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I wasn’t sure who to dedicate this one to; I’ve kind of run out of people!

So [insert your name here].

This one is for you.
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“Fuck you,” I scream at the top of my lungs.

“God, Riley, could you be any more melodramatic?” Greg says, rolling his eyes at me while he stares at himself in the mirror, his fingers carefully styling his hair.

“Are you kidding me right now? I saw how she was hanging off you. Her tits were rubbing on your chest and you were just letting her do it.”

Greg’s eyes flash to me in the mirror and he exhales a slow, audible sigh as though I’m exasperating him. “I can’t help it if women find me attractive. These are your issues, not mine. You know what I look like, and my followers like to get close to me when they have photos taken.”

“Her hand was on your dick,” I shout.

Greg tilts his head to the side and sighs again. “It was over the fabric, Ry. Why are you making such a big deal about this?”

My mouth falls open and I gape at him, unable to fathom how he can think this isn’t a big deal. “How would you feel if some guy had his hands on my tits?”

I watch as his eyes fall to my chest and he scoffs, a pitying look flashing across his face. “No guy is going to grab at your tits, you’re virtually flat chested.”

Heat fills my cheeks and right at this moment I hate him for picking on my biggest insecurity. My boobs are not that small, but Greg is a tits man and to him anything smaller than double D cup is not worth mentioning.

“Are you done with this drama now, because I really need to get ready?” he says in the most condescending tone possible.

“I’m not being dramatic. I’m explaining that it’s not okay for women to grab at your junk and rub themselves all over you.”

Sighing even more dramatically, he drops his hands from his hair and turns to face me. “My fans are important to me. I can’t tell them they can’t touch me just because you don’t like it.”

“You have a personal training blog; you’re not a movie star! Asking people to be respectful of the fact you’re in a relationship is completely acceptable.” I cry, my voice shrill.

“We’ve spoken about this. It’s better for my profile if I appear to be single and available.”

“But you’re not single.”

“Well…” he says, elongating the word.

“What? We’ve been together for a year-and-a-half,” I shout.

“Yeah, but it’s not like we’re serious or exclusive,” he says with a shrug.

“Are you fucking kidding me? Of course we’re exclusive. We agreed not to see other people two weeks after we met. We’ve been talking about moving in together for months. Why are you pulling this bullshit now?”

“Riley, my star is rising. I can’t be tied down to an anchor. You know this. We’ve talked about my career and how quickly I plan to become a household name.”

“Are you telling me you’ve been dating other women?” I ask, my voice catching.

“Not dating, I don’t have time for that. But variety is the spice of life, and when my fans see me, they all want a piece. There’s plenty of me to go around.” he says, heat flaring to life in his eyes.

I don’t think. I just grab the closest thing to me and throw it at him. The shoe bounces off his head and falls to the floor with a thud. As he screams and runs to the mirror to examine his face, I dash through his apartment, collecting up anything that’s mine. With my arms full of my belongings, I walk back into the living room.

“What the hell, Riley? Look at my face, just look at it,” he shouts, spinning toward me.

The small red mark on his forehead makes me wish I’d hit him with something harder. “Fuck you; you fucking piece of shit. You aren’t famous. You only have five thousand followers on Instagram and your abs look flabby,” I scream, as I throw open his front door and stomp through it, leaving Greg—my now asshole-ex-boyfriend—behind.
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One month later

 

I see the step, honestly, I do. It’s just that my brain forgot to tell my legs and before I can process what’s happening, I’m falling. My purse drops from my shoulder, hitting me in the hip, and I hit the floor with a thud, my head bouncing off the carpet and slamming my glasses into my face.

Rolling onto my back, I stare up at the ceiling and exhale a slow, frustrated breath. Why am I so bloody clumsy? My siblings are graceful and poised and yet I literally stumble my way through life, tripping over my own feet and any obstacle that happens to be in my way.

Greg used to hate that I was always falling. He thought it made him look bad when we were out together. Fuck Greg.

Sitting up slowly, I shake the dazed and confused feeling from my head, push my glasses back into position and rub at my shoulder. Great, another bruise I’ll have to explain to my parents the next time we Skype. Won’t it be great to see the disappointment on their faces when I tell them I fell over AGAIN.

My parents are wonderful people. They raised two successful sons and when they flew the nest, they started all over again by adopting me and my sisters. People have gained sainthood for less than my mom and dad have done for this world. But as brilliant as they are, I still can’t help but notice the quiet sighs and chagrin on their faces when they look at me.

My biological parents created me and my sisters on their Prom night at the Holiday Inn, with the help of two six packs and some spiked punch. By the time my birth mom realized she was pregnant and told her family, she was too far gone to be able to rectify the problem. So me, Anna, and Tiffany were born two minutes apart at the Sacred Heart hospital in Pensacola, Florida.

From what I’m told, she took one look at us and then informed the nurse that she wanted to go home but didn’t plan on taking us with her. I suppose as babies, it should have been easy to find a family to adopt us, but triplets are more than most normal families can cope with and so we were almost two before Mom and Dad found us and took us home.

I had an idyllic childhood from then on. My parents are reasonably wealthy and we had everything we needed to make us well-rounded, and successful members of society. My two big brothers embraced the addition of three baby sisters wholeheartedly and so we were one big happy family.

After high school, Anna went to Princeton, and now she’s at med school training to be a doctor. Tiffany married her high school sweetheart at eighteen and right now she’s pregnant with baby number two; and me, well I went to UCLA.

I wouldn’t exactly describe myself as the black sheep of the family, but I’m definitely the odd one out. Anna was born first. She’s smart, focused, and so poised that I’m in awe of her. If I didn’t love her so much, I’d kind of hate her. Tiffany came next. Cheerful and always happy, she’s the most amazing mom and she loves being a homemaker with her babies. I was the last to be born and honestly, I think I got what was left. The three of us are identical in looks: we all have brown hair and blue eyes, we’re all slim and tall. Unless you know us, it’s impossible to tell us apart. But where my sisters got the grace and smarts, I got a passable intelligence, a love of computer games and all things geeky, and an inability to stay upright.

I know my parents love me just as much as my siblings, but I can’t help but notice how much they wish I was a little more like my sisters. I’m a nerd. After studying computer programming at school, I now work as a freelance game designer, writing code for first-person shooter games. I’m not saving lives, or repopulating the world. I’m creating the games that my mom describes as the reason why the youth of today are all turning into psychopaths and terrorists.

“Are you okay?” A voice asks from behind me.

Pulled from my inner diatribe, I turn and look toward the voice. An older man is leaning toward me, his brow furrowed with concern.

“I’m fine,” I say, pushing myself up from the floor and making my way back to my feet. Smoothing down my shirt and jeans, I smile at him. “I was just cursing my shoddy DNA.”

The man chuckles, his eyes looking me up and down a little too thoroughly.

Eww.

“I should get going; there are so many more things for me to fall over before I get home,” I say, picking my purse up and slinging it back over my shoulder.

“I could always give you a ride?” the guy offers, licking his lips in what I’m guessing he must think is a flirtatious gesture, but actually just looks a little creepy.

“I’m good, but thanks for the offer.” I say, before turning and rushing away. Glancing over my shoulder, I check that he’s not following me. He’s not, but I swear his eyes are on my ass.

Pushing open the building’s door, I emerge into the bright sunshine and shield my eyes, wishing I’d remembered to bring my sunglasses with me. The apartment I share with my roommate Maddie is only a few blocks away, but after having just fallen on my ass once, the walk feels like a risk I can’t be bothered to take. Stepping to the edge of the curb, I spot a cab and hail it, then wait for it to pull up to the sidewalk, before I open the door and slide inside.

I give him my address and sit back, rubbing at my shoulder again. My cell buzzes, letting me know I’ve had a new email and I pull it from my purse and click into the email app. There are several new emails and the first is from the client I just finished a project with, thanking me for the work I’d done and asking me to pencil in the start of a new project in six months time. I type out a quick reply asking them to let me know the exact start date and telling them I’d be happy to work with them again if it didn’t clash with something already in my schedule.

The second is from my sister Anna. She’s so busy at med school that we rarely get a chance to talk except for email. I scan her words, smiling at the angry diatribe about her hatred of her current instructor and how in love she is with the girl who just moved in next door to her. I love my sister. When she told us that she was a lesbian, I think I was the only one who wasn’t surprised. I’d watched her stare longingly at Michelle Marshall from afar for years. My parents might have been a little shocked, but they rolled with the punches and my mom started introducing her to her friends’ daughters instead of their sons. I wish my parents were a little more easygoing with me. They made no effort to disguise their dislike of Greg, although now I suppose I should probably have paid more heed to their opinions. They were right. Greg was a dick.

The cab pulls up to my building before I get a chance to type out a reply, so I pay the driver and haul me and my purse up the three flights of stairs to my apartment. When I open my door, the sound of arguing pulses from Maddie’s bedroom. My roommate is in a perpetual state of annoyance with everyone at the moment. If she’s not arguing with her boyfriend, it’s her family, or her work colleagues, or her agent. She’s an actress and right now she’s rehearsing for a play where she plays, you guessed it, the perpetually angry daughter of a viscount, or something along those lines. I’ve lived with her for two years now, so I’m used to her method acting drama, but this is most definitely the worst role she’s immersed herself in.

Dropping my purse onto the kitchen counter, I grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator, a banana from the fruit bowl, and head for the relative safety of my room. When I applied to rent the spare room, she told me about her acting prep and we agreed on the rule that my room was a drama-free zone and she had to drop the role and be her normal self if she wanted to speak to me. I think that rule is the only reason I’ve been able to put up with her for this long. If Greg wasn’t so much of an asshole, we could have been living together, and I wouldn’t have to hide in my room to get away from Maddie’s antics. I could sit on my couch or hang out in my kitchen. But instead, I’m single, freshly tested for STD’s, and stuck with an angry method actor.

Flopping down onto my bed, I take a drink of my water and pull my cell out of my pocket, clicking into my sister’s email and typing out a reply.

 

From: Nerdworldtriplet@rightnet.com

To: Killerdoctriplet@rightnet.com

Subject: Have you spoken to her yet????

Hey, Big Sis,

I’m sorry your new instructor is a douchebag. How long is this course? Remind me, is this part of your rotation? You know I’m terrible at keeping up with where you are, (this wouldn’t happen if you weren’t such a smarty pants who had to go off to med school to save people and blah blah blah).

So the new neighbor… Is she hot? Does she know you exist?? Have you even actually spoken to her? Or is this infatuation from afar?

Have you heard from Tiff recently? Do we have to organize another baby shower? Chad texted me the other day to say that she was doing okay and that her ankles haven’t swelled yet. When I talked to her, Tilly started screaming in the background, so all I got was that she and the baby were fine, then she had to go.

My triplet vibes are telling me that she’s exhausted, because the other day I had to take a nap in the middle of the day and I figure that must have been her, not you. I’m gonna sic mom on her, but maybe you could call her and do your doctor thing to make her rest up or something before I have to call the parentals?

I have news… Greg and I broke up. Don’t gloat, I know you hated him, but I liked him. Turns out you were right; he’s an asshole and I just wasted the last year-and-a-half of my life on him.

I’m between contracts at the minute. I just finished up that troll hunter game I was telling you about and I don’t start that WW1 game for another two months. I planned to take some time off, but Maddie is in full-blown method actress mode and the angry bitch she’s encapsulating is driving me mad.

If you have any free time, I might come visit for a couple of days, so let me know what your schedule is like.

Love you sis.

Riley xo

 

Clicking send, I go back to my Inbox and delete all of the random spam mail that ends up in there no matter how many times I click unsubscribe. Then I click into the email from my recruiter friend Pierre, who basically keeps my diary busy and my bank account full, and has done since he helped me find some of my first game coding projects when I was just starting out.

I scan the email. It’s a contract for a small, up-and-coming game company. They want me to act on a consultant basis to review what they have so far and oversee their current coders to assess how they’re doing. It’s just for a couple of months and the money is ridiculous. The only downside is that they want me to work out of their offices. Being freelance allows me to work remotely, so I can stay in my pajamas all day, or work from the co-op office downtown if I want some human company.

Normally I wouldn’t even consider this job. I worked for a big developer when I left school, but I hated it and that’s what prompted the move to freelance. The corporate office environment isn’t conducive with my best work; but having a consultant role would look good on my resume and the figure they’re offering for a couple of months work is astronomical.

I reply to Pierre, telling him about the company I just finished up with wanting me on their next project and asking for the location of the consultant role. If it’s in Alaska or something it’s a definite no, but it could be in Hawaii or somewhere tropical and that would be awesome. A change of scenery and some sun would do wonders for my post-break-up melee.

Dropping my cell to my bed, I change into my fleece pajama pants and a huge t-shirt I stole from an old boyfriend years ago, and flick on my T.V. My obsession with superhero shows has hit an all-time high since I got Netflix, and right now I’m bingeing an amazing show about dysfunctional superheroes.

I must fall asleep, because the ringing of my cell phone startles me awake. Slapping my hand around the bed, I search for my glasses that I must have taken off at some point. When I finally find them, I slide them onto my face and answer. “Hello,” I say, my voice full of sleep.

“Riley, it’s barely eight pm. Were you asleep?”

“Pierre, what do you want? You just interrupted the most amazing dream. Luther was pre- apeman and he and I just—”

“Fucking hell, Riley, I do not need to know any of that shit. I take it you haven’t seen my email?” Pierre shouts, interrupting me.

“The one about the consulting job? I replied to that.”

“If you weren’t sleeping in the middle of the day, you would know I’d emailed back. The company is desperate. They want you, they know your work, and they want to know how quickly you can get out to them.”

Scrubbing at my face with my palm, I wipe away the last of the sleep from my eyes. “Where are they? Do they really need me on site? Can’t they just send me what they have so far and I can review it from here? I don’t know why they would need me at their offices.”

“They want you on site, and they’re happy to pay for it.”

“Oh God, they’re in Alaska, aren’t they?” I say, my voice whiney.

“No,” Pierre chuckles. “Their offices are in Houston.”

“Houston, Texas?”

“How many others do you know of?” Pierre says dryly.

“Oh. Well, I mean it’s not Hawaii, but it could definitely be worse.”

“And not only are they happy to pay you a big chunk of change, but they’re also happy to pay for a hotel, or a short-term rental while you’re out there.”

“Wow, why me? There are so many other people more qualified to do the job than me. What’s the name of the company?”

“It’s Winters Inc. The owners name is Dan Winters.”

“Hmm, I’ve never even heard of them.”

“This game they’re developing will be their first to go to market. Dan is backing it himself; lots of family money from what I can see. Seems like a nice guy. They want you ‘cause you’re damn good at what you do. You’re one of the most talented coders I’ve ever seen, and you refuse to take any of the jobs the big guys offer you. Your name is listed on eight out of the top ten games in the market at the moment.”

“I need some time to think about it. I planned to take some time off; my sister is pregnant again and the other is at med school. I was thinking about going to visit them.”

“Ry,” Pierre interrupts, “the money these guys are paying you for a couple of months work, you could take six months off.”

“I’ll let you know tomorrow,” I say.

Pierre sighs. “Okay, babe, I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

“Bye Pierre.”

Ending the call, I slump back down into my pillows. The apartment is quiet, my T.V. has gone into standby, and Maddie will have left for her night job at an improv club downtown. My stomach growls and I roll out of bed and pad into the living room to raid the refrigerator for leftovers. The shelves are bare, so I order a pizza and decide to scroll through Facebook. I hate social media, but I still use it. I don’t click on my notifications; I scroll through my newsfeed, looking at the photos my ‘friends’ have posted.

Social media is about sharing your best life with the people looking in. Only a handful of my supposed Facebook friends are actually people I still talk to, but I’m too nosy to delete the rest. So now I look at all the pictures of new homes, new babies, new outfits, and a dull sense of loneliness washes through me. Not for the perfect life these people are showing me, but just for the life. I don’t remember the last time I went out and got drunk. I don’t remember the last time I met up with friends or just enjoyed myself.

The last few years have been a blur of code and work and doing everything I can to establish myself within the game coding world. Scrolling down, I stumble across a picture from my friend Rosie from college. It’s her with a huge guy who’s covered in tattoos. She’s smiling at the camera and he’s looking at her. It’s a beautiful picture and she looks so fucking happy. The caption reads “We’re finally in! Happy new home.”

I smile, and that’s when I notice the location on the picture is Houston, Texas. What are the fucking odds? Driven by an overwhelming sense of serendipity, I send her a private Facebook message. I do have her cell number somewhere, but this is quicker.

Riley: Hey Rosie, long time no speak.

I hit enter and the Messenger app lets me know that she’s active now. A second later, the three dots appear at the bottom of the message screen to let me know that she’s typing a reply.

Rosie: FAR TOO LONG!!!

