choices.

      Jake nodded and moved off down the bar to deal with one of the waitresses.

      Dane took a sip of beer, relishing the cold drink. "So, Andi—what can I interest you in tonight?"

      Andrea smiled. "Why don't you show me what you like, and we'll take it from there?"

      He swallowed, tamping down his libido.

      Let her lead…
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      Andrea had started with the usual simple board games with her parents, graduating to more complicated, intense sessions that often led to family disputes. When the local library opened up a board game area, she was there—enjoying the chance to relax with friends and work out her stressful teenage years.

      The habit/addiction lasted right through to university and graduation—although many of her long-time friends had wandered away, to other cities or hobbies. After that, there wasn't much time for gaming as she worked at a handful of small firms, trying to make her mark as a new lawyer. A few years later, she lucked into getting an offer from Bennett, Bennett, and Bennett, an established legal firm with a solid reputation.

      Then there'd been no time for games, for much of anything other than work, sleep, and maybe eat, showing the senior partners what she could do. Dane had been one of many private investigators working on contract for B3, as the employees called the company in private.

      One day, Edward Bennett, one of the junior partners, had asked her out. Andrea considered saying no, but he was a decent guy—he'd never treated her as less than an equal. Sure, there was the stigma of dating a co-worker, but she didn't get out of the office much, and there were other couples in the firm, solid pairings who didn't seem to have any issues. Most of them welcomed her into their circle, glad to see Edward paired off with a fellow lawyer.

      Then Edward offered her a ring, and they'd married. But things hadn't changed, not all that much. He didn't begrudge her nights out with their mutual friends, too busy working late hours as he worked toward making senior partner as soon as possible. He told her his family name would only take him so far, he had to prove his dedication to B3.

      She believed him, letting her career stagnate as she supported his drive to prove himself to his father. She still went to work, but everything came second to backing Edward up.

      Then he'd died. Under bad circumstances.

      To say the least.

      Not long after the funeral, social invitations dropped off, their mutual friends finding it awkward to include a newly-single Andrea in their circle of married couples—among other reasons. A handful of Christmas cards filled her mailbox, but nothing else.

      The Bennetts had left her alone. So very much alone.

      She didn't have the energy to be mad or upset anymore—that flame had burned out long ago.

      Life went on, and so did she.

      Except, late at night when she lay alone in bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering what to do with the rest of her life.

      Her therapist had encouraged her to get out.

      "It's been a year since the funeral. You're financially stable, got a new job that you enjoy. But that's not enough. Find something you want to do after hours, and go do it. Board games, sure. Poker, pool, darts—just go out and be with people." She raised a finely manicured finger. "But be careful. I don't have to tell you about how emotionally fragile you are right now. Don't do speed dating, don't do any dating at all. Just be sociable in a safe space."

      A search online brought her to The Thirsty Meeple.

      It sounded relatively safe. She could buy a drink, watch people play board games, and tell her therapist she'd been out for the evening. Nice, neutral, and no expectations.

      Dane was an unexpected bonus.

      Why don't you show me what you like, and we'll take it from there?

      She grimaced, hiding it under a big gulp of hot coffee. The sweet alcohol danced on her tongue.

      Good Lord, woman. Desperate, much?

      She shifted on the stool, looking around.

      A quartet played a lively war game a table away, the red, blue, green and yellow pieces dancing across the board. One couple against the other, with smiles and laughter all around.

      There was a quiet, homey feel to the bar—soft music coming from the speakers, low enough to let people talk without shouting.

      "What sort of game would you like?" Dane asked. "War simulation, resource management, classic?"

      "I think..." Her mind went blank. "Been a while since I played anything, to be honest. What do you suggest?"

      "How about Acres Away? An oldie but a goodie. Unless you'd like to find other players and take on Titanic Supreme?" He pointed to their right where a group was starting to set up. "Plenty of room there."

      Her heart raced at the idea of having to deal with other people—strangers.

      "How about a game with just the two of
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