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      In the game of love, protect what is yours at all costs.

      

      Narissa is a physician, considered a major pioneer of cybernetics. She lives to help people, allowing her love of gaming to help her unwind after a long day.

      

      Outside of work, she keeps herself busy with her favorite addiction—a popular massive multiplayer online role-play game her friend and client Ajax immersed her in. After a disastrous marriage that almost destroyed her, she's good with keeping her life simple. Work—play—no need for love. But the more time she spends with Ajax, the more she wonders if she should give romance a second chance.

      

      Only one problem—the past has a habit of rearing its ugly head.

      

      Ajax's life revolves around gaming, and his passion paved the way to the revolution of virtual reality gameplay. With his looks and money, he could have any woman he wants, but he's got a new addiction. Narissa is sexy, intelligent, and so not interested in a relationship. When he finds out the truth behind her divorce, rage and a primal need to protect her takes over, and he vows no one will hurt Narissa again. 

      

      But will his resolution be enough?
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      Narissa sipped her coffee as she sat in the Monday morning Los Angeles traffic. She didn’t understand how, in 2107, they couldn’t come up with better travel ways to keep this from happening. Especially with self-driving cars being the only legal way to drive now.

      Standard news played through the car speakers. Trouble at the UN summit meeting. The upcoming tech meeting Cybro Industries would be hosting, thanks to Narissa’s new cybernetic design. The Peace Corps building wells in Africa. Fires breaking out in Oklahoma… again. Narissa was surprised there wasn’t any mention of sharknados in that area at this rate. She didn’t understand why people lived out there. They had earthquakes in Los Angeles, sure, but that area always seemed to be under some sort of threat by Mother Nature.

      The newscaster mentioned Jason Atilon, and Narissa’s fingers curled. That awful man had gotten the perfect sentencing for what he’d done to her friends, and she wished he’d stop getting so much attention. She especially hated that some people truly believed he didn’t deserve his fate and came up with so many excuses why he was framed or misunderstood. Reminds me of Nolan’s trial.

      “Doctor Narissa,” a smooth voice said from her car dash. “I’ve found an alternate route. It’ll save us seventeen minutes.”

      She lounged in her seat. “That would be fantastic. Thank you, Picard. I like how well your new voice pack works in the car.”

      “I’m glad you’re pleased. I will write up a report for the developer.”

      Narissa pulled out her phone. “While you’re at it, can you check for scheduling changes today?”

      “One moment.” The car grew quiet, except for the news report and occasional honking of impatient drivers. “I do not have any changes.”

      That was peculiar. Mondays always had an influx of appointment change requests. “Are you sure?”

      “I double checked.”

      “Is your system not updating again?”

      “Today is August 29, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me be sure that wasn’t the only part of my system to update.”

      The car went quiet again. As he did his check, her car pulled out of the traffic and headed down the off ramp. Now free from the morning commuter traffic, her pace to work quickened.

      “My programming appears to be fine, Doctor.”

      “All right, I’ll just assume something else is up.”

      Fifteen minutes passed and Cybro Industries came into view, the large building towering over the others around it. Her car pulled up front and Narissa climbed out, making sure she had everything. Phone, yep. Purse, yep. Tablet… she sifted through her purse and then checked under the seat, but no tablet. Shit. That had all her notes she’d need today.

      “Doctor, it’s on the rear seat.” Picard said.

      Narissa glanced to the back and sure enough, there it sat, on the rear seat. “Thanks, Picard. No idea why I put it there.”

      The intense Los Angeles sun beat down on Narissa’s dark skin as she made her way up the steps to Cybro Industries, her dark curls bouncing around her shoulders. Her shoes clicked on the stone and echoed through the lobby after she pushed through the rotating entrance doors.

      A mousey young woman with thick-rimmed glasses sat at the reception desk. Her name plate read Amy Smith. Amy looked up from her computer and smiled. “Good morning, Narissa.”

      Narissa smiled back. “Good morning to you as well, Amy. Do I have any appointment change requests? Picard couldn’t find any during the commute this morning.”

      She shook her head. “No, ma’am. It’s been unusually quiet today. But your mother is already looking for you.”

      A deep sigh escaped Narissa’s lips. “Joy. I was hoping I’d be able to start my Monday off right.”

      Amy gave a closed mouth chuckle. Narissa loved her mother, but she was difficult to deal with. And if she came searching this early in the morning, it was a near guarantee it wasn’t work-related.

      Narissa hopped into the elevator, checking her phone and sipping her coffee.

      “Doctor, your car is now parked,” Picard said.

      “Thank you. You were right about the appointment changes. Amy confirmed there weren’t any.”

      “That is peculiar. But I’m glad she was able to confirm it wasn’t my system malfunctioning again.”

      Narissa agreed. She didn’t want to have to go through that problem again.

      The elevator came to a stop and the door opened. Narissa exited, making her way down the long hall of glass-enclosed offices and laboratories until she came to an office with a plaque reading Dr. Narissa Okafor, EVP. She pushed open the door and entered her office. Her mother wasn’t there, but it’d only be a matter of time before she showed up. Better prepare some work for myself as an excuse to keep the visit short.

      Narissa went about turning on her computer and sorting client files on her desk as she finished off her cup of coffee.

      “Narissa,” Picard said through the office’s infrastructure. “I have successfully installed the new voice pack into the building database, and your analysis on the most recent prototype is ongoing.