I laugh. Rosie and I took a few classes together and our dorm rooms were on the same floor our freshmen year. We hung out fairly regularly until we graduated, when she stayed in L.A. and I moved to New York.

Riley: I know, I know. Life has been crazy the last few years. Where are you working now? Are you still at that newspaper?

Rosie: I was until a few months ago. Now I’m working for a lifestyle magazine in Texas of all places. I just moved in with my boyfriend. <3 <3

Riley: Congratulations!!! I actually just got offered some consulting work in Houston. Would you maybe want to catch up for a drink or something while I’m in town?

Her reply is instant.

Rosie: YES!!!!!!!!!

I chuckle, remembering how sweet and enthusiastic Rosie is. The thought of seeing her and catching up makes a weight lift from my shoulders. It’s taken me a few years, but I have a good standing in the game coding community and I have jobs booked months in advance. Maybe it’s time to reconnect with my life, have some fun, and some sex. Sex would be awesome! Greg and I had sex, but it wasn’t exactly what I’d call mind-blowing. Since we split up, men had been completely off my radar. My asshole ex taught me a valuable lesson; shiny, pretty things might look great, but that doesn’t mean they’ll keep their dicks in their pants and out of every fucking groupie wannabe’s pussy. Right now, the only dick I’m getting is the pink plastic variety and apart from needing to take out shares in a battery company I’m pretty content.

Riley: Awesome! I’m not sure when I’ll be coming out. The company I’m consulting for have offered to pay for a hotel or a short-term rental for me, so I need to figure out where I’m going to be staying, but once I’m settled, we can get something set up. I can’t wait to catch up xx

Rosie: Yay, I’m so excited to see you again. I actually live in a small town outside of Houston. I could see if there’s anything short term around here, or I know of a fantastic guest house here in town, if you don’t mind cabbing into the city.

Riley: That might be perfect! I was supposed to be having a couple of months off, but this consulting job comes with enough zeros to make turning it down almost impossible. I’d rather be out of the city so I can at least pretend I’m on vacation. Let me confirm with the client and then I’ll get back to you.

Rosie: Okay, sweetie. Speak soon xo

Riley: Speak soon xo

Laying my cell back down on the bed, I exhale happily. Suddenly being stuck in Texas isn’t sounding quite so bad.
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“Ladies, oh ladies,” I holler from where I’m stood on the bar, a bottle of liquor in my hand poised to pour into the mouths of the women below me. It’s party night and the club is packed to the rafters with hot, wet, available pussy. It’s a regular vagina buffet, and as I slowly move from one end of the bar to the other filling the open, waiting mouths of these desperate bitches, I laugh out loud at how fucking perfect my life is.

When I stop, my legs shoulder-width apart, my arms spread wide above my head, every woman in the place goes wild. I’m a God among men and I fucking love it. Scanning the crowd, I try to pick a girl for the night. It doesn’t matter who I choose, they all want me. I know I’m a pretty motherfucker. It’s a blessing and a curse. It’s vain as fuck to admit it, but when you look like me, it’s rare to find a woman who wouldn’t drop to her knees right here and now for a chance to fuck me.

Setting my sights on a mocha-skinned, dark-haired beauty, I drop down from the bar and make my way toward her. She bites her lip and looks up at me through her thick eyelashes.

“Hey,” she says, her gaze running up and down my huge, ripped body.

“Hey, you want to get out of here?”

I don’t need to say anymore; she just nods and follows as I lead the way out of the clubhouse. I have a room I could use, but I don’t like random pussy on my sheets; they’re Egyptian cotton for fuck’s sake. “Let’s go to your place,” I say, when I push through the clubhouse doors and out into the Texas night.

She nods. “Sure.”

I lead her through the darkness and open the door to the beat-up truck.

“Where’s your bike?” she asks, the corners of her mouth turning down in displeasure at the sight of my truck.

“Only woman that’s getting on the back of my bike is my old lady.”

“I could be your old lady,” she purrs, in what I’m assuming she thinks is an attractive whine.

“Yeah, I don’t think so.” I gesture to the inside of my truck. “You getting in or what?”

She huffs, but just like I knew she would, she climbs into the truck, crossing her legs so her skirt rides up high enough for me to see she’s not wearing any panties. I slam the door and circle the cab, climbing into the driver’s side and cranking the engine.

My dick’s hard, my life is fucking perfect, and in about ten minutes this girl’s lips are gonna be wrapped around my cock. Being me rocks.

She rolls off me, panting hard, a sheen of sweat coating both of our bodies. “Baby, that was amazing,” she manages to say through her gasps.

“Uh huh,” I say, my eyes fixed on the ceiling above her bed. This round of sex had been good, not great. She’d ridden me until she came, then left me to chase my own release. I don’t even know her name. I doubt she knows mine either, but who cares? In a couple of minutes, I’ll go to the bathroom, pull off the condom, then get dressed and leave. This isn’t a relationship; it’s a one-night-stand.

Four minutes later, she’s asleep with little snores coming from her mouth. I should feel guilty for sneaking out, but I justify it because I was leaving anyway. When I’m dressed and walking out the door, I look back and feel nothing, just nothing.

“Your dick is going to fall off if you keep sleeping with every woman you meet,” Rosie says as we sit at the table in her kitchen the next morning. Her lips turned up in disgust.

“I haven’t fucked you,” I reply.

Park’s palm slams into the back of my head and I jerk forward. “Shut your fucking mouth about my girl.”

“I’m just making a point,” I say, reaching up to rub at my head.

“Why don’t you try being a bit more discerning with your choice of women?” Rosie suggests, taking the plate full of pancakes from Park’s hand and tipping her head back for a kiss from him.

“Rosie, Rosie, Rosie, I am discerning. They all want me and most of the time I only pick one or two a night. How much more discerning do you want me to be?”

She sighs and shakes her head. “Smoke, you are as deep as a puddle. Wouldn’t you like to meet someone and have a connection that lasts longer than an orgasm?”

“I’ll have you know that my connections usually last for at least two or three orgasms,” I say, winking at her.

She throws her hands up in the air and looks to Park. “I give up. He’s your friend, you tell him there’s more to life than hook-ups.”

“Rosie, honey. I know that you guys are all loved up and you want to spread the love bubble to me, but I’m happy with meaningless and gratifying. I’m not looking for anything more than a night. This week I’m starting at Sinners Security and Puck is training me on the computer side of the business. This is my chance to get away from being just the muscle at the bars and clubs. I don’t have time to invest in an old lady right now. One day I will, but right now I want to do more than just look big and scary.”

Rosie’s expression softens and she nods. “You’re gonna do great, sweetie. I know how much you want to do this, and Puck is gonna see that too.”

“I hope so,” I say, reaching for the plate of pancakes and taking three. Park comes back to the table with a platter full of sausage links and crispy bacon. He places it down then takes his seat.

I fill my plate, then drown everything in maple syrup and dig in.

“Guess who messaged me out of the blue last night?” Rosie says.

“Who?” Park asks, as he loads his own plate up with food.

“My friend Riley. We went to college together. She writes the programs for video games or something like that. She’s coming to Texas to do some consulting work and wanted to know if we could catch up for a drink.”

“That’s cool. Where in Texas? It’s a big state,” Park says.

“Houston. She said that the company she’s working for are paying for her accommodation, so she’s looking for either a hotel or a short-term rental.”

“When’s she gonna be here?” I ask.

“She wasn’t sure, but I’m looking forward to seeing her.”

“You should bring her to one of the clubs parties; you girls could live it up for the night,” I suggest with a wink.

“I don’t think so. Riley is less of a biker club party girl than even I am. I’m pretty sure she’d hate it.”

Park laughs, “Rosebud, I’ve seen you with Nikki and Angel. You don’t hate the club party nights, baby.”

She flushes pink. “Yeah, well, it’s a little different when your boyfriend is sitting watching you and you’re actually a part of the club.”

“So what’s up with this Riley chick? Why wouldn’t she be up for a party?” I ask.

“Nothing’s up with her, she just wasn’t really into the party scene at college. She might have changed, but I doubt it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in anything but boots and a hoody.”

“No offense, Rosie, but your friend sounds boring as fuck. Where are all of your hot slutty friends? Bring those out to play.”

Rosie curls her lip and shakes her head. “Justin, you do not need any more slutty women around you. I think you have enough club girls crawling all over you without throwing my friends into the mix.”

“True dat,” I say, lifting my hands palm up and tilting my head to the side with a smirk.

Rosie throws a piece of sausage at me, but I catch it in my mouth and grin widely. Turning to look at my friend, I say. “Park, could you please tell your woman to stop calling me Justin. My name is Smoke.”

Park smiles widely then looks to Rosie. “Rosebud, pretty boy over here would prefer it if you didn’t call him by his real name.”

“But his nickname is Smoke. I mean who can take him seriously when he introduces himself as Smoke? At least Justin is a proper name,” she replies, looking at him, but obviously talking to me.

“Smoke is a badass biker name and I’m a badass biker,” I snap at her.

She turns to look at me and pouts. “Sure you are, sweetie. You’re a really badass biker.”

Rolling my eyes, I look back to Park, who’s covering his mouth with his hand to smother his laughter. “I hate you both.”

Rosie starts to laugh as well and I flip them both the bird, pick up my plate and get up from the table, taking it to the counter in the kitchen and eating my food with my back to them both.

I finish my breakfast, ignoring my laughing brother and his annoying fucking woman, then I flip them the bird again as I walk out of their apartment. Heading for the club, I climb onto my bike and hit the switch for the shutter that encloses the courtyard. I wait for it to fully lift so I can kick my bike forward and enjoy the short ride to the club. I miss the long rides we used to do as a brotherhood. There’s a convention a couple of days ride from here that we always used to attend, but with brothers getting wifed up and everyone having fucking babies we didn’t go this year.

My brothers are all settling down and growing up. Fuck that, I’m Peter Pan. I’m staying young and free forever. Twisting the throttle, I push my bike faster, zooming down the road and embracing the rush of adrenaline that accompanies the speed and feeling of danger as I overtake the cars around me and take corners just a little too fast.

The clubhouse comes into view too soon, and regretfully, I slow down and pull into the compound. The gatehouse is empty and I scowl, wondering where the fuck the prospect is that’s supposed to be manning the gate. I spent six months sitting in this spot as a prospect, with nothing else to do but wait for someone to come or go. It was boring as fuck, but I did it because I had to pay my dues and doing the shittiest of shitty jobs was just part of it.

Still annoyed, I stomp into the clubhouse and head straight for Anders’ office, rapping on the door and waiting for him to yell at me.

“Come,” he shouts eventually.

Pushing open the door, I march in and do a double-take when I see Blade sat in the chair in front of Anders’ desk, his head in his hands.

“Am I interrupting?” I say, slightly less aggravated than I had been only moments before.

“No,” Blade says, rising from the chair and moving to the door. “I’m done.”

He moves past me and I turn to the side to let him pass, my brows furrowed in concern for my V.P.

“Come on in, Smoke,” Anders says, his eyes on Blade’s retreating back.

I enter the room more fully, closing the door behind me. “Is he okay?” I ask.

“He will be,” Anders say knowingly. “What’s up?”

Slightly surprised by Anders’ change of direction, I falter. “Oh, err. Did you know that there’s no one in the gatehouse?”

“I know,” Anders says.

“Oh, well why not? I practically lived in there when I was a prospect.”

“Dino has had to go out of state; his dad passed away.”

“Oh shit,” I hiss, feeling bad for the kid and shitty for coming in here and moaning.

“They weren’t close, but his mom is pretty cut up, so I sent him out to her to help her get through the funeral. He’ll be back in a week or two. He’s the only prospect we have at the moment since Slow pulled the shit he pulled over Dove.”

“Should we consider taking on one of the other kids that have been sniffing around? We normally have more than one prospect at a time.”

“Viper, the president of the Alabama chapter called me the other day; he’s got a legacy kid wanting to prospect, but not in his daddy’s club. I said we would think about taking him on. He’s gonna be here in a couple of days.”

“Why wouldn’t he want to prospect in his family’s club?” I ask, confused why anyone who had club family would want to go to another chapter.

“His dad’s the V.P. The kid wants to feel like he earned his patch on his own,” Anders says.

I nod, because I can understand why he’d want that. “What’s his name?”

“Kid’s name is Ellis, but everyone calls him Duke.” Anders says, then rises from his chair. “I’ll put Lord on gate duty till Duke gets here. He won’t mind, he likes the quiet.”

I rise too, sensing Anders’ dismissal and make my way to the door. “See you later, Boss.”

Anders doesn’t reply, his ass back in his seat, his gaze fixed on the papers in front of him.

Walking back into the club, I spot Puck sat at a table, his coffee cup gripped tightly in his hand. The guy is my brother, but he’s definitely an odd duck. He’s particular to the fucking extreme; he even has his own coffee cup, on a special shelf away from the others. I’ve seen the fucking psycho put someone down and beat seven shades of shit out of them just for touching it.

Grabbing my own coffee, I sit down on the chair opposite him. “Morning, brother, how’s the coffee?”

“Shitty,” he replies.

“But would it taste better in a different mug?” I ask, baiting him.

“I’ve never drunk it from another mug.”

“So maybe this is great fucking coffee and that’s just a shitty mug,” I say, pointing to the plain white coffee mug that’s gripped so tightly in his hand his knuckles are turning white.

“You do know that you start working for me tomorrow and I can make your life fucking hell, don’t you?” Puck says with an imperious lift of his eyebrows.

I laugh. I can’t help it. “Yeah but you like me, and I know where your mug is, so you wouldn’t do that.”

“I have no idea why I put up with you,” he snarls, pulling his mug into his chest and turning away from me.

“Don’t worry, bro. I wouldn’t fuck with your mug. My face is too pretty to get ruined by your psycho ass.”

Puck’s eyes close and I swear I can hear him counting under his breath.

“What time do you want me tomorrow? I can’t fucking wait to do something that doesn’t involve me just standing and looking scary.”

“I usually get in for just after nine. The stuff I’m gonna have you doing is basic and pretty fucking repetitive, but it will give you an understanding of the software’s controls and you’ll need that before I can teach you more advanced stuff.”

“I’m a fast learner and I want this; hell, I need this,” I say, leaning forward in my chair.

Puck nods, his expression full of understanding. “I know.”

Those two words relax me a little and I slowly settle back into my seat, sipping at my coffee.

Three hours later, I’m back on my bike and riding out of town and toward Beavers, the titty bar the club owns and runs. We provide security for most of the local companies, from CCTV systems, to rapid response teams, and cyber security. You name it, we do it. When you become a fully patched-in member of the club, you get allocated a job within one of the businesses, and for me, being the huge motherfucker that I am, I became muscle.

It’s a proven fact that a massive guy who looks big enough to wrestle a polar bear will both deter people from starting trouble and make people feel safer. I’m fucking huge. At six feet, six inches tall and built like a linebacker, I’m the perfect build for security, and for years I’ve done it and enjoyed every minute. But six years on, I’m sick of being a mindless figure whose only use is to stand still and look scary.

I’m actually not a fucking idiot. I scored high on my SAT and I went to college; I just didn’t finish. My ma got sick, so I came home and joined the Sinners instead of finishing school. People assume because I’m big and a happy-go-lucky kind of a guy, that I’m stupid. Sometimes I let them think what they want and other times I just don’t care.

Maybe I wouldn’t be so restless if it wasn’t for my brothers all moving on with their lives around me. First Echo, then Daisy; even fucking Blade the psycho, and now Park. One by one, they’ve all found purpose, and both Echo and Blade have kids on the way. I’m being left behind, so it’s time to stop hiding behind excuses, step up, and be more useful than a meathead guard.

“Hey, Smoke,” Cara purrs the moment I step through the door and into the club.

“Cara,” I say in greeting, heading behind the bar and toward the offices that are hidden in the back.

“Hey, Grits, I’m here,” I call out. When there’s no reply, I poke my head around her office door and spot her sat behind her desk, her phone to her ear. Her brow is furrowed, her lips turned down in a scowl.

I pause, waiting by the door; not wanting to listen in, but also concerned about what’s causing her to look so worried. Most people find Grits a little caustic, but she loves me and I’ve only ever seen the sweet, affectionate side of her that she’s finally showing to everyone since Dove and Nikki came into our lives.

“Okay, thanks. Yeah, I’ll speak to Anders. Bye,” she says and clicks to end the call, her worried face rising to mine.

“You okay? What’s going on?” I ask.

She sighs wearily and lifts one hand to rub at her temple. “Someone’s skimming.”

“From Beavers?”

“Yep. Profits are down, but I know we’re taking more than our bank balance is showing. Something’s going on, I just don’t know what.”

“Do you think it’s one of the staff?” I ask, my fingers clenching into fists.

