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About the Book
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Logan Walsh doesn’t do relationships.

Clare Thompson doesn’t do casual.

What could possibly bring them together?

Finance bro Logan and tabletop game designer Clare couldn’t be more different. They know this because their apartments face each other, and they’ve noticed. But not, you know, in a creepy way.

Still, when they get stuck in the elevator together, sparks fly and they each see an opportunity: Clare needs her co-workers to believe that she is capable of a one-night stand to get them to buy into her new role-play character, and Logan needs a steady girlfriend to prove his maturity to his boss.

After one night together, they’re keen to get on with their respective plans. Except Clare can’t understand why her hook-up seems to want to date her, and Logan is confused that Clare isn’t responding to his flirting.

A kiss in the rain might clear up any confusion over their chemistry, but this whole ‘relationship’ thing is a two-player game, and both want to win. With their hearts and their pride on the line, could the prize be love?




Lindsey, this one’s for you




Chapter One

[image: image]
The lives of millions of people hung in the balance. They were moments away from complete destruction, and the fate of the entire continent of Sulzuris depended entirely on what Clare did next.

But first, she needed Kiki to pee, and she needed her to pee now. “Come on, just get on with it,” Clare said and tapped her foot, impatient with the little fuzzball’s pickiness. “Everyone is going to kill me if I’m late.” Normally she left herself plenty of time for Kiki’s walk before a Quest—especially when they were about to pick back up on a cliff-hanger like Devi left them on last week—but she lived on the fifth floor and the elevator was out. Again.

Kiki sniffed the tree and circled it for the third time. Clare sighed. “It’s the exact same spot you always pee in, you don’t need to make this a whole production.”

“Does that work?”

Clare spun on her heel and found herself face to face with none other than Mr. 6B himself, he of the unfairly handsome face and habit of eating out his lady friends on his living room couch. (Okay, it was just the one lady friend, and it was one time. It wasn’t like she was a perv. It was just that his living room was straight out her kitchen window, and she just happened to see it. It wasn’t like she watched. Much.) “Does what work?” she asked and tugged at her sweatshirt, wishing she was wearing something—anything—a little more flattering than a hoodie with Zutara Forever written across the front.

Not that she was ashamed of her hoodie—Zuko and Katara should have ended up together, as anyone who had seen Avatar: The Last Airbender would agree—but when faced with a man who looked like he stepped out of a cologne ad, she wished she was wearing just about anything more sophisticated.

“Berating your dog into peeing.”

Kiki finally got down to business. It was the exact same spot as when Clare brought her down earlier, the bark on the base of the tree still damp, and Clare had to stifle her sigh. “She’s not my dog,” Clare said stupidly, because, well, why was he talking to her? And how did people talk to him when looking at the handsomeness full-on was like staring directly into the sun?

He shifted his Smorgasbord tote into the other hand. She had heard a woman in the elevator call him Logan once, which fit. Logans were insouciant, laid-back, and cocky, and 6B fit the bill all too well. His eyes were icy blue, a fact that was utterly irrelevant to literally everything, and wow, she needed to stop gawking at him. “You just go around, stealing other people’s dogs, and then badger them into peeing faster?” he asked.

“I was not badgering,” she protested, reminding herself at the last second not to use his name. She had no reason to know it and appearing to know it would make her seem like a stalker. Oblivious to her mental panic, Logan grinned. Clare had never actually been in the direct path of one of his smiles before and she really hoped he had a permit or something because that shit was deadly. “I was just getting her to hurry up, because Kiki is fussy.”

“Still wondering how a dog that isn’t yours ended up being your responsibility.” He rested his shoulder against the young birch tree planted in the boulevard.

“Oh well, it’s simple. I steal dogs, and take them on walks, and then ransom them back to their owners.”

“Wouldn’t opening a dog-walking business be easier? And less illegal?”

“But then where’s the rush? No high to be had in following the law.”

“Oh, I get it, you’re an adrenaline junkie,” he said with a soft laugh.

Part of Clare felt like she was floating above herself, and another part wondered if she was hallucinating. Was she really flirting with him? He was so far out of her league it wasn’t even funny, but maybe that was it. He was so hot he barely counted as a person to her brain, more like a very sexy mirage who could talk. “That’s definitely me. I’m an adrenaline junkie and criminal, definitely not a dork who lives for Quest for Sulzuris and dog-sits for her aunt.”