      “Excellent, thank you.” Although he said the testing hadn’t completed, she still ventured over to the far end of her office.

      On a stand, surrounded by various scanning equipment, sat an artificial arm on a stress test machine. Bright lights flickered behind the clear fiberglass structure, and pistons and other moving components moved about within.

      Before she could check what data had finalized, her door swung open and a buxom older woman of dark completion strolled in.

      “Mornin’, Narissa, darlin’.” Her words dripped with a heavy southern accent.

      “Good morning, Mother.” Narissa left the experiment alone and made it back to her desk, noticing a magazine in her mother’s hand. “I hope traffic wasn’t too horrible for you this morning.”

      “No more’n any other day,” her mother said. “Found somethin’ in’restin’ this mornin’.”

      Here we go. She put on a smile and opened a few programs on her computer. “And what is that?”

      Her mother sashayed over and placed the magazine on the desk, open to a specific page. “Look who jumped up th’ list.”

      Yep. Narissa already knew what list her mother meant, but she humored them both all the same by looking at the page. America’s Top Bachelorettes read the title. She found her name listed in third place.

      “You’ve gone from ninth spot ta third in unda a year.” Her mother wore a wide grin as she flipped to the page listing all the top eligible bachelors. “And your friend, Ajax, went up several spots s’well. He’s in top five now.”

      Narissa sighed, though did allow her eyes to wander to the listing for a moment—and only for a moment. “Mother, just come out with it. I’ve got appointments to prepare for.”

      Her mother frowned. “Why must you be like this, Narissa? You won’t go ta church n’ meet the nice men I’ve approved of there. You turn down e’ry date offer I find at conferences n’ business parties. You even turn away from a very handsome, wealthy, and attentive man—a man who is now ranked fifth on the eligible list, mind you. Lawd knows I’ve tried ta help you get over Nolan for the last seven years. You haven’t been receptive t’all, bless your heart. What more can I do ta ensure your happiness, pumpkin?”

      She stared at her mother. “You are unbelievable. Have you forgotten what Nolan did to me? Or do you just not care because it doesn’t fit this obscure idea on what you deem will make me happy?”

      Her mother took a step back, offended by Narissa’s words. “Bless your heart! I do care. That’s why I want you ta find someone who makes you happy. Who’ll give you th’ family you once wanted. You’re nigh thirty years old, Narissa. You won’t be in your child bearing years f’eva, you know. Forgive me for puttin’ that into perspective for you.”

      “Have you considered maybe I’ve changed what I wanted out of life?”

      Before her mother could take in the response, Narissa’s office door swung open. The two turned and spied a familiar tan-skinned man with strong features and large muscular build wearing a t-shirt and jeans entering. In his hands, he carried two cups with steam rising from them.

      “Ajax?” Narissa looked at the time and then the artificial arm on his right side. “What are you doing here? Your cybernetic isn’t busted again from the looks of it.”

      Ajax approached, his striking eyes warm as he locked gazes with her. Her heart fluttered for a brief moment. His presence could command a room, if his looks didn’t turn heads first. There was good reason Ajax hit the top five eligible bachelors in the US, and it wasn’t because of how successful a businessman he was, though she believed he should be higher on that list. Per Shira’s words, one of her best friends, he was every shade of sex on a stick. She agreed. Of course, she’d never tell anyone that. They’d think too much into it.

      “I saw the news and thought I’d check on you both. I also brought coffee.” He scrutinized them with his keen, dark eyes when she and her mother passed each other confused glances. “You two have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      Narissa and her mother exchanged glances again. “Uh, Picard?”

      “My apologies, Doctor Narissa,” Picard said. “The conversation between Missus Ayana and you was important. I thought it best to wait until it ended. There’s been a situation in Uganda.”

      Her heart halted and her mother gasped. “Turn the TV on, now.”

      Her assistant did as she asked and flipped to a news station. A reporter spoke about the destruction of a small Ugandan village, clips of the devastation rolling across the screen.

      “T–that’s not where my baby is, right?” Narissa’s mother managed out as she held her hands close to her chest.

      “I’m afraid I do not know, Missus Ayana,” Picard said. “Elijah and the Peace Corps have been on the move so often, we haven’t received any location updates.”

      Ajax put the coffee on the desk and placed a hand round her mother’s shoulder to console her. Narissa appreciated the sentiment.

      Civil war had broken out a week ago, after years of tension between the people and the Ugandan government. It was a hot topic during the UN summit meeting, and a main reason the summit hadn’t gone so well.

      Narissa’s phone rang once and Picard answered it before she could ask for a name.

      “Narissa?” came a familiar masculine voice over the speaker phone.

      Her heart fluttered as relief flooded through her. “Elijah?”

      “Elijah!” her mother screeched. She ran over to where the phone lay and scooped it up. “Elijah, babydoll, tell me you’re somewhere safe.”

      He gave a nervous chuckle. “Safe is a relative term right now, Mom.”

      Panic flooded over their mother’s face. Narissa would have smacked him if she could.

      “Hey, Elijah, buddy,” Ajax said. “Don’t be giving your mother a heart attack, okay? She’s worried sick as it is.”

      “Hey, Ajax. Did you bust up your arm again?”

      “No, just checking in after I saw the news.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate you doing that. With Father away at the conference, someone has to look out for them.”