“That’s the thing, I don’t. I don’t see how it could be any of the staff. The tills match the receipts, the money is banked, but the balance isn’t showing the right amount. The money isn’t cash being stuffed into a purse; it’s digital numbers on a computer screen.”

“You think someone’s syphoning money straight from the bank?” I ask, my tone a little incredulous.

“Maybe I’m just losing my mind. I don’t know, but something doesn’t add up,” she says, sighing again.

“What has Anders said?”

“He’s looking into it, but he’s as baffled as me.”

“Why don’t you get Puck to look into it? Surely he can tell if someone is hacking our accounts or something, can’t he? That’s his thing.” I say, stepping fully into her office and leaning my hands on the back of a chair.

“Anders is going to speak to him,” she says, propping her elbow on the surface of her desk and dropping her face into her palm.

“Do you need a hug, Mama Grits?”

Her eyes flick to mine, one eyebrow lifting imperiously. “Fuck off, Smoke,” she says with a grin twitching at the corners of her lips.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say, saluting her as I turn and leave her office, unease and worry twisting at my gut.

My shift goes quickly, but by two am when the last girls have finished their routines on stage and the club is starting to empty, I’m ready to go home. I used to love this. The strippers, the tease and anticipation that comes with the buzz of a good strip club, all of it. This was my haven, my own Playboy mansion, packed full of pussy just ripe for the picking. Only now I’m ready to be more than just a scary dude in the corner. Life is moving on around me and I’m standing still.

“Hey, Smoke,” a low seductive purr calls from behind me.

I don’t need to turn around to know who it is. Shannon, the one-night stand that just won’t go away. If I could, I’d walk away; but Shannon isn’t the type of bitch who likes to be ignored, so I turn and plaster a blank expression to my face.

“Shannon,” I reply coolly.

With a practiced ease, she saunters lazily into my personal space, her fake tits resting on my chest, and her cherry-red painted lips only a handful of inches from mine. When I finally got her to take me home six months ago, it had been the hardest I’d had to work to get laid in years. Shannon looks like a Barbie doll, and her brand of beautiful had intrigued me enough to chase her a little. Looking back, I should have realized that just because she was shiny, didn’t mean she was precious. Just like a Barbie doll, when I’d stripped her clothes off, she’d been plastic, hard, and generic as fuck.

From her overly round fake tits, to her shapeless hips and barely-there ass, she’s someone’s perfect woman, but that someone definitely isn’t me. With my cock barely hard, she’d jumped on my dick and rode me like a porn star, minus the camera. I didn’t even come. Not that she noticed as she faked her way through three orgasms, screaming and throwing her head back in a ‘When Harry met Sally’ worthy performance.

For most guys even a shitty fuck is still a fuck, and pussy is pussy is pussy. But me and my dick are the crème-de-la-fucking-crème and my cock is more of a pussy connoisseur. When Shannon finally finished her bid for the longest fake orgasm scream, I’d rolled her off my dick and was dressed and heading for the door before she’d even finished ruffling her hair for that perfect post-sex look.

Ever since then she’s been alternating between acting like Jessica fucking Rabbit and the ice queen. Personally, I prefer her ice queen impersonation because that usually comes with death stares and silence and that’s a whole lot better than this femme fatale seduction thing she has going on.

The cloying scent of her perfume fills my nose and I fight the urge to turn my face. My skin ripples with annoyance and revulsion. We’ve all had mediocre sexual experiences, but this bitch just won’t take the hint. I’ve been nice to her, letting her know I had fun but that I don’t do repeats. She didn’t take the hint. I’ve been a dick to her, picking up women and leaving with them right in front of her. She just pretends she doesn’t see.

The only thing I haven’t done is tell her that her body made my dick go soft and that she was shitty in bed, but honestly that might be the next step if she doesn’t get the hell away from me. “What can I do for you?” I ask, taking a step back and swallowing a gulp of perfume-free air.

She presses close to me again, her hand sliding down my chest and over my junk. She squeezes slightly and I swear my dick tries to crawl back up inside of me. Reaching down, I pull her hand away from my crotch and again take a step back.

“Now, now, Shannon. You wouldn’t like it if I touched you without permission; the same rules apply to me even if I do have a dick.”

“But you like it when my hands are on your dick, baby,” she coos, pushing her lips into an exaggerated pout.

I try not to laugh, but a sense of sheer incredulousness consumes me. Surely, Shannon can see how disinterested I am? Everything about my body language is screaming ‘get the fuck away from me’. But this woman is either clueless, or just so single-minded that she’s prepared to ignore everything she doesn’t want to see.

“My bed’s awful cold without you,” she purrs again, pushing her tits out almost comically.

“Well, I’m sorry about that, Shannon. Maybe you should consider a thicker comforter?”

Carefully, I shuffle to the side, turning us so I’m closer to the doors and escape.

“Smoke?” She says huskily, moving to step into my personal space again.

I react before she has a chance to touch me and take a large step backwards. “Shannon, I don’t do repeats, you know this. So you and your cold bed should try your luck elsewhere.”

A flash of undiluted fury snaps in her eyes, but it’s gone a second later. She softens and rather than sex kitten, she’s suddenly all girl-next-door coy, blinking up at me from beneath her lashes. “But Smoke, I’d rather have you.” Her voice is so sweet and light and demure, that I almost don’t notice her hand sliding up my arm.

“I’ve got to go. Have Hal walk you to your car,” I say, pulling my arm away from her touch and backing away. I’ve met a lot of scary fucking men. Hell, I’m brothers with a few terrifying motherfuckers, but a woman scorned is a hundred times more terrifying than a homicidal man.

Practically running, I knock on Grit’s door and let myself in. She’s stood to the side of her desk, loading money into the safe beneath the floor. “Hey, sweetie,” she says when she spots me. “Any trouble tonight?”

“Ginger and Rochelle got into it over who gets to wear the white and blue nipple tassels in the cowgirl number, but other than that it was all quiet.”

Grits smirks at me, shaking her head in amusement. “I’m sure you helped them sort it out.”

“I did.” I say with a wink, “Right after they had a bit of a wrestling match on the dressing room floor.”

She laughs. “Boy, you are gonna get your ass kicked one of these days.”

“So I’ve been told. But I’m too pretty to hit and tall enough that most of them can’t reach me.”

Chuckling to herself, she clicks the safe lock into place and drops the rug back over it, covering it and hiding it from sight.

“You ‘bout ready?” I ask.

“Yep, is the bar all closed down?”

“Yep, all done. Hal was just walking the girls out to their cars when I ran into Shannon and told her to have him walk her out too.”

“Let’s go home then, my bed is calling me. When are you gonna take over and run this place, Smoke? I know you’re supposed to be going to work at Sinners Security, but you know this place inside out. The girls all love you. You’re the only person I’d trust with my club and now I’m getting a grandbaby from Nikki, I want to be home more to enjoy it.”

“A grandbaby?” I ask.

A soft smile graces her lips and color flushes her cheeks. I’ve never seen Grits be anything other than confident and poised. She’s a total badass.

“Nikki and Dove, those girls are family.”

“Yes, they are,” I agree, smiling.

“Nikki asked me if I want to be nana or grandma, but I think I’m more of a mimi.”

I’ll never ask, but I swear I can see a tear at the corner of Grits’ eyes. “Definitely a mimi,” I say, closing the gap between us and slinging an arm across her shoulders. “That baby’s gonna be lucky to have such an amazing mimi.” I say, bending down and dropping a quick kiss to the top of her head.

I guide Grits from the room, pausing as she locks the door. Then like every night I work, I walk Grits to her car and follow her home, waiting as she parks her car in her and Anders’ driveway. She climbs out, walks over and kisses my cheek, then makes her way to the front door and Anders. Like every night, he has the door open for her and the moment she’s within reach he pulls her into his arms. He nods my way and I salute them both before I kick my bike forward and ride home.

I suspect that on the nights I’m not at Beavers, Anders’ probably rides over and picks her up, but I don’t mind the short ride out of my way to make sure she gets home safe. As I make my way to my apartment a few blocks over, Grits offer ruminates in my mind. She’s made offhand suggestions that I take a bigger role than just security before, but this is the first time she’s actually come out and offered me something for real. She might just have been joking, but Grits isn’t the type of woman to make an offer like that without being serious.

The idea is much more tempting than I’d thought it would be. I love the club; I just need more purpose than being the hired muscle. If I took Grits up on her offer, I’d finally have some purpose, some direction. But it would mean giving up on the opportunity to work with Puck and learn the computer side of things.

My mind is swirling with possibilities when I pull into the parking lot for my apartment building. It’s nearly three am, and the streets are dark and quiet. Only the streetlamps illuminate the sidewalk in the otherwise deserted street.

I rarely finish work before this time. I’m a night owl, so the quiet doesn’t bother me. Climbing off my bike, I make my way through the lot and into my building. The sensor lights click on the moment I enter the lobby and I climb the stairs up to my apartment on the first floor. Turning my key in the lock, I push the door open and make my way into my home. The aroma of coffee hits me and I sag with relief. My mom sent me this fancy ass coffee maker as a Christmas gift. I figured I’d never use it until I found out it has a timer on it, so I can set it to make half a pot and be ready the moment I push through the door.

Dropping my keys onto the table by the door, I kick off my boots and head straight for my bedroom. Shedding my clothes, I take a shower, ridding myself of the scent of stale cigarette smoke, body glitter, and sweat.

Five minutes later, in only a loose-fitting pair of pajama pants, I pad barefoot into the kitchen and pour myself a cup of coffee. Most people wouldn’t want caffeine in the middle of the night, but coffee always helps me settle after a busy shift. I don’t bother to turn the T.V. on. I enjoy the peace of my dimly lit apartment and allow my mind and body to calm.

Two cups of coffee later, I’m settled and relaxed. I love this time of night, when the majority of the country are asleep and the people on the other side of the world are starting their day. I’ve never left the country, but right now I feel an affinity with those people, like we’re both living in the same second only thousands of miles apart.

My body is tired, but my mind is still whirring, so I reach under the couch and pull out the wooden box I keep for nights like tonight. Flipping open the lid, the smell hits me first. Sweet and earthy, the weed smells amazing. Cultivated by Park, it’s the best marijuana you’ll find in the entire state. I’ve never liked the taste of tobacco, so I pull out my specialist vape pen and carefully fill the coil with the ground green bud. Pressing the button on the pen, I lift the vape to my lips and inhale, holding the smoke in my mouth before exhaling slowly.

The effect is almost immediate. My muscles relax one by one and my busy mind slows until all I’m thinking about is the inhale and exhale of my breath and if I can be bothered to walk to my bed or if I should just lay down on the couch beneath me.

I take another drag from the pen, savoring the clean lemony taste before exhaling slowly. Sometimes I wonder where I’d be if I hadn’t had to drop out of school. If I hadn’t ever found the Sinners. But that life never existed and I’m both happy and sad at the same time. I love my brothers. I love the club and the family it’s given me. I don’t think I’d change anything even if I had my time over.

The weed does exactly what I need it to, my mind gradually slowing until my limbs feel tired and I drag my ass to my bed, falling asleep almost immediately.
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Relocating is a massive pain in the butt.

When my plane lands, I pull my two huge bags from the carousel and load them onto a metal airport trolley. It weighs a ton and I feel like a bodybuilder pushing it into the arrivals hall, while looking out for a driver with a sign with my name on. When I spot him, I sigh, rolling my eyes at my luck at getting a geriatric driver. If my driver had been a young, fit guy, I’d have totally handed over my weighty trolley and let him bring it to the car, but the man holding the sign with my name on is probably closer to seventy and I can’t have his bad back on my conscience.

“Hi, I’m Riley Prince,” I say, smiling warmly, while still internally cursing his age.

“Hello, Miss Prince, my name is Al. Can I take your bags?”

“No, no, it’s fine. I’m all loaded up, you just lead the way,” I say, gesturing with my arm for him to walk ahead.

Al raises his eyebrows at me but dips his chin and walks slowly toward the exit. Using all of the strength in my arms, I force the trolley to move and slowly pace behind, my arms braced to keep the momentum. I take two steps before I somehow clip the trolley wheel with my foot and then I’m falling, the trolley rolling freely away.

I manage to catch myself on my arms before my face hits the floor, but the impact of the fall jolts my shoulders and I grunt. Staring at the still moving trolley, I have visions of it careening into the group of nuns stood in the arrivals lounge, knocking them down like pins at a bowling alley. Al effortlessly reaches out and stops the trolley, then turns it as if it weighs nothing and pushes it back to me. He smirks as he looms above me, the trolley at his side and his hand held out to help me up.

“Thank you,” I say, as I take his offered hand and let him pull me from the floor.

“You’re welcome, Miss. How ‘bout I push this now? Seems as you’re not quite as loaded up as you thought.”

I blink up at him and find his eyes sparkling with amusement.

“You’re a bit of a smartass, aren’t you, Al?” I say, shaking my head slightly as the older man maneuvers the trolley with ease.

“That’s what my wife’s been telling me for the past thirty years,” he replies, laughter clear in his voice.

It only takes us a few minutes to reach the car and Al loads my bags into the trunk, then holds opens the door for me to climb into the back seat. “Do you mind if I sit up front?” I ask.

He looks at me, his brow furrowed. “Miss Prince, clients are supposed to sit in the back.”

“I’m sure they are, Al, but this is my first time in Houston and if I’m up front, I’ll actually be able to see the sights.”

Al chuckles good-naturedly. “Okay, sure. But if anyone asks, you sat in the back.”

“Yes, sir,” I tell him, as I pull open the passenger door and climb into the front of the black town car.

“Mr. Winters gave orders to either take you to the office or your hotel. Your choice, Miss Prince.”

“Hotel please. I need to ditch my stuff then I’ll head into the office. But please call me Riley, Miss Prince sounds weird.”

“Okay then, Riley, hotel it is.”

“Are you employed by Winters Inc?” I ask.

“I’m Mr. Winters personal driver,” Al says, his eyes fixed on the traffic ahead of us.

“Oh,” I reply. Pierre did say that Winters had backed the business with his own money, so I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise to find that a man with that much wealth keeps a driver on retainer.

At my request, Al takes the scenic route to my hotel and I’m surprised to find that the city is beautiful. My inner wanderlust, which only ever comes out on my first day in a new place, itches to explore. But right now, I need to check into my hotel, ditch my stuff in my room, then go into Winters Inc. They’re not paying me all the money they’re paying me to play Texas tourist.

Al follows me to the reception desk with my bags, handing them off to a bellboy.

“Shall I come and collect you in the morning to take you into the office, Miss Prince?” Al asks.

“Riley,” I correct him. “I was actually planning on going into the office once I’ve dumped my stuff in my room.”

“Okay, Miss. Well, I’ll wait outside for you and take you in whenever you’re ready.”

“No, that’s fine. I can walk or take a cab or whatever,” I garble out.

“Mr. Winters has assigned me as your driver while you’re working for Winters Inc. It would be my pleasure to drive you into the office.”

“Oh, err, yeah, err, okay. Sure, I suppose. Well, yeah, just let me quickly dump my stuff and I’ll be straight back down,” I say, my cheeks stained red and my voice flustered and unsure.

“Riley,” Al says.

“Yes?” I say, looking up into his warm, weathered face.

“Take as long as you need. I’ll be down here waiting for you when you’re ready.”

Pulling in a deep, slow calming breath, I nod. “Thank you.”

He smiles, then turns and walks back toward the entrance doors. I watch him go for a moment, then look back to the lady who’s waiting patiently to serve me. Five minutes later, the bellboy pushes open a door to a beautiful and spacious hotel room. I walk past him into the room, admiring the impressive view of the Houston skyline as he brings my bags in and sets them down on the luggage stand.

I tip the bellboy, thanking him, before he leaves the room with a congenial smile. Sinking down onto the huge soft bed, I exhale and try to take a second to breathe. From the moment I agreed to take the consulting position, the last few days have been a whirlwind of activity. Packing for two months is hard and time consuming; telling my family and roommate that I was going to be relocating to Texas for a while was even more stressful. I wish I could have just gotten everyone onto one huge video chat and told them all at once about this job opportunity, and about how I had to be on site at their offices for the duration of the contract. But unfortunately, that didn’t happen, so I had the same exact conversation with each person, explaining over and over and answering the same questions ten different times.

Bracing my hands on my knees, I push upright and cross the room to my bags. Opening one, I find it filled with a mix of casual clothes, and computer equipment wrapped in bubble wrap. I always travel with my main laptop in my backpack, but my other stuff I was forced to package up and put in my case. Abandoning that case, I move to the other, opening it to reveal the few ‘work appropriate’ clothes I own. The best thing about being a freelance coder is that I can work from anywhere, and I do. It just so happens that most the time my ‘anywhere’ is either my bed or the couch.