“Okay, intrigued about whatever that quest thing is, but I see we’re finally solving the mystery of the dog’s ownership.”

“It wasn’t really a mystery, you just never asked who she belonged to,” Clare volleyed back. This was almost as much fun as fighting off a pack of orcs, a reference Sir Hotness obviously wouldn’t get, because guys with faces like that unfortunately did not play fantasy tabletop role-playing games. And Clare would know, because she didn’t just play Quest for Sulzuris, she worked for it, too. An awful lot of the players, not to mention her coworkers, were the exact stereotype people first thought of when you said “fantasy tabletop role-playing game.” She mostly worked with white dudes who had poorly maintained facial hair and assumed everyone in the world had an encyclopedic knowledge of Lord of the Rings and Game of Thrones, and yes, they could be exactly as annoying as it sounded. Quest Gaming was working on broadening their demographic—that was the reason she had wanted to work there in the first place—and there were a lot more people who played these sorts of games than most people assumed, but some stereotypes are hard to shake. Particularly when there’s just enough truth to them to make them plausible.

“And is this dog-sitting business of yours free? Or do you charge your elderly aunt an arm and a leg for it?”

“I’m pretty sure she’d protest that elderly descriptor, but yes, it’s free. It’s a tale as old as time: girl loves dogs, girl doesn’t have time for a dog of her own, girl agrees to dog-sit for beloved aunt and pretty much anyone else who asks.”

“So if I got a dog, you’d walk him for free too? In the service of being a good neighbor?”

A flush started creeping up her neck, because it hadn’t really occurred to her that he knew they were neighbors. It was obvious why she’d notice him, of course, but it never once crossed her mind that he might have noticed her too.

Clare made herself shrug lazily. “I’d probably charge you. No reason; I just want your money.”

“You’re a shark, aren’t you?” he laughed and honestly, she’d pay him money to smile at her like that all the time. He straightened up off the tree and tipped his chin at Kiki, who was now straining at her leash toward the lobby. “Looks like your friend wants to go back inside. See you around, neighbor,” he said, striding away like this was a totally normal interaction and not incredibly surreal.

“Come on, Kiki,” Clare muttered to the dog, and watched Logan walk into the building out of the corner of her eye. “Let’s get you home so I can get back to saving Sulzuris.”




Chapter Two
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Logan ran his hand down Amber’s back, fingers gliding through the light sheen of sweat.

“Mmmm,” she sighed happily as she rolled over. She swung her long legs off the edge of his bed.

“Where are you going?” he asked. Amber never spent the night, but usually she waited a little longer before leaving.

She grabbed her panties from where he’d tossed them earlier. “Early meeting,” she said, and Logan didn’t know her that well—they didn’t exactly spend a lot of time talking—but he could tell it was a lie. She wasn’t looking at him, and there was an urgency to her movements that was out of place. He stayed where he was, watching her shimmy back into her clothes at nearly record speed. Amber fluffed her nut-brown hair out from where it was caught in her T-shirt and turned to face him, unusually fixated on straightening the hem of her shirt. She took a deep breath. “Okay, there’s no not-awkward way to say this, but tonight was the last time.”

“You moving or something?”

Amber refused to make eye contact. “You know how I was seeing that guy from Tinder, right?”

Logan made a noncommittal noise because he couldn’t say he remembered a specific guy, but he did know she was seeing other people. He was a lot more monogamous than most people thought, but when it came to casual sex partners he had no problem with them having other entanglements. Relationships meant having to care too much, in his opinion. His way meant getting laid regularly, but he never had to drive anyone to the airport.

“Yeah, anyway, I think he and I are going to go exclusive soon, so I probably won’t be seeing you anymore.”

Logan decided if he was going to get dumped, he might as well put his underwear on. “Probably? Or definitely?” he asked, pulling them on and picking up the jeans he’d been wearing when Amber arrived. He didn’t bother with a shirt. He worked hard to look this good, and he believed in showing off the results of that work.

“Depends on how the conversation goes, obviously, but—yeah, this is the end.”

Logan shrugged. He liked Amber well enough, but it wasn’t like either of them were particularly invested in this. He couldn’t even remember what her job was, although he thought it might be something that involved kids. Teacher, maybe? He didn’t think she was a nanny, if only because he probably would have made several borderline dirty jokes about that. Either way, she definitely didn’t have a meeting on a Sunday morning.