      “I may be a little brother, like you, but that doesn’t mean we don’t look out for our favorite ladies, yeah?” Ajax’s eyes darted over to Narissa. Warmth rose up in her body and she had to look away.

      “Stop gettin’ off track,” her mother scolded. “What do you mean you’re relatively safe, Elijah?”

      Narissa held up her hands. “Mother, please stay calm. I haven’t heard anything dangerous in the background, so he probably means he’s still on the move. Right, Elijah?”

      “You got it, Sis. We’re evacuating a small village south of all the action. We’re safe right now, but we’re not taking any chances.” The line grew quieter as Elijah muffled the phone to speak with someone. “Hey, I have to get going. We’re about to move out. I love you both.”

      “Elijah, this is all extremely stressful,” Narissa said. “Especially for you. If that heart of yours acts up even a little, you tell me immediately.”

      “You know I will.”

      “No, you come home,” their mother said. “I’m plum frazzled to gray, Elijah. You come home where it’s safe.”

      “Mom, I can’t. I need to help these people. It’s what we do, right, Sis?”

      Narissa smiled even though he couldn’t see. “You got it.”

      “I’ll contact you both again when I’m able.” The line then went dead.

      “Elijah?” their mother said. “Elijah!”

      “I’m sorry, Missus Ayana,” Picard said. “He hung up.”

      Defeat crossed her mother’s face, tugging at Narissa’s heart strings. She understood how much this affected her. They thought they were going to lose him ten years ago to a bad heart. Had Narissa not created a replacement heart in time, they would have. And then, two years ago, Elijah broke to the family he would be taking the family work overseas to those who needed it. He’d work alongside the Peace Corps and planned to be gone for several years. Helping others was in their blood, everyone knew that. But that didn’t make it any easier on their mother.

      Ajax pulled out a chair and coaxed her mother to sit down. He then handed her a cup of coffee. “Drink this—decaf with skim, no sugar, just how you like.”

      Ayana took a deep breath, and she calmed. “Bless your heart, but there ain’t no need. Ah’m fine now.”

      Her mother’s ability to bounce back amazed Narissa. It didn’t seem humanly possible sometimes.

      “I shud go call y’all’s father. I’m sure he’s seen the news by now n’ is worried sick.” Her mother rose, ever graceful as any proper southern socialite, and headed for the door. “Number five shud be number one.”

      She winked at Narissa and left. Narissa shook her head.

      Ajax cocked an eyebrow. “What was that about?”

      She sighed and pushed the magazine to the edge of her desk. “My mother trying to remind me she thinks I’ll only ever be truly happy once I remarry.”

      Ajax picked up the magazine. “What’s this have to do with it?”

      “Apparently I’ve been ranked America’s third top bachelorette.”

      Ajax flipped through the magazine, though his eyes went to her more than the pages. “What idiots did they poll to make you only third on that list?”

      Narissa snorted and opened a client’s file. “People with a brain. I was beat out by an actress and our president’s daughter. She’s number one.”

      Ajax stopped flipping the page when he came to the rankings. “You mean barely legal party girl.”

      “Her actions aside, she deserves that spot with that pretty face.”

      Ajax’s dark eyes snapped up to her. “I beg to differ.”

      Narissa had to look away, heat threatening to rush to her face again. The way he looked at her sometimes got her out of sorts. She almost laughed. Acted was more correct. Most days he kept things friendly outside of work, and professional during work hours, but there had been a growing number of days he’d act out of the ordinary.

      “My mother’s comment, though, was directed to you.” She knew she should change the topic, but the words came out of her mouth before she could think. “You made it into the top five eligible bachelor list.”

      “Yeah?” He didn’t look at the magazine. On the contrary, he closed it and sat down on the edge of her desk.

      Narissa tilted her head. “You don’t sound excited. Most men would be beaming with pride.”

      Ajax’s eyes darted down to his artificial arm. “We both know it’s my money that got me there.”

      She tried not to frown. Her family prided themselves on the state-of-the-art cybernetic technology they put out on the market. Narissa was even dubbed a pioneer, due to her contributions that had radically changed how they were used in the last ten years. But the one thing they couldn’t combat was the social stigma around them. Android. Half human. Freak. The terms went on. All her clients and friends with artificial parts dealt with them in one way or another.

      Narissa placed a hand on his cybernetic arm and held his gaze, unflinching. “That’s not true. You’ve got looks that turn heads everywhere you go.” She chuckled. “Or have you forgotten those two ladies whispering about your tight butt when we went out for that run the other day?”

      Ajax’s brow cocked. “Tight? I don’t remember that adjective coming out of their mouths.”

      A wide grin spread across his face and he pulled her close to him. The action pulled her partially into his lap. Her hands rested against his muscular chest as his hand held her firm by her lower back. “Are you sure that’s not you projecting?”

      Her pulse skipped and heat burned her cheeks. Here he went, acting weird on her again. “Of course not.”

      His grin deepened in a way that screamed dangerous and alluring at the same time. “You sure about that?”

      “Yes—I have no opinion on your posterior, thank you.”

      “Oh, bringing out the fancy words now?” He chuckled. “I know I look like a dumb jock, but we both know I am bright enough to understand your sesquipedalian ways.”

      “Is that what they call it now?” a new voice said.