Business suits and dresses would feel a tad out of place to sit in bed all day, so my workwear consists of pajamas and yoga pants with the odd pair of men’s track pants thrown into the mix when I’m having a fat day.

Business casual was another reason why I never enjoyed my foray into the world of corporate. I don’t work well when I’m uncomfortable. Pulling out a pair of skinny black jeans, I pair it with a white t-shirt that says #geekchic on the front, and as my concession to the business part of business casual I grab my only black blazer to wear over my shirt. Dropping the clothes onto the bed beside me, I head for the bathroom and freshen up, ridding myself of as much airplane air as I can without taking a shower. I quickly get dressed and pack my purse with everything I think I’ll need for my first visit to Winters Inc.

I’m not at all sure what to expect from the company. I know they’re a fairly new start-up with big dreams and an owner with deep pockets, but this is my first time acting as a consultant and my first time in a customer’s office base. The money I’ll earn from this contract will be great, but as I close my hotel door behind me and make my way to the lifts in chunky black flat boots, I’m glad that I always make Pierre write me a ‘get out of jail free’ clause in all of my contracts. If I hate the company or the staff, or anything, I can walk away from them without looking back.

The elevator arrives a second after I press the button to call it, and I enter, staring at my reflection looking back at me on the mirrored walls. My hair is brown and a little too long. I have my sisters’ face, but geeky black-framed glasses define my own. Freckles cover my nose and dot along the top of my cheekbones.

My jeans make my already long legs look even longer and the blazer fits snugly in all the right places. I look good, but I don’t feel like me. I look like my sisters. As one of a set of three identical triplets I should be used to this feeling, but I’m not. Our personalities are so different that I sometimes forget that we all have the same face.

The conversation I had with my parents when I told them about this consulting position flashes through my mind.

Mom answers the phone on the second ring, her voice warm and so familiar that a pang of homesickness forms in my stomach.

“Hello,” she says.

“Hi, Mom,”

“Riley, how are you, sweetheart?”

I have no idea how she knows it’s me rather than one of my sisters; we all sound exactly the same over the phone and I know she doesn’t have caller ID. “I’m good thanks, Mom, how are you and Dad?”

“Oh, we’re fine. Your father is going golfing this afternoon and I have plans with Ann-Marie.”

“Cool,” I say, psyching myself up to tell my mom about my temporary relocation.

“What is it, what’s happened?” Mom asks, her voice a little frantic.

“Nothing bad,” I assure her. “Err, I actually just called to let you know that Greg and I broke up and to tell you about a new contract I’ve taken.”

“What happened with Greg?” Mom asks, her voice suddenly full of concern.

“You were right, Mom, he wasn’t the one for me.” I say simply, not wanting to go into details and tell my mom that my boyfriend had been cheating on me with anything and everything with a vagina.

“I’m sorry, Riley,” she says, her voice soft.

“You hated him, Mom.”

“I didn’t hate him; he just wasn’t good enough for you. But I never want you to be hurt or sad. You know that, don’t you, honey?”

“I know, Mom. I’ll be okay.”

“Of course you will. Now tell me about this new contract.”

“It’s a consulting role, in a start-up gaming company.”

“Well that’s great, sweetie. Do you think it could lead to a permanent job?” she asks excitedly.

Sighing, I try not to let her hear my exhale. “I’m not interested in taking a permanent role, Mom. If I wanted one, I’ve had plenty of offers; but you know that I like to freelance.”

“I know, Riley. It’s just that I worry about you. New York is an expensive place to live and with the economy the way it is…” She trails off and I try not to let her concern and disappointment affect me.

“This contract would actually mean me getting out of New York for a while. The company is based in Houston and they want me on site. That’s why I was calling, to let you know that I’m not going to be home for the next couple of months.”

“But I thought you were planning a visit home? Your sister’s pregnancy is over halfway though and you haven’t visited yet,” Mom says, the admonishment clear in her voice.

“I had planned to take some time off, but this is a great opportunity for me, and a consultancy position will look great on my resume.”

Mom sighs and I can hear the weight of her disappointment even in her audible exhale. “Well, I suppose you’re right and I’m sure your sister won’t mind you not coming to see her. You didn’t visit during her last pregnancy, so she won’t miss you this time either.”

I sink my teeth into my bottom lip to keep quiet. There’s no point arguing with her or trying to make her understand that I’m not deliberately delaying my visit. My mom’s unending disappointment in me is so deep-rooted that I think it probably started the day they brought the three of us home. It’s not that she doesn’t love me, she absolutely does; she’s my mom in every way possible. It’s more that she had expectations of me and my sisters and as far as she’s concerned, I’m not living up to my full potential.

I could easily choose to become resentful and morose about this, but the truth of the matter is that my mom and I will never agree on what the right life choices are for me. We love each other in spite of our differences and until I move home and take a full-time corporate position within a blue-chip company, which I never plan to do, she won’t feel like I’m a success.

“The contract is only for two months, so I should have some time before my next project starts to be able to visit with Tiff before the baby comes.”

“Well okay, sweetie, you do whatever you think is best,” Mom says.

Rolling my eyes, I try not to laugh. “The company are paying for either a hotel or a short-term rental for me, so I’ll let you know where I am once I get settled.”

“Okay, honey. I love you and I’ll speak to you soon.”

“Bye, Mom. Love you too.”

The elevator dings, heralding its arrival in the lobby. Taking one last look at my reflection, I step out and head toward the exit. I might look like my sisters, but I’m not a brainiac like Anna or a nurturer like Tiff. I am a kick-ass coder. I’m good at my job and that’s why I’m here. That’s why Dan Winters is paying me a small fortune to be here. Buoyed, I stand up a little straighter and pull back my shoulders. I’ve got this. Being on site with a customer might be a little out of my comfort zone, and wearing real clothes and not yoga pants or pajamas might be unusual for me, but I can do this. Winters Inc is lucky to have me and I’m totally gonna rock this consultancy job.

With my head held high and a newfound confidence in my stride, I strut past the desk, smiling to the bellboy as I pass. The mirrored wall to my left catches my attention and I take a moment to admire how badass I look stomping through this hotel. I don’t see the occasional table with the array of leaflets on it until it’s too late. My knee hits the corner and my ankle buckles, the floor races toward me faster than I can save myself and with a thud I land in a heap on the cool tile.

I close my eyes and assess what hurts; there’s nothing except my pride.

My mom would be so fucking proud.

Scraping myself up off the floor, I roll back my shoulders and try not to make eye contact with anyone who just saw my epic fall. I keep my eyes forward and walk straight out of the hotel doors until I find the shiny black town car and Al.

“Miss Prince, are you ready to go into the office, or can I take you somewhere else?” Al says when he spots me and rushes to open the rear door.

“It’s Riley,” I scold him playfully. “But not in the back, Al, don’t make me sit in the back.”

He sighs, “Clients are supposed to sit on the back seat.”

“But if I’m in the front, I get to see the city and talk to you,” I say with puppy-dog eyes and a pout.

His responding smile lets me know I’ve won. He indulgently shakes his head at me as he closes the rear door and opens the front one, holding it for me while I slide inside.

“So, to the office, or somewhere else?” He asks.

“Office please,” I reply.

“Okay then,” he says, as he seamlessly pulls into the stream of downtown traffic.

Al points out places of interest as we drive through the busy Houston streets, and I try to make a mental note of places I want to visit as soon as I get some down time. The journey is over quickly, and Al slows to a stop outside an impressive looking glass and chrome building.

“We’re here,” Al says.

“Fuck me,” I whisper beneath my breath.

Al chuckles, “Winters Inc, is part of Winters Corp.”

“Okay,” I say, dragging out the word, hoping that he will expand on that very ambiguous comment.

“Winters Corp is owned by Lambert Winters.”

“Holy shit,” I say as recognition dawns on me.

Al smiles and nods.

“And Dan Winters is…” I trail off, waiting for Al to fill in the gaps

“His son.”

“Fuck.”

“Come on, Riley. Let me escort you up to the Winters Inc offices.”

When Al exits the car, I place my suddenly sweaty palms on my knees and squeeze. Lambert Winters, fucking Lambert Winters, one of the richest men alive. He’s made the Forbes 400 every year since forever. And now I’m going to be working for his son.

Why didn’t I research this company properly? I’ve become too reliant on Pierre, too complacent, and now look where I am. Being escorted to the offices of the son of one of the wealthiest, most influential men in America.

Nerves take over my body and all of a sudden, I feel woefully underdressed and underprepared. Looking over my shoulder, I seriously consider making a run for it. Al’s old, I could outrun him. But before I have a chance to formulate my escape route, it’s too late and we’re in front of a smoked glass vestibule with a perfectly polished and gleaming sign with Winters Inc engraved into it.

My window of opportunity has passed. I’m stuck here, and now I have to go meet Dan Winters and pretend that his family’s money and status isn’t at all intimidating. Yeah right, like that’s even possible.

I let Al guide me through the door and past an intimidatingly modern looking reception desk, complete with hostile looking receptionist. As we walk around a corner, the buzz of keyboards clicking, the low hum of chatter, and the unmistakable sound of artificial gunfire hits me. These are the sounds of my people and for a second the knot of apprehension in my gut starts to unravel.

The office is open plan, with circular work pods dotted along one long glass wall, with a view that overlooks the city below. A few semi-private offices line the far wall, with two huge projection screens and several comfy looking leather recliners filling the remaining space.

I feel my eyes widen as I take in what must be the most amazing place to work ever. The staff appear to all be young, early twenties to mid-thirties at most. A mix of men and women, their clothes range from casual to ridiculous, and I spot one girl in a unicorn onesie sat typing quickly on one of the work pods.

My tribe, my inner voice croons, as Al leads me toward one of the offices in the far corner. He pauses to knock on the semi-open door, before nudging me to walk inside.

“Sir, this is Riley Prince,” Al says, his voice respectful, and missing some of the warmth he’s been using when he’s spoken to me.

“Thanks, Al, that’s great. You can head home. I’ll run Miss Prince back to her hotel later,” the man I’m assuming is Dan Winters says, his eyes not lifting from the laptop in front of him.

“Yes, sir,” Al replies, before smiling briefly at me and turning to leave.

I stand awkwardly in front of Dan’s desk, unsure if I’m expected to sit, or wait for him to invite me to sit. This here is why I work from home. I don’t have to worry about the social niceties of office etiquette.

Eventually after what feels like an incredibly long couple of minutes, I decide to sit and lower myself into the cool leather seat directly in front of his desk, taking a moment to assess him while his attention is diverted.

His body is partially hidden by the desk and laptop, but his arms are long, and a hint of defined muscle is visible through his white long-sleeve Henley. His blonde hair is disheveled, like he’s run his hands through it a hundred times already today, and given the deep furrow in his brow as he stares at his laptop, I think it’s possible he has.

From what I can see of his face, his skin is pale and clear, his eyebrows are darker than his hair, and his black framed glasses give him a geek chic look that is sort of sexy. When he finally lifts his eyes from his laptop, they lock with mine and I swallow thickly. Dark blue depths stare back at me, confusion flashing through them, like he’s not entirely sure what I’m doing here. His lips are full and pink but turned down into a slight frown that makes him look adorably ruffled.

“Hi,” I say, with a quick wave of my hand.

“Oh crap,” he replies, quickly pushing back from his desk and reaching across the space, offering me his hand to shake. “I’m Dan. I’m sorry, I have this line of code that just won’t work and…” He stops himself, clears his throat and smiles. “Dan Winters.”

I stand too, reaching out and taking his hand, squeezing lightly as we shake. “Riley Prince.”

“Please sit,” Dan says gesturing to the seat I just rose from. He lowers himself back into his seat and carefully closes the lid of his laptop. “Riley. Is it okay if I call you Riley?” he asks.

“Of course.”

“Riley, thank you so much for agreeing to come and work for me. I am so excited to have you on board. What did Pierre tell you about what we’re doing here?”

“Honestly, not a great deal. Pierre is a great recruiter, but he’s not that hot on the technical side of things. He told me you were a start-up working on your debut first-person game and that you wanted me to help oversee the coding,” I say, wanting to fidget under his intense gaze.

“Let me give you some background,” Dan says. “About two years ago I stepped away from a lucrative career in my family’s business to chase a dream of creating my own video game. I’ve recruited the best, freshest young talent I can find, and we currently have a running prototype. It’s good; in fact, it’s going to be great. But even though my guys are extremely talented, they lack experience, and that’s where you come in.”

“What exactly are you expecting me to do? I’m a coder,” I say, my fingers clenched tightly together in my lap. For a bit of a geek, Dan Winters is surprisingly intense and intimidating. His gaze never leaves my face and I feel like he’s probing at my mind.

“How many games that are currently on the market have you worked on?” Dan asks, steepling his hands in front of him.

“Twenty-eight,” I answer immediately.

His eyes widen, like he hadn’t expected my answer.

“Which games?”

I look up at the ceiling for a minute as I think, then turn my attention back to him and recite the names of the games I have coded in one capacity or another.

Dan’s jaw slackens a little and I enjoy his moment of shock. This guy doesn’t seem like he has many shock and awe moments, so I catalogue the way he looks right now just in case I never see it again.

“I knew you had an impressive resume, but I had no idea you worked on all of the games you mentioned.”

I smile, “I don’t list some stuff on my credits, and some stuff was a while back, so honestly until now I hadn’t thought about it.”

Dan shakes his head, then stares at me again. “I’m even happier you agreed to come and work for me now. What I need is for you oversee the coding that’s been done so far and train my guys how to polish it. The game is raw, but it has potential. I need you to help me transform my ugly duckling into a swan.”

I smirk at his ridiculous ugly duckling metaphor.

“I know, I’m sorry, that reference sounded so much better in my head,” he says, looking slightly chagrined.

“Mr. Winters,” I say.

“Dan,” he says interrupting me.

“I’m only contracted for two months; I’m not sure how much good I can do in that time.”

“Riley, I’ve been trying to recruit you for the last two years. This consultancy role was my last hope to get you here. I’ll take what I can get,” Dan says, his voice surprisingly strong and commanding.

“You what?” I ask. “You’ve been trying to recruit me?”

Dan’s brow furrows. “I’ve offered you a job once a month since I recruited my very first member of staff. Your reputation preceded you, and I have always wanted you on my team. You are one of the best coders out there. Surely, you know that?”

“Wow,” I breathe almost silently. “I, err, I had no idea.”

Dan’s lips purse slightly. “You had no idea about what?”

“That you’d tried to recruit me.”

His eyes narrow and his mouth twists into a straight, angry line. “Are you telling me that all the offers I’ve made you; you didn’t even know about?”

I smile ruefully and shake my head. “I let Pierre deal with all that kind of stuff. He just sends me a list of stuff I might like and I pick the projects that interest me and that work with my schedule.”

“Would you give me just one second?” he says, rising from his seat.

“Of course,” I say, unsure what just happened, but glad of the reprieve for a second when he leaves the room. Exhaling loudly, I lean back in my seat and cross my legs. It’s a little weird to hear that he’s been trying to recruit me. I mean, I’ve had offers in the past, but those have come from the companies I’ve done freelance stuff for and I’ve always said no without really giving it any thought.

Pulling my cell from my pocket, I click into my email and quickly check if anything interesting has come through, but there’s nothing that can’t wait until I get back to the hotel later. Clicking into my Facebook app, I see there’s a new message, but the door flies open and Dan stomps back in, his cell held in his outstretched arm and an angry scowl accompanying the slightly red tinge to his face.

I click the button to turn off the screen on my cell and quickly slide it back into my purse as Dan turns to me and offers me his phone. “Pierre would like to talk to you,” he says, his voice lower and rougher than before, as though he’s fighting to keep his temper.

Unsure what to do, I tentatively reach out and take the cell, lifting it to my ear. “Hello.”

“Hey, Ry, you trying to get me into trouble today, or what?” Pierre says.

“I don’t really understand what’s going on,” I say quietly into the cell.

“Back when I first contacted you about us working together, you told me that you had absolutely no interest in permanent jobs. In fact, as I remember, you said something about never ever wanting to work in the corporate soul-eating machine again, and that you swore you were actually shorter because they stole your self-esteem and robbed your eternal spirit or some shit. You swore at me a fucking lot and told me that if I ever suggested you take a permanent job, you’d fire me.”

I chuckle, not remembering the exact conversation but knowing that it sounded like me. “Sounds like something I’d say. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Yeah, well, I took you at your word. I’ve never suggested you take a permanent role. In fact, I’ve gotten to the point where I don’t even send them to you because I know you’re not interested.”

“Okay,” I say, still not sure what’s happening here.

“Well, sweetie. Please don’t fire me, but I get a lot of companies trying to recruit you full-time.”

“You do?” I ask, shocked.

“Fuck, yeah.”