He realized belatedly she was waiting for him to have more of a response than just a shrug. “Okay then,” he said. “It’s been fun.”

Her shoulders relaxed. “It has been, hasn’t it?” she said, and he followed her out of the bedroom. “You might not be boyfriend material, but you’re a hell of a fuck.”

“I could be,” he said, more because he felt like he should protest that categorization than anything else. “I could be boyfriend material, I mean. If I wanted to be.”

Amber laughed. “Tell me one thing about myself that doesn’t have to do with sex.”

“You like red wine but not white.”

“Okay, fine—one thing about me that isn’t sex or drinking.”

Logan blinked, thinking hard. Everything that came to mind—her bra size, the fact that she liked to leave her heels on during sex—would make her point for her. “You’re a teacher,” he said finally, hoping he was right.

“What grade?” She lifted her chin, eyebrows raised, waiting.

Logan took a valiant stab in the dark. “Kindergarten.”

“So close,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “High school.”

That rang a bell. “Oh right, you’re an English teacher.”

“French,” she sighed.

This was not going well, so Logan did what he always did when things stopped panning out his way: he changed the subject. Or more accurately, he poured on the charm to distract her from the discussion entirely. He grinned, the grin that worked miracles on anyone attracted to men, and cocked his head to the side. “Maybe you have a point,” he said, and she shook her head fondly.

“Take care, Logan,” she said, stepping back into her heels and brushing a kiss to his cheek.

The door clicked softly behind her. He stood there for a moment, chest oddly hollow. Then he shook his head and put Amber out of his mind. Logan never saw the point in dwelling on women. There were plenty of fish in the sea, after all, and he was fairly irresistible bait. There was no reason to feel like this, so he simply wouldn’t.

Logan padded back toward his bedroom and noticed that one of the blinds was still open. He was high enough up that if he craned his neck, he had a view of the Hennepin Avenue Bridge from the windows on the other side of the apartment, but if he looked straight out this window it was into the units on the other side of his complex. Amber had a bit of an exhibitionist streak—and Logan was up for pretty much anything—so he’d gone down on her a handful of times on the couch that faced the window.

As far as he knew, none of his neighbors had ever complained, so either they hadn’t seen, or they enjoyed the show. The unit straight across from his never, ever opened their blinds—he might have thought it was unoccupied if not for the string of Christmas lights that went up on their balcony last November and never came down—but the one just one floor down was occupied by The Nerd.

He sort of liked The Nerd. There was an air of geekiness that seemed to surround her in an unapologetic way that he admired. He saw her often enough around the building, either in the elevator or, if the elevator was on the fritz, in the stairwell. Once he watched her trudge across the lobby with an armful of medieval weapons, loudly explaining to everyone she saw that they were both fake and for work, and please no one call the cops on her.

He saw her sometimes out on the sidewalk too, walking that tiny, fluffy dog that he only occasionally saw in her apartment. To be perfectly honest he was most curious about that part, which was why he had stopped to talk to her earlier that afternoon. He had been delighted to discover she was funny as hell, if still a little puzzling to him. Where did she take her baking every Saturday afternoon? What was with the dog sweaters? And what sort of job required fake medieval weapons?

She couldn’t be less his type, considering how much time he had spent wondering about her. He went for women like Amber—tall, willowy women with cheekbones that could cut glass and attitudes to match. The Nerd was cute, although in an off-beat sort of way. She was shorter than most of the women he dated, and certainly a little mousier, but her chin-length blonde hair always looked soft to the touch. He wouldn’t say no to fucking her, but he probably wouldn’t pursue her, either.

There used to be a guy who hung around The Nerd’s place a lot, some skinny, glasses-wearing dude who had once set up what appeared to be a diorama of a battle in the middle of her kitchen, but Logan hadn’t seen him in probably a year. He wondered about that too—did she dump him? He looked boring, so he hoped she had, for her sake. She’d been really funny about those weapons.

The Nerd was still awake. She baked a lot, sometimes late into the night. Logan liked to watch when she did, although not in a creepy, lurking sort of way. Mostly he’d just glance out his side window and try to guess what she was making, and then an hour or so later he’d see if he was right. But she wasn’t baking tonight. She was watching something on her TV—it featured lots of swords and possibly a trebuchet, so maybe medieval weapons were both a hobby and a job for her. He shook his head and spun the blinds closed. Whatever was wrong with him, spying on his neighbor was not going to fix it.
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