      Narissa’s blood ran cold. Her attention turned to the door where two women of similar age to Narissa stood. The light-skinned redhead with untamed curly mane and cybernetics all up her right side grinned wickedly at her. The tan-skinned blonde with a cybernetic right arm also smiled, but didn’t project as much joy. Behind them, a lean, tan-skinned man of mixed racial heritage around their age leaned against the hallway wall. His dark eyes showed his amusement at the situation. Shit.

      Without fail, her friends always caught her in some compromising position with Ajax that wasn’t even her fault—or her intention.

      Narissa pulled away from Ajax. She smoothed out her clothes. “Mercedes, Shira, Takashi, what are you doing here?”

      Shira’s green eyes sparkled. “I know we’re a bit early for our appointment, but we didn’t realize you two were mid-morning rompers. We would have been more courteous.”

      Narissa’s face burned hotter. “That’s not what’s going on.”

      Mercedes’ eyes twinkled. “You sure?”

      Between the two of them, Mercedes had caught these interactions first hand more often. Narissa wasn’t sure if it was due to bad luck, or excellent planning.

      “I don’t know if Narissa is into dumb jocks,” Takashi said. The smirk he wore screamed “payback.” Narissa suspected Ajax had pulled something recently.

      Ajax ran his hand through his short, dark hair. “Wow, and here I thought it made me adorably irresistible.”

      The room echoed with laughter, the tension quickly releasing from Narissa. Ajax walked past the two women and draped his arm over Takashi’s shoulders. “I shouldn’t keep you from your appointments. Mercedes, I’m going to steal your boyfriend for a few hours.”

      “All right, just don’t get so crazy you both end up in jail,” she said. “I’m not bailing you out.”

      Takashi chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’d be smart enough to run long before that became an issue.”

      Ajax’s arm squeezed on Takashi’s neck, trapping him in a headlock. “Yeah, we’ll see about that. You ladies enjoy yourselves.”

      He dragged Takashi away, Takashi fighting the entire way to get out of the hold. He eventually managed to break free, and ran back to plant a kiss on Mercedes’ forehead. He then rejoined Ajax.

      A smile spread a crossed Narissa’s face. “How sweet.”

      Mercedes stared after Takashi for a moment longer before looking at the other two in the room. A big smile spread on her face. “Yeah, he’s a keeper.”

      Hearing those words elated Narissa. She and Shira had such a difficult time getting her to give their mutual friend and guildmate a chance that it almost felt like an impossible task.

      Shira nudged Mercedes. “So, when are you two getting married?”

      Mercedes’ face reddened, making Narissa laugh. “We’ve only been dating three months.”

      “You’ve been friends for even longer.” Narissa winked and went to pull their files. “And he gave you that special necklace.”

      “Yeah. Means you’re basically engaged, right?” Shira said, sitting down in a chair. Her black German shepherd, Snake, trotted along with her. Narissa hadn’t even noticed him. He was Shira’s service dog, so it was expected for him to be quiet while working unless she was in trouble, but he was exceptionally quiet. Maybe that’s why he’s named Snake. She knew there was some sort of geek reference along with it, but there had to be more. Why did I never ask her in the past? She supposed it didn’t matter all that much.

      Mercedes touched the beaded necklace hanging from her neck. “I guess? It’s like a promise ring, but gains more meaning as our relationship grows.”

      Mercedes then shook her head and pointed at Narissa. “Wait. Stop making this about me, when we should be making this about you.”

      Damn. She’d almost made it. “There is nothing going on between Ajax and me.”

      “Maybe you’re not seeing something right now, but he certainly is,” Shira said. “I mean, you can’t honestly think the way he acts around you is him just being an over friendly guy. Not even you are that naïve.”

      She wasn’t wrong. As much as she told herself Ajax was just acting peculiar every now and then, his actions had been going on long enough that she couldn’t convince herself of her own ignorant bliss lie. But Nolan…

      Narissa’s shoulders sagged. “Look, I’m not going to discuss this. I already had my mother dogging me this morning, I don’t need you two doing it as well.”

      Her two friends looked at each other, regretful for all the teasing. They both knew how difficult her mother could be on the topic.

      Mercedes spoke. “How bad?”

      “She felt the need to remind me of my ticking biological clock.” She didn’t need to mention the list. That one came up enough it was a given at this rate.

      Shira grimaced. “That’s going a bit too far in my book. Sure, you two are lucky to even have to worry about that, but you don’t see me being spiteful enough to remind you of that.”

      Narissa gave her friend a sympathetic glance. The accident Shira had five years prior ravaged her body. Even though she’d survived, thanks to the tech her family provided, as well as all the hard-working medical staff assigned to her care, not everything could be saved. But what her friends didn’t know, was Narissa had a secret she carried around the same topic. It was too painful to ever bring up in any conversation, so not even her two closest friends knew this hardship.

      Mercedes wandered over to the cybernetic in the stress test machine. “What do you have going on here?”

      Narissa appreciated her friend’s choice to switch the topic. It wasn’t good to let Shira, or herself, dwell in the past. “I thought of a way to improve the simulated nerves. That stress test is part of a computer analysis to make sure it’ll work before I roll it out for volunteer human testing.”

      The past few months, she’d been working away on improving cybernetic technology. One of the many dreams of her clients was to see medical tech improve enough to establish full limb regeneration. Even though small body parts like ears and livers were possible these days to some extent, limbs and large organs weren’t there yet. This gave her the idea to create simulated nerve technology in the cybernetics.