“How many?” I ask, glancing at Dan’s sullen posture and angry expression as he broods behind his desk; his fingers white-knuckled where he’s holding onto his chair so tightly.

“At least one a week, sometimes more.”

“And Winters Inc?” I ask, already knowing the answer before he even replies.

“They have relentlessly tried to get you for a couple of years now. I always told them you weren’t interested, that you only do freelance work and that you had projects booked solid for a couple of years. Should I have said something different?” Pierre asks, his voice unusually unsure.

“No. No, you did the right thing; it’s fine.”

“You’re sure? Because I keep every offer you receive. I can provide you with a list of the ones with the most potential that I think would be a good fit for you.”

“No,” I say, a little too loudly. “No, you know how I feel about that. I’m good with you handling things the way you have been.”

“Are you sure, sweetie?”

“Yes, absolutely,” I assure him. “Look, I need to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay, speak to you later, Ry.”

I end the call and hold the cell out for Dan to take. He silently leans across his desk and takes the cell from my hand, his angry eyes assessing me.

“Well?” He demands.

“I’m sorry?” I ask.

“Did that useless idiot tell you about the offers I’ve made?” Dan demands.

I sit up straighter, rolling my shoulders back and attempting to look confident in the face of Dan’s anger.

“Mr. Winters, conversations I have with my recruitment consultant are not any of your concern, but as you seen to be particularly invested, I will tell you this. Pierre has worked with me since I started out in the industry. He helped me get my first job within a very large and prestigious game design company. He then helped me source freelance work when I decided to take that route. He is aware of the types of contract I’ll consider and those I won’t. In the conversation you just instigated, he informed me that I receive on average one permanent job offer a week, but as he knows I won’t accept them and that I am incredibly busy on my freelance work, he doesn’t bother me with information that isn’t immediately relevant.”

Dan swallows audibly, his arms tense and his shoulders rigid.

“I agreed to take this consultancy role in time I had set aside for a vacation. If you would still like to contract me for the two months, then perhaps we should get started. If not, then I’ll start looking for flights to go visit my family like I’d planned.”

Dan inhales, then exhales slowly, closing his eyes. I watch as he visibly relaxes and when he opens his eyes, the anger is gone from everywhere except his steely gaze. “I apologize, Riley. Please know I’m not normally a man prone to fits of melodramatic anger. I would still love for you to work with us, even if it is only for a couple of months. Perhaps I might even be able to persuade you to stay more permanently.”

My face must show my annoyance at his comment as he sighs. “Perhaps we should start this meeting over? I don’t seem to be making a very good first impression.”

I smile, but it’s thin and brittle. “Hi, Riley Prince,” I say offering him my hand to shake.

Dan smiles then takes my hand. “Dan Winters. It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you, Riley. I’m really looking forward to working with you. Would you like to meet the rest of the team?”

“I’d love that,” I say a little overly brightly as I pull my hand from his. Although our attempts to lighten the mood have alleviated some of the atmosphere, I’m still more than ready to get out of his office.

He gestures for me to lead the way and I swallow a gulp of tension free air the moment I clear the doorjamb. When we reach the first circular work pod Dan pauses. “Okay, let me introduce you to Lee Chan,” he says pointing to a man with several piercings in his face, and a scowl. “Amelia Hutton,” he gestures to a tiny, redheaded girl, in a red pinafore dress, with a yellow shirt beneath it. “And Robert Juke,” he points to a good-looking, brown-haired guy wearing a blue button down and a friendly smile.

“Hi, I’m Riley,” I offer, waving awkwardly.

Lee nods at me without taking his eyes off his computer screen; Amelia waves and grins so brightly that she almost looks like an anime cartoon; and Robert salutes with two fingers, his eyes running over me as his grin widens.

“These guys are my artists. They’ve created every character, every set. They are our world builders.” Dan informs me.

I’d love to sit and chat, get a feeling for how the game will look, but Dan guides me away with a hand at the base of my spine, toward the next work station.

“Over here we have Arjun Tomar, Chad Adelburg, and Millicent Williams,” Dan says pointing to a cute and incredibly young guy, a typical gamer geek in a Star Trek hoodie, and a pretty girl with red streaks running through her white blonde hair and the most flawless face of makeup I think I’ve ever seen.

“Hi, I’m Riley,” I say, smiling warmly at them.

“Shit, Dan, is this her?” the young guy asks, jumping up from his chair excitedly.

“These guys are some of our coders and developers, and yes, this is Riley Prince. I know her reputation proceeds her.” Dan says proudly.

I blush a little under his praise. I’m good at what I do and I’m never short of offers of work, but I’m starting to wonder if there’s another Riley Prince out there who’s some genius or something and he’s gotten us mixed up.

“Oh my god,” the guy squeals, rushing around the table, then stopping and bouncing excitably in front of me. “I absolutely loved Long Dead, and Arcanian Depths is one of my all-time favorite games.”

“Oh,” I say a little shell-shocked.

“Is it true that you wrote the very first line of code for both?”

“Err, for Arcanian, yes. I worked that project from the very start. I’m not so sure about Long Dead, but I mean I might have.” I say, cringing slightly.

“Wow,” the guy, Arjun I think, says, his mouth forming an ‘O’ shape.

“Okay, let’s move on,” Dan says, his hand touching my back again as he guides me to the large projector screens where another four guys are sitting, controllers in hand, running through short test scenes of a basic looking game.

“Guys,” Dan calls and one by one, they all lower their controllers and turn to look at us. “This is Riley Prince,” he says gesturing to me. “And these guys are Mike Summers, Luke Miller, Charlie Huang, and Antonio Martinez.”

“Riley,” One of the guys says and my attention is drawn to a familiar face.

“Tony,” I cry happily, moving around the seats until I reach Tony’s arms and he hauls me into the air.

“Jesus, woman, it’s been far too long. When Dan said he’d got Riley Prince, I never even considered he meant you,” Tony says, lowering me to the ground and smiling widely down at me.

“You know each other?” Dan asks.

“Tony and I went to college together,” I explain.

Dan narrows his eyes at Tony. “I’ve been trying to recruit Riley since the very start and you went to college with her?”

Tony just shrugs. “Last I heard she was going to work at Maniscope. How was I supposed to know we were even talking about the same person?”

“How are you, Antonio?” I say sing-songing his name.

“Hey, it sounds more professional than Tony,” he says, nudging me with his shoulder.

“Okay, now everyone has been introduced, let’s get started,” Dan says, and we spend the rest of the afternoon going over the game concept, the usability, and the other basics that I’ll need to know to be able to really help.

The atmosphere in the Winters Inc offices are nothing like my previous experience of an office environment. The people and place are relaxed and informal, and I instantly feel comfortable and at home. I claim a space on one of the round work pods and soon my laptop is open and I’m reading lines of code.

The work is good, the style efficient and robust, but Dan was right. Though the basics are there, there’s no finesse or polish. It can take three to five years to fully develop an RPG ready to take it to market and from what I’ve seen so far, this game is a long way off finished.

For the second time today, I wonder how much use I can be in the two months that I’m contracted for. I can attempt to show Dan’s team of coders how to polish some of the stuff they have, but I’m not a teacher.

Since I took a chance and started as a freelance coder, I’ve worked on quite a few games and at many different stages of development, but I usually commit to a minimum of six months and focus on one particular area of the game.

I need to sit down with Dan and find out exactly what he’s hoping for from my time here, because without some clear definition I could waste two months and accomplish nothing.

Six pm rolls around without me realizing the passing of time. That’s exactly what I love about my job. I get so consumed in my work that a whole day, or sometimes night can pass without me even realizing.

Sitting up, I stretch out my shoulders and slip my glasses from my face to rub at my eyes.

“Riley,” Dan says from behind me, making me jump in shock.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says, a slightly sheepish look crossing his face.

An uncomfortable giggle escapes my lips. “It’s fine. Did you need something?”

“The team tend to keep their own hours, so they’ll probably be here for a while yet, but I wondered if you’d like to join me for an early dinner?”

I nod. “Sure, that would be nice. What did you have in mind? I’m not really dressed for anywhere fancy.”

“There’s a great BBQ place just down the street?”

“I love BBQ,” I say. “Did you want to go now?”

“If you’re ready, then yeah. We can walk to the restaurant, then I can have my car pick us up later on.”

“A walk sounds perfect,” I say, rising from my seat and stretching my arms out behind my back, tilting my head from side to side to work out the kinks.

“Great, give me two minutes and I’m ready.”

He turns and heads to his office and I take a moment to save the code that I’m working on and shut down my laptop, sliding it into my oversized purse that doubles as a computer bag. My sister Tiff got me the bag as a joke, knowing that I usually carry a backpack, but I love it. It’s a deep purple color, and the leather is so soft that I almost want to run my fingers over it every time I pick it up. It has a long strap that I slide across my chest so that the body of the purse sits just above my butt and as far as I’m concerned it goes with everything.

“Ready to go?”Dan asks when he returns from his office, a brown leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder.

“Absolutely,” I say and walk ahead when he gestures for me to lead the way.

The BBQ place is only a couple of blocks away and Dan and I fill the time chatting about the game and the members of his team. When we push through the restaurant’s doors, the smell of rich meat and spicy BBQ sauce hits me and my stomach growls in reaction.

“Jesus, it smells fantastic in here,” I say as we make our way to the hostess who is smiling at us, menus gripped in her hands.

“Table for two?” She asks when we reach her.

“Yes please,” Dan says, his hand on the base of my spine as we follow the hostess to a high booth built into the wall.

“Is this okay for you folks?” She asks.

Dan looks to me and I nod smiling. He turns to the hostess. “Perfect, thanks.”

“Can I get y’all some drinks?” She asks.

“Riley,” Dan prompts.

“Can I get a Martini with a twist please,” I say.

Dan raises his eyebrows, like my choice has shocked him. Then turns his attention back to the hostess and orders some kind of IPA beer.

“You don’t strike me as a Martini drinker,” he says, his lips twisted into a smirk.

“And what kind of drink do I look like I should be ordering?” I ask, arching one eyebrow and trying to imitate my sister Anna.

“I don’t actually know. Ignore me, please. I swear I’m not normally this much of a fool, but today I seem to have spent a little too much time with my foot in my mouth.”

I laugh at his honesty. “That’s okay. I don’t people that often for that exact reason, but I’m usually falling on my face, not saying stupid things.”

“I don’t believe it. I’ve barely seen a stumble,” Dan says, his eyes twinkling boyishly at me.

“Ha, just ask Al. He’s seen me fall over my feet and almost massacre a group of nuns already.”

“Oh. I definitely will. It’d be nice to not be the only one having an embarrassing day.” Dan says, his voice full of amusement.

A server arrives, interrupting our conversation as he delivers our drinks, placing my Martini and Dan’s beer on the table. As he does so, I take the opportunity to look at the man who will be my new boss, at least for the next eight weeks. In this more relaxed environment, I can appreciate how his eyes crinkle when he smiles or laughs and how his shoulders are broad, but not overly large as he slouches in his seat, his body relaxed.

“So, what made you decide to start a game design company?” I ask, sipping at my drink, as I scan the menu, looking at all the delicious sounding food.

Dan sighs, and I wonder how many times he’s had to answer this question before. “When I graduated from college with a duel degree in business development and software design, I did what every son from a family like mine does and I went to work at the family firm. My father is a big fan of nepotism, so I went straight into a management role and I hated every minute of it. The staff resented me, the job was boring and in a field I have absolutely no interest or experience in, and honestly, I was absolutely miserable. I lasted a year, until the idea of getting up and going to work every day was so depressing that I considered walking away and disowning my family just to get away from it.”

The server arrives, interrupting us again and I quickly place my order, eager to hear more of Dan’s story. When the server takes our menus and leaves, I look up expectantly and he continues.

“It all came to a head one day at an obligatory family dinner with my parents and siblings. I just lost it, I told my dad I hated everything about working for him and I quit.”

I gasp, riveted.

“My dad laughed,” Dan says, a wry chuckle escaping his lips.

“He laughed?” I exclaim, shocked.

“Yep. He told me he was surprised that I’d lasted as long as I had and told me to do whatever made me happy. I started Winters Inc the next day.”

“Wow, and he’s never been upset that you didn’t want to follow in his footsteps?”

“I’m the youngest of six. All of my older siblings work for him and they all love it. No one cares that I’m the black sheep.”

“So why game design and development?”

“I’m a gamer geek,” Dan says, lifting his arms out to the side palms up and shrugging self-deprecatingly. “I’ve always loved computer games; I took a second degree at college because I loved it so much but I couldn’t do it as a major, so I did both.”

“To being a gamer geek,” I say, raising my glass in the air in a toast. He leans forward clinking his glass against mine and for a minute we talk about the games we loved as kids and the ones we still love as adults.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

My first day starting my training with Puck is not at all what I expected. The Sinners Security building is located in a row of warehouses on the outskirts of town. The huge industrial building has been split up inside to hold several offices, a command center, a conference room, and storage space to hold all of the equipment and vehicles we need for the different aspects of security we offer.

Puck’s office is large, but the sheer quantity of computer equipment and monitors makes it feel small and a little cave-like. Puck gestures for me to sit in a leather desk chair next to his and I instantly feel claustrophobic and wedged in.

I’m a big guy, well over six foot, with the shoulders and build of a defensive lineman, and right now I feel like a giant squashed into a clown car. Uncomfortable and aggravated, I listen as Puck starts to explain what he does for the business and what he intends to show me.

“So, we are the hub of the company. All jobs come in to us first and we do a thorough check on the client before we even agree to meet with them. We need to make sure they have the means to pay us and that they aren’t a nut job or anything.”

I’m partially listening to him, but the other half of me is trying not to fidget in this chair, or move my arms for fear of hitting something or knocking something over. The room is dim, the overhead light the only source of brightness in the windowless room. I wonder how Puck can stand to work in here for eight (and sometimes ten- or twelve-hour days), but I know he fucking loves his job and thrives on all of the technology at the tip of his finger.

“What I’ll get you set up with is some basic research and client checking to start off with. Hopefully, we should be able to hit on something that needs a bit more in-depth probing and then I can get you started on the basics of hacking and procuring information. After lunch, I’ll show you all of the surveillance equipment and we can go through what each item does and its practical application.”

I nod and agree with him, but it has no real conviction to it. Since Grits mentioned me taking over Beavers, I’ve been less and less enthusiastic about this intro to computer security, and now that I’m here, all I can think about is how long until the day is over and I can go home.

To some people eight hours is a short amount of time, a day passes so quickly that you can almost blink and miss it. That adage is not true when you spend it in a windowless box. Every fucking second seems to last an hour and I swear the clock started ticking backwards at one point.

Computer security is boring. Everything about every task I did today seemed relentlessly unnecessary and by the time five thirty pm rolled around, I was ready to shove my fingers into the power outlet and let the surge of electricity end this fucking torture.

“Let’s call it a day, shall we?” Puck says, lifting his arms above his head and stretching them out.

I daren’t copy his stretch, because I’m fairly sure I’d hit something if I stretched in any direction. For the first time in what feels like a decade, I pry myself from the awful fucking chair and carefully stand up, glancing above me to make sure I don’t hit anything on the way up.

My muscles feel tight and I’m so fucking ready to leave. I wish I had a shift at Beavers tonight, because a good fight with an obnoxious customer feels like exactly what I need after a whole day in this godforsaken office.

Puck opens the door and natural light floods in, making me squint my eyes against the brightness. “I need to go talk to Echo about something, but I’ll see you tomorrow.” Puck says.

“Okay, see you tomorrow,” I say, stepping past him and toward the exit. The moment I leave the warehouse, I rush toward my bike, swallowing in lungful’s of fresh air and relishing the feeling of the open sky above me and endless space to either side.

Climbing onto my bike, I crank the engine and within seconds I’m riding through the streets of the small town I call home and toward the club. What I need right now is a drink, my brothers, and maybe some distraction. I’d go visit my mom, but she was so excited when I told her about training with Puck. I doubt she would understand if I told her I hated it.

I take the long way to the clubhouse, circling town and riding all the way out to the creek, before doubling back and eventually pulling into the compound. Lord waves at me in greeting from the gatehouse, a book clutched in his hand.

Pulling my bike into the big barn-like building we use like a garage, I park mine next to Blade’s and climb off, striding quickly across the lot and into the building. The bar feels like a glorious beacon calling to me and I divert my steps and plough over, pulling a beer from one of the refrigerators and then grabbing a bottle of whiskey and a couple of glasses from behind the bar.

I scan the room, searching for a drinking partner and find two. Reaching down, I grab another glass, stacking it on top of the two I already have, and cross the room, sinking down into a chair at the table where Blade and Daisy are sitting.

“I need a fucking shot, and I don’t want to drink alone,” I say, as I spread the three shot glasses out, quickly filling them to the brim with whiskey.

“What the fuck’s up with you?” Daisy asks, reaching for a glass.

“Shitty day,” I say simply, glaring at Blade until he sighs and reaches for his glass too.

I exhale a long, pained breath as I reach for my own glass, lift it into the air in a silent toast and then throw it back. The whiskey warms my throat when I swallow, and I close my eyes, basking in the burn.

It only takes me a moment, then I open my eyes again and quickly refill my glass, motioning for Blade and Daisy to push their glasses forward. Daisy immediately shoves his glass across the wooden table, but Blade pauses, eyeing both of us before he finally pushes his glass over to me.

“Nikki is gonna kill me if she tastes fucking whiskey on me. She’s missing drinking, what with the baby and everything. She loses her shit whenever I have a drink because she can’t.” Blade says, his lips twisted into a resigned scowl.

“You are so fucking whipped,” I say, pushing his now full glass back over to him.

“Fuck you. Have you seen my hot-as-fuck, pregnant with my baby, old lady? She’s my fucking duchess. But she’s crazy right now, the baby hormones are making her lose her fucking mind,” he says with a mock shudder.

“Are you seriously telling us you’re scared of Nikki?” Daisy asks, barely containing his laugh.

“Hell yes, I’m scared. You just wait till it’s Dove all hocked up on baby hormones. She might seem all sweet and nice now, but she’ll turn into a raging fucking monster, you take it from me.” Blade says, his eyes wide.

Both Daisy and I laugh loudly. When the fuck did our psycho, homicidal V.P. start being scared of a woman?

“Fuck you,” Blade says, grabbing the glass and downing the whiskey in one, then filling his glass again and downing that shot too.

“Why the shitty day then?” Daisy asks as I fill our glasses again.

Sighing, I throw back the shot. “You know when you really want something, then when you get it you realize it’s not as good as you thought it was gonna be?”

Daisy’s brow furrows, but he nods slowly. “Is this about a woman?”

“No fucker, this is not about a woman. I started my training with Puck today. I really wanted this job; to do more than just look scary and deal with drunk, grabbing dudes at Beavers. But I’ve only done one shift and I fucking hate it.”

“What happened?” Blade asks. “Did Puck drive you crazy? I love him, but he is one crazy motherfucker.”

I shake my head, “No, Puck was fine. I know it was my first day, but it was boring and repetitive, and the office is fucking tiny and I couldn’t move ‘cause I was convinced I was gonna hit something with one of my arms. I just… I don’t think being in an office all day is something I can do full-time.”

Both of my brothers stare at me. Daisy’s eyes flash sympathy, but Blade’s are more assessing, like he’s reading me and seeing more than just the words I’ve spoken.

“You had to know that it was going to be like that; at least until you got some experience? What else happened?” Blade asks, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Filling my glass again, I throw it back, not even feeling the burn this time as the whiskey coats my throat. “A couple of nights ago, Grits asked me when I was going to take over Beavers, so she could retire and be there for her new grandbaby. I have no idea if she’s actually serious; but if she is, if I could be more than just the muscle there…” I let my words trail off, my eyes fixed on the glass in my hands, not daring to look up at my brothers in front of me.

“I think she might be serious,” Daisy says, and I snap my head up to look at him. “She was at our place the other day with Angel and she said she wanted to be about to help Nikki with the baby when it came.”

“You need to talk to Grits and Anders. Even if she wasn’t serious, which I agree with Daisy, I think she probably was; but even if she wasn’t, if you want a bigger role at Beavers, I bet Grits would be over the fucking moon to have you. She loves you, always fucking has, even before she went soft when the girls arrived.” Blade says, his face serious.

“I don’t know. I mean, I love the place, but I want to do more than just look scary. That was the whole purpose of me going to train with Puck.” I say, rolling the glass back and forth between my palms.

“Man up and go talk to Grits. At least see what she has to say,” Blade says again and I see Daisy nodding in agreement.

“She’s here, in with Anders,” Daisy says, nodding his head toward Prez’s office behind me.

“I’ll grab her the next time I’m at Beavers,” I say dismissively.

“Nah, no time like the present.” Blade says, then he shouts. “Hey, Grits, Smoke wants a word, you got a minute?”

“Shut the fuck up,” I hiss under my breath, but it’s too late, and a moment later I hear the clicking of Grits’ heels on the floor and a small warm hand lands on my shoulder.

“Hey, sweetie, what’s up?” she asks.

“It’s nothing, it can wait,” I say, smiling up at her.

“Nah, it can’t,” Blade says. “Maybe you could use the boss’ office?” he suggests.

I glare at him, grinding my teeth and wishing I could kill him from just a look.

“Sure, let’s go, Anders and I just finished up and came out to grab some dinner” she says, turning and waiting for me expectantly.

Like a prisoner being led to the fucking gallows, I follow Grits into Anders’ office. She sits down in one of the chairs in front of the desk and motions for me to take the one next to it.

“What’s going on, Smoke? You look stressed as all hell. Did things not go well on your first day with Puck at Sinners Security?”

I sigh, then lean forward and prop my elbows on my knees. “Today was fine.”

“Just fine?” She asks, leaning forward and mimicking my body language.

“Yeah, see I was really excited about starting that job with Puck and then you said something the other day and I don’t know if it was just an off-hand comment or if you actually meant it.” The words come out in a rush and by the time I stop speaking and look up at Grits, I have no idea if I even made sense.

Her face softens and she reaches out one hand and squeezes my arm. “You mean when I asked you if you wanted to take over running Beavers?”

I lift my eyes until they lock with hers. “Did you mean it?”

“Of course I did,” she replies immediately. “You’re the only person I’d trust with the place. Job’s yours if you want it.”

“For real?” I ask, wanting to believe her words, but not quite trusting them or the rapid beating of my heart as I wait for her to speak.

“Absolutely. It’ll take you a few months to learn all the details about the background stuff, but you already know most everything about the day to day running of the place. In fact, if we got started straightaway, I reckon you could be ready to take over full-time at just about the same time that my grandbaby is due to get here. Seems like fate to me.”

“How does Anders feel about this? Beavers belongs to the club. There are members more senior than me.”

“Anders agree with me one hundred percent,” she says, interrupting me. “This isn’t something I just decided. Anders and I have been talking about you ultimately taking over the place for a year or so now. I’ll be honest, I hadn’t planned to retire just yet, but with my girls coming into our lives and now the baby coming, it’s the right time.”

“Fuck, you’re actually serious about this aren’t you?” I say, sitting up straighter as my heart thumps excitedly in my chest.

“As a heart attack,” she replies, her smile wide and genuine.

“Holy fuck,” I shout, jumping up from my chair. Grits stands too and I scoop her up and into my arms, twirling her around the room.

“Put me down,” she cries, the laughter and her wide smile making her face look younger and brighter.

Lowering her to the ground, I grip her biceps. “Thank you,” I say gruffly, my voice full of emotion.

She nods, nothing more, but I swear her eyes are glassy. Lifting her hand, she pats my cheek. “Come on then, I need to eat, then take my man home. I still have a club to run.”

“You want me to come in?” I ask.

Grits smiles but shakes her head. “Nope, celebrate tonight. I’ll see you at eleven tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say with a little salute. Then I blow her a kiss and she laughs as she leads the way out of Prez’s office and back into the clubhouse.

The table I left with only Blade and Daisy sitting there, is now filled with people. Nikki is sat on Blade’s lap, his hand possessively spread across her stomach. Angel is in the chair I vacated, and Park and Rosie fill two more seats.

“So?” Blade asks when I reach them.

Spreading my arms wide, I tilt my head to the side and flash them the cockiest smirk I can manage. “You’re looking at the newest trainee manager of Leave it to Beavers, the best titty bar in the entire state.”

The group bursts into raucous applause and whoops of excitement and I feel my cheeks heat. This feels right, like this is how my future was supposed to change. I take the only remaining seat at the table and a shot glass is immediately handed to me.

“To the boss of all things topless and covered in glitter,” Daisy pronounces.

I raise my glass into the air, then throw it back and everyone except Nikki and Dove follow suit. Grabbing the bottle, I refill everyone’s glass, then raise mine into the air and tilt it toward Blade and Nikki. “To Blade for knocking Nikki up so Grits wants to retire,” I shout gleefully.

Blade’s caveman smirk makes me laugh, but Nikki shoves his shoulder and scowls at me.

“I hate you all,” she hisses, her hand rubbing at her pregnant belly absentmindedly.

Blade covers her hand with one of his and uses the other to grab the back of her head, turning her face until he can claim her lips with his. A mild sense of jealousy pangs in my gut and I look at each of my brothers in turn and then at the women they have claimed as theirs.

Nikki is feisty and confident. She doesn’t need Blade, but together they work, and my V.P. is the least scary he’s ever been. Dove is young and so fucking innocent; she instantly makes you want to protect her. Daisy is obsessed, his eyes drifting back to her, constantly watching; like his world starts and ends with his woman.

When my gaze collides with Rosie’s, she winks at me, and I can’t help but chuckle. She’s so fucking perfect for Park and I couldn’t be happier that she’s here with him. If she hadn’t come to him, he would have given up anything to be with her, even this club and his family.

I’m not sure I’ll ever find a woman that makes me feel that way, like my heart beats only for her. That without her the sun dims and life becomes less vibrant. Woman are too easy for me. It sounds fucking conceited, but I can have anyone I want and none of them have ever made me take a second glance, let alone changed my world.

Perhaps I’m not meant to be a one-woman kind of a man? I enjoy the variety of picking whoever takes my fancy that day. I’m not a total dick. I might only be interested in a one-night-stand, but I still make sure that every woman that gets into bed with me leaves happy, satisfied, and several orgasms lighter. But why limit myself to a pretty goldfish in a tank when I can take my pick of all the fishes in the sea?

Anyhow, tonight isn’t about women. Tonight is about celebrating the next stage in my life. Tonight is about family, and these people around me are my brothers and sisters.
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As we ride through the dark city streets on the way to my hotel, I glance at the man sat next to me in the back of yet another luxurious town car. Unlike earlier, I had no choice but to slide into the soft leather back seat when the uniformed driver held the door open for me. Hell, I didn’t even get a chance to ask the driver his name.

To Dan this is normal, he never even glanced at the driver when he slid in next to me or said please or thank you when he told the driver where to take us. The self-proclaimed gamer geek is underneath it all a little bit of an entitled rich kid too.

My parents are comfortable. They own a beautiful house in a fairly affluent area, but wealth on the scale that I’m sure Dan is used to, isn’t something I’ve ever experienced. For some reason I feel like it might leave a bad taste in my mouth. I have no problem with nice things or the occasional opulent indulgence, but the expectation that I’ve glimpsed tonight from Dan feels a little distasteful.

The conversation during the delicious meal we shared was a mix of work and first date questions. Dan had asked about my home in New York, my family, and even the other contracts I’d worked on. For some reason I found myself giving almost vague answers and I’m not entirely sure why.

There were moments when Dan felt like one of my people: the strange, pale kids who spend too much time behind a computer screen, killing soldiers or orcs in one of the video games we play. But then there were moments when his sweet geek attitude evaporated and a glimpse of a demanding CEO peeked through.

I don’t really know what to make of him and that unsettles me. When I get a chance, I fully intend to interrogate Tony for details about Dan, but until then I’m stuck having to try to figure him out on my own.

I might be a geek, but I’m not an innocent little virgin, and I swear there were times tonight when Dan was flirting with me. Even now, as we sit quietly in the back of the car, he’s sitting a little too close, his thigh pressed against mine even though the car is huge and roomy.

Dan is nothing at all like Greg and I don’t know if it’s the three Martini’s I’ve drunk tonight, but I’m definitely starting to appreciate his boyish good looks. I’ve always had a thing for men in glasses. I don’t know if it’s because I’ve always worn them, but Dan’s black-framed glasses give him this sexy Clark Kent vibe that has definitely made me wonder what he’s rocking beneath his shirt. I like that he’s not ostentatious, at least not about the way he looks. Greg always dressed for impact; his shirts tight across his muscles, his hair groomed to perfection. But Dan is messy in a polished way. He’s good-looking, but he’s not flaunting it and I like that.

I’m unsure why the conversation has stilted now when earlier it had flowed effortlessly. Neither of us has spoken since we got into the car and as we pull up outside my hotel, I fight not to exhale with relief. I want to open the car door and escape, but I don’t, waiting patiently for the driver to come and open it.

“Thank you for a lovely meal,” I say as the door opens and the noise of the city fills the interior of the car.

“You’re welcome. Did Al give you his number so that you can let him know what time to pick you up in the morning?”

“Err, no, he didn’t. But it’s fine. I can walk to the office or grab a cab,” I say, as I turn to the side and exit the car feet first.

I don’t expect Dan to follow me out, but he does, and before I can leave, his hand is on my arm stalling me. “Riley, I’d prefer Al pick you up. I know you’re used to New York, but it’s easy to get lost in a place you don’t know.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he speaks first, stopping me.

“Here,” he says handing me a business card. “Al’s number is on there; just call or drop him a text to let him know what time you need him and he’ll be there waiting for you.”

I open my mouth again, intent on assuring him that I don’t need a driver, that I’m a city girl and that in comparison with New York, Houston is a walk in the park. But again, he interrupts me. This time it’s by reaching for my hand and lifting it to his lips to drop a whisper of a kiss against the skin.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Riley,” he says, then he releases my hand and climbs back into the car, leaving me shocked and speechless right there on the sidewalk. Greg never tried to cosset me or look after me, I was the nurturing one in our relationship and he just assumed I was capable of looking after myself. Dan’s protective attitude and his gentlemanly behavior isn’t at all what I’m used to.

Stumbling through the lobby feeling a little shell-shocked, I manage to make it back to my room without falling on my face. Surely, it’s a little inappropriate for a boss to be kissing his employee’s hand? But then Dan isn’t really my boss; at least not in a permanent sense. Is this what he meant when he said he might be able to convince me to stay? Is he hoping to seduce me into taking a permanent role with him?

Working from home most of the time, I’m not experienced in the etiquette of inter office flings, or whatever this is, or might be, or I’m imagining it could be. Who the hell knows what that was? Maybe he wasn’t flirting with me in the restaurant and maybe that uber romantic back of the hand kiss was how he says goodbye to all of the women he works with.

Maybe it’s a money thing? Perhaps that’s how all rich men say goodbye to a woman? Gah, I have no fucking clue. Flopping down onto my big bed, I kick off my shoes and roll my eyes at myself. I am not this girlie about stuff like this. Dan is cute. He’s a geek, but my gut reaction is that I’m not sure if I like him or not. Something about him doesn’t make sense. Half geek, half something else that I can’t quite figure out just yet.

Pushing myself back up again, I walk to the bathroom and start to run a bath, drizzling in some of the hotel’s complimentary bath oil. Within a few minutes, steam is rising, and the heavenly smell of jasmine and lemon fills the room.

I quickly strip, dropping my clothes in a pile on the floor and climb into the tub. A sigh escapes me as I sink into the warm water, my cell gripped in my hand resting on the side of the bathtub. Leaning my head back against the tile wall, the water gradually fills around me, covering me inch by inch in the warm, aromatic liquid.

There is nothing in life as good as a hot bath. I do my best thinking, have my best ideas, and I am my most centered in the tub. I know some people hate them, but a tub filled to the brim with hot water is my happy place.

With my eyes closed, I inhale the scented steam and relax until the water has covered my breasts and a sheen of sweat appears across my forehead. Lifting my foot, I turn off the faucet and exhale again, letting the day, the night, and all of my other stresses melt away in the heat of the water.

Moving my arm from its resting place, I unlock the screen on my cell and click into my favorite playlist on Spotify; the melodic strains of a popular country song bursting to life. Country music is my guilty pleasure. I’d deny this fact vehemently if anyone ever questioned me about it, but when I’m alone and I need something to listen to, country is my jam.

Clicking into my email, I quickly reply to a couple of time-sensitive questions; then click into an email from Pierre, apologizing about not keeping me apprised of the permanent job offers I’d gotten since we started working together.

Rather than reply, I decide to call him, and he answers on the second ring.

“How mad at me are you?” He asks, his voice small and wary.

“I’m not mad at all. How long have we known each other?”

He pauses for a second, then says. “Since freshman year of college.”

“Exactly. You know me, we’ve been working together forever. You know what contracts I’ll take and the ones I won’t. If you bombarded me with every job offer no matter how ridiculous that came my way, I’d never have any time to do any work.”

“I know, but I never even considered you might have wanted a more permanent role,” he cries.

“That’s because I don’t,” I interrupt.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes!” I cry. “I’ll admit, I was a little thrown when Dan said he’d been offering me a job once a month for the last two years. But at the end of the day I wouldn’t ever have taken any of those jobs, because I’m happy being freelance. I enjoy the freedom and the money and the fact that I get to pick and choose what projects I work on.”