      Since cybernetics connected to the individual’s brain through advanced neuro-mods, and she understood the phenomenon around phantom limb syndrome, she knew it was possible to trick the brain into believing there were active nerves.

      Mercedes, Shira, and several other volunteers had been working with her on testing this new tech, pushing it farther than she could have ever hoped. While it wouldn’t be out on the market for some time, it gave her hope for the future of cybernetics and people.

      Shira leaned back. “Will you be asking Ajax to test yet, or are you holding off a bit longer because of his accidents?”

      Narissa shook her head and loaded Mercedes’ file onto her tablet. “He hasn’t had an incident in two weeks, but I don’t trust it. These new cybernetics are far more powerful than the current market. If he stresses these too much, it will kill him.”

      “I’m honestly surprised he’s not in the hospital,” Mercedes said. “And I’m more surprised you haven’t gotten out of him what he’s doing to end up in these predicaments.”

      Narissa frowned, her thumb tapping the side of her device. “He’s stubborn. No matter how many times I ask him to stop doing whatever it is he’s doing to blow up his cybernetic, or even tell me so maybe I can help him avoid the problem, he clams up or changes the subject. For what reason, I don’t know at this point. But I can’t keep allowing it to continue.”

      “You wrote up a termination contract, didn’t you?” Shira guessed.

      Narissa nodded and moved from behind her desk. “I finalized it last night with the lawyers. His visit today was unexpected, so I didn’t get the chance to broach the subject with him. So I plan to get him in again and give him the choice—tell me what’s going on, or sign the contract. It’s not just the company’s integrity at stake. He’s a friend and I can’t sit by and watch him kill himself.”

      Shira smirked. “You could also refuse to heal him in raids anymore.”

      Narissa laughed. Shira was referring to Lusara Fates, the most popular MMORPG, massively multiplayer online role-playing game—a fantasy world filled with made-up playable species, adventure, and social interaction. The game’s popularity was all due to its ability to craft brilliant storytelling, compelling encounters for PvE, player vs. environment; balanced PvP, player vs. player; and unique economics that meshed with the real world, making it possible for people to make a legitimate living inside the game if they so pleased.

      Its major selling point, though, was its unparalleled integration in the advanced gaming chairs Ajax had created. Full neuro-simulation, allowing someone to experience the game as if they were actively living in the world. The coding Lion Rage Games used allowed for some interesting experiences. That included quite real personal relationship capabilities.

      The three of them, along with Ajax and Takashi, all played this game and were members of the same guild, a group that came together and forged strong bonds akin to a second family.

      “I suppose I could do that, but it would affect everyone else in the raid group, too,” Narissa said.

      A raid was an end-game aspect of PvE that required group cooperation. Narissa mained a priest for this, a healing class. Ajax, the main focus of her healing during a raid, played a berserker, a tanking-class type that put out minimal damage, but could take heavy hits and had abilities to keep enemies off other players. He’d made it clear on a number of occasions he didn’t like it when someone else healed in her place.

      Shira shrugged. “Wouldn’t affect me any.”

      Shira and the two men she had following her around like little puppies, Jasper and Zach, focused on the PvP aspect and never jumped into the raids.

      Mercedes chuckled. “I wouldn’t mind. It’d be funny watching him beg you to heal him.”

      Narissa couldn’t stop herself from smiling at the image. “True. But it certainly wouldn’t be tonight that it’d happen. Don’t want to freak out the newbies and all.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” Shira looked to Mercedes. “That’s Emi and Rei, right?”

      Mercedes nodded. “Yep. We finally convinced Emi to give it a shot.”

      Hearing the woman’s name sent a pang of sympathy through Narissa. Emi had been the center of all of Jason Atilon’s crimes. A close friend of Takashi and his sister Rei, and eventually Mercedes and Shira over these past few months. The guild got to know her little by little as they tried to help her get through the ordeal, after Jason had been exposed after messing with Takashi and Mercedes one too many times.

      They’d inducted her as a full member, and their guild master, Darius, also managed to snag her a special class code for the upcoming expansion next month to try out, thanks to how long he’d worked at Lion Rage Games. Of course, only a handful of people knew what he’d done. Everyone else thought she’d been one of the randomly selected players to help hype up the new expansion release, The Old Kingdom.

      “Of course, if we keep stalling, it’s going to make me late for my other appointments today, and keep me from playing tonight,” Narissa said. She pointed for Mercedes to sit in the patient chair. “We’ll start with you, Mercedes.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she complied. “You just don’t want to go back to talking about your little secret love affair with Ajax.”

      Heat rushed to Narissa’s face. “Would you drop it?”

      Shira laughed. “Never.”

      Narissa opened the required files, swiping some to a nearby computer. Today was going to be a long one with these two.
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      Ajax swiped his key to unlock his door. His red merle Australian sheepdog, Helios, sat at his feet, his tongue lolling out. His fleabitten and lovable mutt, Crash, on the other hand, bounced about as if Ajax hadn’t taken them out for their run at all.

      He opened the door to his spacious penthouse and unhitched them from their leashes. Helios trotted to his water dish, while Crash bolted through the living room at top speed, missing a turn and crashing into an ottoman. Ajax shook his head and as he laughed. He never tired of her antics.

      “Ajax,” a computer voice said from his suite’s infrastructure. “You have a meeting request for tomorrow morning that came in.”