“I’m sorry, Ry,” Pierre says.

“Don’t be, it’s fine. You just keep doing what you’re doing, that’s exactly what I want. Just maybe in future let me know if the new client I’m going to work for has been job stalking me.”

He laughs and I hear his exhale. “I will, I promise.”

“Good, now I’m going to enjoy my bath and you can stop stressing.”

“Eww, are you naked right now?” Pierre gasps, his voice a little appalled.

“Oh shut up. If I had a dick, you’d have no problem talking to me while I was naked,” I tease.

“But then it’d be phone sex, darling.”

I laugh. “Bye, P, speak to you later.”

“Bye, love you.”

“You too,” I say then end the call.

Swishing my foot from left to right, I click into my Facebook app and then into my messages. There’s a new one from Rosie and I eagerly click into it.

Rosie: Hi hun, did you take the job? Are you in Houston yet?? Let me know so we can arrange lunch or dinner or drinks or something lol.

I smile at her enthusiasm. It’s been far too long since I saw the happy little redhead and I actually can’t wait to catch up with her. Holding my cell tight in one hand, I type out a response with the other.

Riley: I’m here!!!! Just got in today.

Three dots immediately appear at the bottom of the message screen and I wait as she types a reply.

Rosie: YAY!!!!!!

I laugh. For two intelligent, well-educated women, we sure do like exclamation marks. The three dots appear again before I have a chance to type out a reply, so I swish my feet under the water again and wait for her message.

Rosie: When can we meet up? How about Friday after work? We can either go out in the city or you can come see some small-town Texas.

A frisson of excitement bubbles through me. It’s been too long since I had a good girlie catch up, so I quickly reply.

Riley: Friday is perfect. Are you in the city that day, or would you be coming just to meet up?

It only takes a moment for her to reply.

Rosie: Friday is one of my office days this week, so I’ll be there anyway. There’s a great sushi place not far from my building if you fancy some tuna rolls and sake?

I moan. I freaking love tuna rolls and I can almost guarantee I’ll be thinking about them until Friday now she’s mentioned them.

Riley: Perfect! How does seven thirty sound?

Rosie: It’s a date! Can’t wait to see you xo

We message back and forth a few more times. She sends me a map link to the restaurant and then we exchange cell numbers and say goodnight.

After washing my hair, I reluctantly climb out of the bath and wrap my hair and body in huge, fluffy white hotel towels. My hair is too thick and too long to leave wet, so I drag a brush through the damp length and quickly blow dry it with my hairdryer.

Flushed and hot from the heat, I crawl beneath the cool bed sheets, shoot a quick text to Al asking him to pick me up at eight am, then promptly fall asleep.

The morning comes too quickly, and before I know it, my alarm is beeping at me and I’m dragging my ass up and to the bathroom. Twenty minutes later, my hair is twisted into two buns at the top of my head and I’m wearing soft, well-worn skinny jeans and a t-shirt proclaiming that ‘God is a DJ’. After seeing how casual the dress code was yesterday, I decide that I don’t need to even pretend that I’m attempting business wear. I might not be able to wear my pajamas, but at least I can be comfortable.

Grabbing my purse with my laptop safely stowed inside, I check that I’ve got my keycard, then head downstairs to meet Al. He’s standing next to the big black car when I exit the lobby and I smile brightly as I skip toward him.

“Please tell me there’s a good coffee shop on the way to the office?” I beg, the moment I reach him.

Al rolls his eyes at me good naturedly. “Coffee is bad for you.”

“Yes it is, but I’m addicted, so help a girl out.”

He laughs, then motions to the car. “Get in, I know a place.”

“Al, you are a lifesaver.” I say, then before he can argue, I open the front door and climb into the passenger seat.

“You’re gonna get me fired,” he says, as he climbs into the driver’s seat and effortlessly pulls into the busy street.

“I wouldn’t let that happen,” I say. “I’d totally fall on the sword for you, my friend.”

He laughs, shaking his head at me. Five minutes later, he pulls up outside a coffee shop and I almost leap from the car, my body desperate for its first caffeine hit of the day. “What do you drink, Al?” I ask.

“I’m not supposed to drink on the job,” he says.

“Well, we’re just breaking all the rules today, aren’t we?” I sing-song, wiggling my eyebrows at him.

“Just a plain black cup of Joe please,” he says, smirking at me.

“Sure thing,” I say, dashing from the car, then tripping up the curb and luckily catching myself with my hands before I faceplant onto the sidewalk. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee hits me the moment I open the door and my mouth instantly waters.

There are a couple of people ahead of me in the line, so I eye up the pastries behind a glass-fronted counter while I wait. Everything looks amazing and I’m trying to decide between the delicious looking apple Danishes or the equally scrumptious looking lemon and poppyseed muffins when the server calls me forward. I decide to order both, along with Al’s coffee and my own coconut milk latte, extra shot, extra hot.

Drinks and goodies in hand, I carefully make my way back to the car only to find Al waiting to open the door for me. When he gets back into his seat, I glare at him. “I can open my own door, you know? You could have just stayed in the car.”

“Hey, it’s bad enough that I’m letting you ride up front, don’t make me completely redundant just yet.”

With a smirk, I acquiesce, handing him his coffee, then holding up the two bags in front of me. “Apple Danish or lemon and poppyseed muffin?”

“Muffin,” Al says and I hand him the bag containing the cake, then rip open the remaining one and take a large bite of the rich apple-filled pastry.

When Al drops me outside the office, my stomach is full of cake and my half-full coffee cup is gripped tightly in my hand. “See you later, Al.” I say, as he opens the car door for me, and I climb out.

“Call or text me to let me know what time you want to be collected, and if you need to go anywhere for lunch, just let me know. I’ll only be in the parking garage just around the corner,” he says.

“What? You’re just gonna be waiting all day?” I ask, surprised.

“Riley, I’m solely assigned as your driver for the next two months.”

“So what are you going to do all day?” I ask, a little startled that he’s going to just sit around and wait for me.

“I like to knit,” Al says, surprising the hell out of me.

“You like to knit?” I repeat back to him.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, okay then. Enjoy your knitting and I’ll see you later.”

Al waves, then climbs back into the car.

As I ride in the elevator up to the floor that houses the Winters Inc offices, a nervous flutter of butterflies bursts to life in my stomach. I’m not sure if it’s the work, the offices, or the man who may or may not have been flirting with me last night that’s prompted my nerves, but either way, when I push through the big smoked glass doors and walk past the reception desk and into the main office, I’m full of anxious energy.

The office is empty, except for one of the art guys, Lee or Lane or something like that, hunched over a graphics pad at his desk. Being one of the first in calms me and I sit in the same work space I’d used yesterday, pull out my laptop and get to work.

 

I feel someone tapping on my shoulder and I turn to find Dan behind me. “Riley, have you stopped at all today? You were one of the first in and I swear I don’t think I’ve seen you move since I got here.”

Sliding off my glasses, I rub at my gritty, tired eyes and blink up at Dan, wincing when my neck cracks. I push my fingers into the seized muscles in my neck, trying to stretch them out and glance at the clock on my laptop. It’s after six pm. “Err, honestly, I’m not sure when the last time I took a break was. I tend to lose myself in the work and I’m trying to get to grips with the game and the code you have in place, so I can attempt to do something constructive in the short time that I’m going to be here.”

“It’s only day two, Riley,” Dan says, smiling down at me. His hand is resting on the back of my chair, his fingers almost close enough to touch my exposed neck.

“Can I tempt you into joining me for dinner again?” he asks.

“Err,” I stall.

“Join me for dinner, Riley. There’s nothing worse than eating alone.”

I’m not sure if he’s talking about me or him eating alone, but before I can think about it too deeply, I find myself agreeing to his invitation, saving my work, and packing away my things while he waits for me.

We walk side by side to a vibrant Indian restaurant, then drink Cobra lager and pick at crisp poppadum’s and a fresh cucumber salad while we wait for our food to be served.

“So how are you finding Houston so far?” Dan asks.

“Well,” I say with a laugh. “So far I’ve seen my hotel, the office, two restaurants, and a coffee shop.”

Dan blushes and looks down at his plate. “I’m sorry. I’m working you too hard. It’s a beautiful city, you really should take some time to explore. Don’t come into the office tomorrow,” he says hurriedly.

“That’s not necessary, I’m teasing you.”

“Oh,” he says, his skin still flushed.

The waitress appears and places our plates in front of us. The rich spicy aroma of my curry fills the air and I sigh appreciatively.

“How does your family feel about you uprooting to Texas? I remember you mentioned that you’d planned a visit home.” Dan asks.

Taking a sip of my lager, I sigh. “I love my parents, I really do, but I get the feeling that they’re perpetually disappointed in me. I’m not like my sisters; I’m not a genius or an earth mother. I’m clumsy, a bit of a recluse, and I have terrible taste in men. No matter how much my mom and dad try to understand my decisions, they just don’t get why I quit a job at a huge, prestigious game design company. Obviously, I told them about coming here, and why I decided to take this contract rather than go visit my pregnant sister, but alas my mom was unsurprisingly disappointed in me.”

“Ahhhh, parental disappointment. I know that feeling well.”

“I thought your dad had been cool about you leaving the family business and setting up on your own?”

“My dad was, my mom and grandmother were not. They both assumed I’d fail and come crawling back with my tail between my legs. The fact that I haven’t is of the upmost annoyance to them,” he smiles and I instantly smile back.

I can’t help but notice that when he smiles his entire face changes and he looks younger and more relaxed.

“God, the food here is so good. Try this tandoori lamb, it’s just incredible,” he says, cutting off a piece of his meat and holding his fork out toward me.

I pause, and he must know that I’m about to refuse, because he pushes the fork a little closer to me. “Trust me, it’s unbelievable,” he says, his voice a little lower, a hint of persuasion hidden in his polished tone.

Leaning forward, I slide the lamb from his fork with my teeth, taking it into my mouth and chewing. He’s right, it is incredible, but the taste is almost overshadowed by the way he’s watching me and the fact that this feels like a moment. The type of thing you read about in a book or see in a movie. It’s only been a month since Greg and I broke up, but I miss the intimate moments and not just the sex. The meals together, just sitting and watching a movie or a TV show; I miss being part of a couple. Although now I really think about it, Greg and I rarely did those things together either.

Dan’s eyes hood slightly, and I feel the air change around us. I don’t know if I want to have a moment with this man; he’s my boss, I’m fresh from a breakup, and I don’t know him very well. I miss being in a relationship, but since Greg royally screwed me over, men have been completely off my radar. I do find Dan attractive, but my panties aren’t setting on fire just from looking at him. Maybe Greg broke me?

Needing to shatter the tension—or at least what feels like tension—I lean back in my chair and focus on my meal. The best thing about restaurants, especially good ones like this, is that it doesn’t seem rude to ignore your dinner companion when food this good is waiting to be eaten.

Neither of us speaks as we finish our meals and I’m glad. Dan isn’t like any of the guys I’ve dated in the last few years. On paper he should be my type: a little nerdy, intelligent, tall but not too tall, muscled but not bulky. Greg didn’t break my heart, but he definitely bruised it, and even though Dan is as far from Greg as I could get, I’m still not sure I’m ready to take a risk on a guy, especially not one that lives hundreds of miles away from New York.

When it feels like the atmosphere has dissipated, I ask him some innocuous questions on safe subjects, like game methodology, T.V. shows, and college. Nothing too deep or too personal and nothing that could be turned into flirty banter or tension-filled moments.

After dinner, dessert, and coffee, Dan insists on paying the bill, despite my argument that he paid last night. By the time we leave the restaurant, the sky is dark and the city has come to life in the way that only cities do when the sun goes down.

Dan’s driver is waiting at the curb for us again just like last night and a sudden awful thought occurs to me. “Oh no. I forgot to call Al! He said he would wait and take me back to my hotel. Oh, I feel awful, he could have gone home hours ago. I need to call him now,” I cry, fumbling with my purse trying to find my cell hidden beneath all of the other crap I have in there.

“Riley,” Dan says, putting his hand on my arm to still my movement.

I ignore him, continuing to search for my cell and cursing my ability to clean my purse of all the crumpled receipts and empty candy wrappers.

“Riley,” Dan says again, his other hand going to my shoulder, so his body is in front of me, his arms on either side of me.

“What?” I snap, jerking my head up to look at him.

“I sent Al home as soon as you agreed to go to dinner with me again.”

“Oh,” I say, suddenly becoming aware of how close his body is to mine.

The hand that was on my shoulder has somehow moved to my waist, and the other that was on my arms is now almost wrapped around me. As I blink up at him, I wonder how we ended up in what feels like an intimate position. Then I remember he was just trying to get my attention; he saw I was upset and he was trying to comfort me.

I move, trying to take a step back, to free myself from his arms, but his grip on me tightens and I swallow convulsively. Dan’s only a handful of inches taller than me, so I don’t even really have to look up to see the moment he thinks about kissing me.

We all know the look; the one a guy gives you just before he leans in to press his lips against yours. I have a moment or maybe two to decide if I want this to happen, but somehow, I wait too long. I’m too late and his soft, plump lips touch mine before I’m ready.

His kiss is soft and sweet, but a little one-sided. He pushes his lips against mine, sliding his tongue between mine without waiting to be invited, and exploring my mouth without giving me a chance to reciprocate.

He’s kissing me and he doesn’t seem bothered that I’m just along for the ride; that I’m not contributing to the kiss, but merely letting it happen. It isn’t a bad kiss, in fact I’ve definitely had worse, but the fact that I’m not sure I actually agreed to it makes me feel a little detached from the whole thing.

When his lips pull back and the kiss ends, I wait for something to hit me. Anger or lust or even annoyance at his high-handedness, but instead, I get a whole lot of nothing. What does that even mean? Over the years I’ve kissed a lot of guys and the only other time I can remember feeling this disassociated from the act was when I kissed Marshall Dubowski in the eighth grade.

It had been Homecoming, and he’d asked me to dance. My dress had swished at my sides as we swayed back and forth. When he’d given me the look, I’d pouted my lips and waited. What resulted from that pout was me losing my cherry-flavored lipgloss to Marshall’s mouth and a vivid sense of nothingness. The kiss hadn’t been bad, it just hadn’t been earth shattering either. My foot hadn’t popped like they do in the movies when the girl is kissing the man of her dreams, my knees hadn’t gone weak. It had just been a kiss.

Dan stares at me, his eyes hooded and a self-satisfied smirk twitching across his mouth. He’s obviously pleased with himself. Maybe he thinks his seduction techniques have been successful and I’ll be on my knees sucking his cock in the back of his car in a minute. I wonder what he’d say if I told him that his kiss was just kind of meh?

I don’t get a chance to speak before his hand moves to the base of my spine and he guides me forward, and into the back of the car. It takes me a moment to realize that his driver has been obediently stood holding the door open for us this entire time.

Silently, I look anywhere but at him. I know I should say something, but for the life of me I have no idea what to say. I like the idea of liking Dan, so maybe the kiss felt so lackluster because I wasn’t expecting it. Or maybe the curry and beer have dampened my senses.

As I try to list all of the ways the circumstances of the weird kiss could have affected its impact, I fail to notice the city passing by us and before I realize it, we’re outside my hotel and my chance to speak has passed. Unlike yesterday, the driver opens Dan’s door, and he climbs out then reaches his hand back into the car to help me out.

I take his hand. It seems rude to object to such a simple gesture when he’s trying to behave like a gentleman. Then I climb out and step onto the sidewalk. Surreptitiously, I try to pull my hand free from his, just in case he gets it in his head to kiss me again, but he resists my attempts to free myself, and lifts my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it again.

Goose bumps pebble up my arm. Why am I reacting to a chaste peck on the back of my hand, but felt nothing for the full-blown make-out session we had outside the restaurant? The look he gives me as he lowers my hand is pure seduction and my stomach flutters in response. As he moves away, my body arches toward him. Now, I want him to kiss me; I want to know if I’ll feel something. But I don’t reach for him or call him back. I watch as he walks away, climbs back into his expensive, chauffeur-driven car and leaves.

That night my dreams are full of spine-tingling lust and lackluster kisses, interspersed with reenactments of all of my disastrous high school dances and visions of Greg laughing at me as half-naked women paw at him. I’ve never needed coffee more when I stumble out of the hotel the next morning, my eyes barely open and my hair twisted into a messy bun held up with two pens.

“Morning, Al.” I mumble, as I climb into the front seat of the car.

“Morning. Rough night?” he asks.

I growl a low pained sound at him, and he laughs in response.

“Here, looks like you could use this,” he says, pulling a large takeaway coffee cup and a bag from a storage box on the floor.

“Marry me,” I say, eagerly taking both things from him and immediately lifting the cup to my lips and taking a long pull.

“Not sure how my wife would feel about that.”