      “Thanks, Kirk.” Ajax tossed his keys into a bowl and went to change out of his running clothes. “What’s the importance? I’d like to get some work done.”

      He’d spent half the day hanging out with Takashi. It wasn’t every day they were able to get together, so he was fine with putting off work for a bit.

      “Your mother set something up with investors.”

      He frowned and pulled his shirt over his head. “Great. Accept it.”

      Investor meetings took far too long for his liking. But GameTech needed them, and as CEO, it wasn’t like he could just skip out.

      Once he finished throwing on some clean clothes, he opened his phone and scrolled through social media while prepping a light dinner. Narissa and the girls had posted a few times. No pictures, but a few status updates. It looked like Mercedes and Shira had managed to get Narissa to have some fun between appointments. That made him happy.

      Sure, it was a Monday, and most people worked hard during the week, but Narissa overdid it. If he didn’t check in on her every now and then, she’d work long into the night and never make herself a priority.

      Ajax looked at the time. They had an hour before the raid. I should make sure she’s going to make it. It wouldn’t be the end of the world if she didn’t, but Ajax would rather she be there. Narissa was the best healer in the guild, and with them showing some of the newbies the ropes of raiding, a confident and capable tank healer helped.

      He pulled up her contact. Plus, he just wanted to spend more time with her.

      
      Don’t forget, we raid tonight.

      
      He sent the text and a moment later she responded.

      
      I’m on my way home now.

      
      He drummed his fingers on the counter. He could leave it at that, but she’d lied to him before about not being at the office. It also allowed him to keep the conversation going a bit longer.

      
      Prove it.

      
      Ajax had a fifty-fifty shot if she’d take the bait. Sometimes she did, others, he got a view of her car dash and a metaphorical rejection.

      A photo came through and a grin slid up the side of his face. Her perfect face looked back at him, Mercedes sitting in the back seat behind her, making a goofy face. Ajax slid his thumb over his screen, focusing only on Narissa. Those beautiful brown eyes and dark curly hair—full lips pulled into a brilliant smile. It should be illegal for a woman to look this gorgeous.

      “Ajax,” Kirk said. “Do I need to inform your guildmates you’re going to be late, so you can have some time with your phone?”

      Ajax snorted. “What do I look like, some creep?”

      “You have saved a far greater number of her photos to your computers than any other friend you have.”

      Ajax put the phone down. “I haven’t saved that many.”

      “You have sixty-three on your phone alone.”

      Did he really? Shit. Made him look a bit pathetic. He was going to have to delete some.

      “When are you going to outright ask her?” Kirk asked. “There’s only so long you can keep up your current antics.”

      Crash came up and pawed his leg with a cybernetic limb. Ajax bent over, scratching behind her torn ear. “I heard her ex’s name today. From the sounds of the conversation, she’s still hung up on him.”

      “Is she, though?”

      This challenge confused him. “What do you mean?”

      “Didn’t Mercedes say once that Narissa’s divorce was a messy one? It was the sole reason she never spoke of her prior marriage.”

      Ajax’s lips twisted. “Doesn’t mean she was the one who wanted it.”

      These past few months, he’d tested how available she may be. Close contact got her flustered, something he quite enjoyed seeing. Even today, it had been just as satisfying to pull her close and watch her fumble about. But her reaction was mostly out of resistance. He wasn’t stupid. He knew women well enough to see that sign. So she either wasn’t interested, or wasn’t over this… Nolan.

      “If you would like, I can do some research on the matter.”

      Ajax retrieved his phone and headed for his gaming room. “I told you, I’m not a creep. I’ll just ask her about it.”

      “Will you, though?”

      Ajax stopped. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if you’re projecting your own uncertainty onto her.”

      He looked down at his artificial arm. Maybe he was. He’d known Narissa for several years now. They made great friends, and she didn’t have any issues with cybernetics. He’d had his fair share of breakups and date fallouts because of his. In the end, it was his money that drew all those women in. Narissa was different, though.

      She was a successful woman who didn’t care for the size of one’s wallet. She only cared about the person’s integrity. It was one of the many things that drew him toward her.

      Narissa was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever met, yes, but that wasn’t her only flawless feature. She had wit and intelligence that brought him to his knees. A sense of humor that matched his, and her interests, though not entire the same as his, did overlap. She was the perfect woman wrapped in one hell of a delectable package he ached to indulge in.

      Ajax clenched his artificial hand. But was he good enough for her?

      Two cold, wet noses touched his skin and he jumped. Both Helios and Crash stood at his feet, wagging their tails. Ajax smiled and petted them both. “You two are always coming to my rescue.”

      His phone beeped, and he checked it to find a raid reminder flashing on the screen. “It’s almost showtime. Better log in and group up with the others.”

      He looked down at the furry faces at his feet. “Be good, you two, while I’m getting beat on for the next three hours.”

      Ajax continued to his gaming room, only pausing when he made it to his “lab.” A long cylindrical pod sat in pieces in the middle of the room. Gazing upon it, he had the urge to continue his secret project, but the desire to raid alongside his friends and Narissa tugged harder.

      He entered the gaming room, briefly gazing around at his collection of tabletop, PC, and console games and devices. He had a few vintage systems, an Xbox 360, Nintendo Switch, and even a PS1, but after seeing the impressive selection Mercedes had a few months back, he’d been on the hunt to improve his own. What kind of gamer or game company CEO could he call himself if he didn’t?

      Directly in the center of the large room sat his VR gaming station—a specialized curved chair with all the necessary gear to suck him into the virtual world, and hanging screens to allow him any out-of-game prompts, from selecting a game to managing business tools.

      Ajax powered up the chair and checked to make sure all signals were good. He didn’t need to; he’d designed this with so many fail safes and warnings it wasn’t needed, but habits died hard.

      He sat down in the chair and used the touchscreen displays to set up Lusara Fates and check his friends list. Jasper and Zach were locked in a PvP match, the former using his rogue class, a stealthy melee DPS—damage per second—a class good for high damage but extremely low defense, and the latter using his warrior class, a heavy-armor melee class built for either tanking, high defense and lower offense, or DPS with average defense and high damage.

      His best friend Darius was online, locked into his dragoon class, a long-reach melee DPS with some jumping and magic capabilities that emulated dragons. He resided in the guild hall—no surprise there. As the guild leader, he made it a point to be early to raids if he was going to make it. Their shared best friend and Darius’ roommate, Kiara, also sat in the guild hall, having chosen her favored beast tamer class, a melee DPS class that fought alongside two animals.

      Ajax enjoyed the differences in this class and the ranger class Mercedes favored. Both utilized pets, but the benefits and handling of the animals differed.

      Other guildmates were on, but none slated to join the raid. It was still early, so they’d trickle in. Ajax preselected his berserker, a melee class with a raging mechanic, and his half-orc avatar, a human and orc hybrid race, keeping his login loading time down, and relaxed to allow the neuron equipment to do their job. His eyes grew heavy and then his consciousness shifted.

      Ajax opened his eyes when familiar sounds of the Guildhall filled his ears. He sat up in the bed he’d last logged out on and peered around. He resided in a small room, sparsely decorated with the bed, dresser, washbasin, and a couple of trophies he’d collected over the years of playing, and chose to store in his room.

      He slipped off the bed and exited the room, making his way into the main gathering hall. People ran about doing whatever it was they did, beyond causing a drunken ruckus, which many of the guildmates did well, some even holding a champion belt for their antics.

      In a far corner, at a table, sat a man with long raven hair, clad in dark plate armor. With him was a short buxom elven woman with flaming red hair, and two creatures sitting at her feet—a drake, a wingless dragon-like creature, and an owlcat, a magical black tiger-like creature with wings. Ajax grinned and beelined toward the two. They greeted him with warm smiles as he approached.

      “Darius, Kiara, it’s good to see some people are on time,” he said.

      Kiara snorted. “We’re always on time because Mister Punctual can’t stand to be late. We always expect you to be next.” She grinned. “Unless, of course, a particular priestess is distracting you.”

      Ajax avoided eye contact. Only she got him to do that with this particular topic. Being like a younger sister to him and Darius, the way she brought the topic up made him feel weird. Pleased with the reaction, Kiara sat back and consumed her mug of ale. Drinking and eating were strange concepts in the game. While it had no physical effect on the body, the gaming chair’s technology, mixed with the game’s coding, tricked the brain to believe was under the effects of whatever you consumed. It made taking potions and other game-specific items quite the experience.

      Ajax turned when two people approached. He smirked at the outrageously dressed half-orc man accompanying an elven man garbed in leather and other natural materials. “Donovan, Ronan—it’s been a while since we last saw you. Glad you could make it.”

      Donovan played a bard, a magic-based class built on continual short-term DPS buffs for the raid, with the occasional attack spell for a pinch maneuver. His brother, Ronan, preferred the druid. A versatile class that could go magic range, or melee DPS. They also had the capability for healing, much like how Shira’s elemental class could.

      Donovan grinned. “Yeah, the vineyard is keeping us busy right now. Going to have a great harvest this year.”

      The two ran a winery up in Napa. Family business they’d recently been handed full-time, or that’s what Ajax knew, at least. It took away a lot of their free time depending on the time of year, so the guild saw them intermittently.

      “We figured if some newbies wanted to learn the ropes, we could spare a few hours to ensure some more-experienced players were there to help out,” Ronan said.

      “Well, I know I’m grateful for another healer.”

      Everyone turned to see six individual approaching. The one leading them, a lovely umber-skinned elven woman with flowing black hair, garbed in a high-collar silver and blue robe. Narissa.

      She appeared regal. It was sexy. Narissa makes priests sexy. His mind paused. Is that a sin to think? She may have to make him repent. He may enjoy that.

      Next to her was Mercedes, having picked her elven ranger per usual. Her pet this time around was a magical cat she called Lo’quena. The dark-haired elven sorcerer with them, an arcane spellcaster DPS class, was Takashi.

      The buxom human woman clad in half-plate was none other than Shira, as her elementalist, a natural magic-user class focusing on elemental abilities like fire and water to either heal or damage. He hadn’t expected to see her, and instead figured she’d jump right into PvP matches. PvE wasn’t really her thing.

      The two women with them were the newbies. Rei, Takashi’s sister, and Emi, a friend of all of theirs, and Takashi’s ex. He found their friendship interesting, as he knew very few who stayed friends with their exes, but if it worked for them, he had no business saying anything about it.

      Rei played a rogue Azázil, a half-demon species, and Emi played something completely different from everyone—the brand new siren class and merfolk race. He didn’t know much about the class, but the avatar was interesting. A rather alluring figure and features, her ears and hands had webbing, and her eyes sparkled like light on water. From what he knew, if she ever jumped into a pool of water, her avatar would give her fins of some sort, much like how Ronan could use a spell to take an aquatic animal form.

      Ajax crossed him arms. “Well, I’m glad to see we managed to keep the newbies instead of scaring them off. And we gained another unexpected player, too.”

      “Eli had to bail again,” Shira said. “So I offered to sub in. I’m no raider, but”—she tossed a thumb at Rei and Emi—“that should help these guys get comfortable. Can’t get worse than me.”

      Mercedes laughed. “You’re all going to do fine. It’s not that difficult.”

      Emi kicked her feet on the ground. “You guys sure about this? I still don’t understand this class very well. I might just get you all killed.”

      Darius laughed. “Don’t worry. We picked an early expansion raid to ease you in.”

      She still didn’t look convinced. Ajax had learned a few things about Emi. She was as smart and talented as she was pretty. But after the Jason thing, her confidence had taken a hit. This environment the guild had, a surrogate family if you would, did help her, but there was only so much they could do before she needed to take charge.

      Ronan strolled over to Emi and wrapped his arm over her shoulders. “You only have to focus on learning. The rest of us will have you covered.”

      Donovan joined her on the other side. “And if we die, we die. Not the end of the world. We’ll discuss what may have gone wrong, and work together to learn and fix.”

      Rei fixed her eyes on the two brothers, not that it wasn’t expected. She had a bit of a protective streak for her friend.

      Emi gave a meek smile. “Okay. If you all say so.”

      Donovan patted her back. “We do.” He then pointed to Rei. “We’ve got faith in you, too, newbie number two.”

      Rei crossed her arms. “I’m not a novice at this game, dimwit. I’ve been playing a long time.”

      Ronan whistled. “There’s some venom in that tongue. No wonder she picked a rogue.”

      Rei smirked and tossed a dagger into the air.

      “Boys, don’t be picking a fight with my newest intern now,” Narissa chastised. “She may be working on your cybernetics when you come in next.”

      Ajax held up a hand. “Hold up. New intern?”

      This was the first time he’d heard of it. He didn’t even know Takashi’s sister was in the field—or trying to get into it, at least.

      Half of Rei’s lips slid up the side of her face. “Yeah. I just have to pass these next two semesters, and the big mid-degree test, and I’ll have secured my spot as a summer intern at Cybro Tech.”

      Mercedes squealed and held onto the young woman. “I’m so glad you listened to me. You are going to do great there.”

      “I hope so,” Narissa said. “Her portfolio is impressive for a second-year student. I’d like to see how much she’ll improve in a real lab.”

      Rei ducked, her face reddening. It made Ajax smile. Rei had a bit of an attitude, so it was nice seeing her embarrassed.

      “Let’s get moving,” Donovan said. “I’m interested to see how different this new class is to my bard.”

      Ajax took the cue and hauled Narissa onto his shoulders. “I have my priestess. I’m set.”

      Narissa looked down at him. “Excuse you. Put me down, you barbarian.”

      “Now, if I were that, I’d have thrown you right over my shoulder and ran off.” He winked. “And that’s quite tempting.”

      Her cheeks tinted as she rolled her eyes. He enjoyed getting that response. It wasn’t outright denial that she hated the idea, either.

      Darius stood up. “Well, while those two flirt, the rest of us can get to raiding. I’m excited to see Emi use this class. I’ve only caught small glimpses at work during the testing phases.”

      Emi’s eyes lit up. “You work for Lion Rage?”

      He grinned. “I’m part of the art department.”

      “That’s really cool.” She looked to Ronan and Donovan, who were still hanging off of her. “I don’t think I’ve met either of you before.”

      “Donovan.”

      “Ronan.”

      Emi smiled. “Well, it’s nice to meet you both. I’ll try not to get you killed.”

      Kiara jumped to her feet. “Okay, let’s get this party started. I want to rip my claws into a boss.”

      The group snickered and headed for the flight master, Ajax still carrying Narissa. She didn’t complain this time. Instead, she looked quite pleased to be carried like a person of importance. Like the queen she is.

      “Wait, hold up!”

      They all turned to see two tall elven men of muscular builds, garbed in leather and plate armor respectively, running after them.

      Shira’s brow creased. “Shouldn’t you two be in twos matches?”

      “Yeah, but when we received your message you’d be grouping up for the raid, we thought we’d join yah,” Jasper said, his thick Boston accent clear.

      “We thought it be a wicked fun change of pace,” Zach said, his accent far less pronounced. “Serenity even went down for bed easy today, so we’re less likely to be interrupted.”

      Mercedes snickered. “More like you couldn’t get her for three’s matches, so you’re following her like two little puppies.”

      Shira shot her an ugly look, but the two men didn’t exactly deny it. The three had a unique relationship, one that seemed to be building into something stronger these past few months. The ladies insisted Shira would end up joining the little family unit, but Shira seemed adamant about keeping them at arm’s length. What is it with the women in our guild being so afraid of relationships? Mercedes and Takashi had only recently gotten together, and they’d danced around each other for a few years.

      Kiara looked to Darius. “What do you think? It’ll up the difficulty a bit based on our numbers, but I think we can handle a half-noob group.”

      Darius nodded. “As long as the healers are okay with it. I
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