“I’ll share,” I murmur, excitedly peering into the paper bag that’s holding a delicious looking cinnamon bun.

“There’s a Danish in the box, if you’d rather have that,” he says.

I’m already taking a bite as I shake my head; the rich, sweet, cinnamon frosting filling my mouth.

“So good,” I say between bites.

Al chuckles again, then settles back into his seat and pulls into the morning traffic. I’m pleased to find that I’m again one of the first into the office. Lee, the art guy is here, or maybe he hasn’t been home yet, because I swear he was wearing that exact outfit yesterday. The light is on in Dan’s office, but his door is shut and I have absolutely no intention of going to knock on it.

Carrying my half-full coffee cup, I settle down at the workstation I’ve now claimed as my own, pull out my laptop and get to work, making notes about the running order, the bugs and glitches I can see and my recommendations on how to correct them.

I love my job and before I know it, my stomach is growling, and my cell phone says that it’s almost six pm. I’m meeting Rosie in an hour-and-a-half and I need to go back to my hotel to get showered and changed.

I type out a quick text to Al, asking if he’s still about and if he would mind running me back to my hotel. Despite his insistence that he’s basically at my beck and call, I still can’t get used to the idea of having him just sit around and wait until I need him to take me somewhere. Surely, he could be doing something more productive, or at least more relaxing than just sitting in a car.

Dan has been ensconced in his office all day, and honestly, I’m grateful for the reprieve. I don’t for a minute think that he’s the type of guy who would try to seduce me into bending over the edge of his desk, but I still wouldn’t feel comfortable with even his most innocuous flirting here in the office.

Rising from my desk, I lift my arms above my head and stretch out my tight muscles. Working from a desk is nowhere near as comfy as working in my pjs from my bed, and after only a couple of days my body is definitely feeling the difference.

Closing the screen on my laptop, I slide it into my purse and stack together the notes I’ve made so far, sliding them in next to it.

“Riley, are you done already?” A voice asks from behind me.

Turning, I come face to face with Dan, a small scowl tipping the edges of his lips down in displeasure.

“Yep, I’m done for the day,” I say, not feeling like I need to justify why I’m leaving when everyone else in the office comes and goes as they please. “Ten hours is my limit at a desk,” I laugh.

“There’s a great Italian a couple of miles from here. I’d planned to work for a couple more hours, but I can call my driver and have him come pick us up earlier.”

The assumption in his voice instantly makes my hackles rise. “I actually have plans tonight.”

His eyebrows rise in surprise and he takes a step toward me. “Oh, I thought you’d never been to Houston before.”

It’s really none of his business what I do with my time outside of work hours, and I’m not sure I feel inclined to explain to him what I’m doing at all, but I still blurt. “I haven’t.”

“But yet you have plans,” he says, a hint of accusation clear in his tone.

My inner child bursts to life, confessing everything, just like I did whenever my parents would question me about what I was doing as a teenager. “A friend from college recently moved here. She works in the city, so we’re meeting for sushi and drinks.”

His shoulders relax and he reaches out a hand and strokes the side of my arm like he has the right to touch me. I stiffen and he notices. His hand drops and he takes a step back.

“Have a good night, Riley. I’d love to have the pleasure of your company at dinner again soon.” Then with a small, brittle smile he turns and walks away, straight back into his office, closing the door behind him.

I stare after him for a long moment. What the hell just happened? Dan and I aren’t a couple. We’ve known each other for three days, eaten dinner together twice, and shared a strange kiss. The way he’s behaving is almost possessive, when we really don’t have any history to warrant it.

My cell beeps signaling a new message, and I shake my head, pushing away my confusing thoughts about him.

Al: Outside whenever you’re ready. Al

Riley: on my way.

Dropping my cell into my purse, I glance at Dan’s office door a final time, sling my purse over my shoulder and leave. It’s Friday night and I’m meeting my girlfriend for sushi and cocktails. It’s time to forget all about my office drama and focus on the night ahead.

Al drops me at the hotel and tells me to have a good evening and to enjoy the weekend. He offers to drive me to meet Rosie, but I wave him off, telling him to go home and enjoy his time with his wife, who I now know is called Janette and who he has been married to for the last thirty-five years.

Quickly showering, I dry and style my hair, then pull on my high-waisted skinny black jeans and a gorgeous blood-red shirt that wraps around my breasts and flares out in a kimono style. My hair is long and straight, and my sisters would be proud of the dark, smoky eye I’ve managed to create.

I look hot, and as I fluff my hair in the mirror, I smile at my reflection. In college, I wouldn’t have dreamed of perfecting my eye-liner or fluffing my hair. Back then I was at my happiest holed up in my room listening to music and maybe smoking a bit of weed. These days I enjoy a good night out, a strong cocktail, and an abundance of pretty men. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still at my most comfortable in a small group of fellow geeks, but I can turn my hand to a night of woo-hoos and Mardi-Gras beads when I need to.

Sliding my room key, some bills, and my credit card into one pocket and my cell into the other, I leave the room and make my way down to the lobby, then outside into the cool evening air. Houston I’ve found is always warm, but with the sun out of the sky, the heat is sultry and teasing not oppressive. The hotel doorman offers to call me a car, but I’m a New York girl and I cross the street and flag down a cab myself. I tell the driver the name of the sushi place where I’m meeting Rosie and we arrive less than ten minutes later.

I’m a little early, so I let the hostess show me to a table for two right in the window and people watch while I sip on an Asian Pear Martini, which the server recommended and I’m thoroughly enjoying.

I spot Rosie the moment she enters the restaurant, her bright red hair impossible to miss. Pushing up from my chair, I wave, trying to get her attention. When she sees me, her face splits into an impossibly wide grin and she rushes toward me. I head for her and we meet halfway, throwing ourselves at each other in a hug that garners the attention of many of the people around us.

We loosen the hug, stepping apart slightly, so we can get a good look at each other. She’s only gotten more gorgeous and curvy since we left college, and as I appraise her, I get that twinge of jealousy that all women get when they realize how beautiful their friend really is.

“Rosie, you look fantastic.”

“So do you,” she says, her eyes a little wide. “What happened to the goth hoodies and absolutely zero makeup?”

I laugh, “I still have the hoodies, but I added a few going-out clothes into the mix too.”

Rosie giggles, the sound so girly and feminine I almost want to swoon a little. On the Kinsey scale of sexuality, I’m definitely at the heterosexual end, but I can absolutely appreciate what makes a woman beautiful and my friend is stunning.

“Well it suits you,” Rosie says. “You look hot.”

I laugh again then let go of one of her hands and guide her back to our abandoned table.

“What are you drinking?” she asks.

“It’s an Asian Pear Martini. It’s amazing. Here, try,” I offer, sliding the glass toward her.

She takes a sip then sighs. “Wow, that is good. I’m getting one.”

The server arrives at our table a second later and after Rosie orders her drink, we peruse the menu and end up ordering several different dishes to share.

“So catch me up, what have you been doing the last few years?” I say.

“Oh God, I basically finished school then worked at the newspaper in my home town until a few months ago; then I met Park, took a job at a magazine, and moved to Houston.”

“I feel like maybe you’ve missed a few things out there,” I say dryly.

She laughs, “Well, I mean obviously other stuff has happened, but that’s the highlights.”

“And you’re all loved up with this Park guy?”

She sighs and her eyes get a little dreamy. “Ridiculously loved up.”

“So, how did you meet? What does he do? When do I get to meet him?”

A shrill laugh bursts from her lips and she slaps her hand across her mouth to stifle the sound. I widen my eyes, now incredibly intrigued to hear whatever it is she’s about to tell me.

“Okay, so I actually met Park at a biker club,” she says, laughter still clear in her voice.

“A what?” I ask.

“A biker club.”

“What, like a bar?”

“No, like an actual motorcycle club clubhouse.”

My mouth falls open and I stare at my wholesome, sweet friend. “What the hell were you doing at a biker club?”

She giggles again. “It’s a long story, but Park is a member.”

My mouth moves, but no words come out. Of all the people I’ve ever met, Rosie is the person I’d say was the absolute least likely to end up in a relationship with a biker.

“Your face,” she says, grinning at me.

“Oh my god, you’re joking, aren’t you? Park is an accountant or a dentist, isn’t he?”

“Nope, not joking. He’s a tattoo artist and a member of the Doomsday Sinners MC based out of Archer’s Creek.”

“Well, holy fuck! Now I really want to meet him,” I cry.

“You might get your wish. He’ll probably insist on coming to pick me up. He hates me getting a cab back at night.”

“Does he ride a motorcycle?”

“Yes.”

“Do you ride with him?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says, a naughty grin tipping at the corners of her lips.

“Who are you and what did you do with Rosie?”

She giggles again, lifting her glass to her lips and taking a sip.

We spend the rest of the meal catching up on everything that’s happened to us in the last few years. She tells me about her job and the magazine she’s working for, and I tell her about deciding to go freelance and how I now get to work in bed in my pajamas.

“So, do you have a man in your life?” Rosie asks.

Sighing, I take a long drink of my Martini, savoring the sweetness. “I actually broke up with my boyfriend a month ago.”

“Oh no,” she cries. “Was it serious?”

Laughing bitterly, I smile. “I thought it was serious. I found out on the day we broke up that him, not so much. I’d been in an exclusive relationship; he’d been fucking everything that came near him.”

“What a dick,” Rosie hisses and I adore her sisterly outrage.

“Agreed,” I say, raising my glass to tap against hers. “So I’ve sworn off men, especially the really good-looking-and-they-know-it ones.”

She giggles but raises her glass to mine as we toast my singledom.

Once all of the sushi has been devoured and we’re just debating either getting dessert or going to get more drinks, Rosie’s cell phone rings. Pulling it from her purse, she checks the screen, then rolls her eyes. “Sorry,” she says, before she swipes at the screen and lifts it to her ear.

“Hi, friend,” she says.

I can’t hear whoever is on the other end of the call, but she listens for a minute then sighs. “I can ask.”

She pauses again, listening to the other person. “Okay, I’ll ask.” When she looks at me, she lowers her cell away from her ear. “I know this might not be your kind of thing, but there’s a party tonight at the club. Did you maybe want to go? I have a spare room you can stay in, or one of the guys can drive you back to your hotel whenever you’re ready.”

“A party at the biker club?” I ask, wanting to clarify exactly what she’s saying.

She visibly cringes. “I know, it’s not everyone’s idea of a good night and it will probably be exactly what you’re expecting. It’s fine. I’ll tell Park you don’t want to go, and we can go find a bar and get some more drinks.”

“Hell no! Let’s go to the biker party,” I say excitedly. “That’s some bucket list shit. I mean, is it like in Sons of Anarchy? Please tell me at least one of them looks like Jax Teller.”

Rosie barely manages to contain her amusement and stifle her giggles, then she lifts her cell to her ear and speaks to who I now realize is Park on the other end. “Riley’s in, shall we get a cab?” She stops speaking abruptly like she’d been interrupted. “Fine. Yes. Yes. Okay, see you in twenty minutes.”

Ending the call, she looks at me and sighs. “He’s coming to get us.”

We order another drink and the bill, then she tells me about the Doomsday Sinners MC or the Sinners as she calls them.

“They’re a family. All of the guys think of each other as brothers and some of them live together at the clubhouse. That’s where Park and I stayed until the renovations on our apartment were finished. There are two women that live at the club and they cook three big meals a day, enough for all the members if they want to eat there, and almost everyone has breakfast there every day. All the guys and a lot of their girlfriends and wives work for businesses owned by the club. It’s a huge community that behaves like a big, dysfunctional family.”

“Wow, that actually sounds kind of nice,” I say, surprised.

Rosie nods. “It is. The first time I ever went there it was with Taylor and I mean obviously she loved it, but I was terrified. I thought it was dangerous and there were just so many of these huge guys. But now I know them, I see them for exactly what they are, family. Park’s family. My family now, I suppose.”

Reaching over, I squeeze her hand. “It sounds great. They’re lucky to have you. Park’s lucky to have you.”

She scoffs slowly. “I’m lucky to have him.”

I’m happy for my friend. I’m glad she’s found Park, and unexpectedly the bikers sound nice. “I’m so happy for you,” I say. “But please tell me at least one of his pseudo brothers looks like Jax.”

Her smile widens until her eyes crinkle. “I thought you’d sworn off men?”

“I have,” I say. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t still look.”

Rosie giggles, then winks at me, “Jax Teller has nothing on these guys.”

I open my mouth to speak, but her cell rings again and I wait as she answers it. “Hi. Yeah, okay. Bye.”

She ends the call, lifts her glass to her lips and drinks the last of it. “They’re here.”

“They?” I ask, drinking the last of my drink too.

“One of the guys is with him, probably Smoke.” She says, rising to her feet and tucking her purse under her arm.

“Smoke,” I say on a laugh, “Oh my god, do they all have stupid nicknames?”

She smirks. “All of them. In fact, I think Park is the only one who doesn’t. Hmmm, I wonder why he uses his real name? I never thought about it before.” she says, her brow wrinkled in thought.

“So what are all of their real names?” I ask, as I follow her as she weaves through the tables and toward the door.

“The only one I know is Smoke. His real name is Justin, but don’t ever tell him I told you,” she says over her shoulder with a conspiratorial wink.

I snicker as we push through the door and into the night air. Having lived in New York for years, I love the way the city comes to life after dark. In the daytime, everyone moves with purpose, rushing to get from point A to point B. At night, that changes. People still have direction, but the pace is lazier and more relaxed. The sounds change too and although I can still hear the honks of horns and the noise of people and cars, there’s also the dull thud of bass, the tempo of music from a bar or club, and the laughter of the hordes of people all out for a good time on a Friday night. I love it.

Rosie grabs my arm and pulls me toward a big black truck, jacked up on huge wheels. “Bikers drive trucks?” I ask her.

She chuckles, “This belongs to the club. They have trucks and vans that anyone can use when they need to.”

As we step closer, the driver’s door opens, and a guy climbs out. He’s tall and covered in tattoos. His hair is messy and dark at the roots, but white blonde at the tips. Somehow, he’s both intimidating and friendly at the same time. His gaze is fixed on my friend and when she gets close enough, he pulls her into his arms and kisses her. When he separates himself from her lips, he turns her so her back is against his chest. She’s so tiny that her head is rested against his pecs.

“You must be Riley, I’m Park,” he says, reaching his arm over Rosie’s head to me.

I smile warmly and take his outstretched hand and shake it. “Hi, Park. Nice to meet you.”

Somehow, I hadn’t noticed the guy that had climbed out the passenger side and was now standing at the front of the truck. I’m fairly tall for a woman, but I have to tip my head all the way back to look at the new guy’s face. He must easily be well over six feet tall. He’s absolutely huge, his muscles straining against the material of his simple white cotton t-shirt.

His face is almost too pretty for such a big guy. It’s unexpected and I think I might actually gasp a little when my eyes finally settle on his face. His skin is a warm caramel color that contrasts beautifully with his dark hair. His square jaw and high cheekbones give him an almost regal appearance, that’s completely at odds with the colorful tattoos that are coating almost all of his visible skin.

His eyes hood as he takes in my body, his eyes raking from my toes upwards, until his gaze locks with mine. He’s beautiful, like a Greek god or a marble statue; gorgeous, but untouchable. Then he smirks and all thoughts of his ridiculous good looks dissolve.

Why is it that all hot guys have this smirk that tells the entire world that they know they’re hot and that they know you’re checking them out? I recognize that look, Greg wore it every day as well as his ridiculous sense of superiority. Like his good looks gave him the right to think he was better than everyone else.

God, I used to love that look. I used to think his confidence was sexy and then after we’d been together for a while, I just accepted his arrogance as part of who he was. But now I know there’s nothing remotely attractive about a man who thinks he’s the king of the goddamn world.

Asshole. The word jumps into my mind and starts to perform a musical number. This guy may look like a male model, but he’s obviously an asshole. My spine stiffens and I feel my inner bitch rising to the surface. I know I should introduce myself, play nice with this guy, even if only for Rosie’s sake, but I just can’t. He’s too similar to Greg, and that wound is too new, too raw. So instead of being polite, I go for bitchy. Offense is a good defense after all. “Do you have to buy all of your clothes at one of those Big and Tall outlets?” I ask him, smiling brightly.

His smirk slides from his face and he looks at me as if he doesn’t understand why I’m not drooling or offering to have his babies.

“Have you ever read comics?” I ask him, thinking about the show I recently watched on Netflix. “Have you ever seen the Umbrella Academy? There’s this huge guy and he’s been like injected with ape blood and it just turns him into this like huge, tall, half-ape creature,” I say, barely containing my amusement as I gesture to his broad chest and massive arms. “Oh, I’m Riley, by the way.”

He pauses and looks at me, like he has no idea what the hell is happening. My inner bitch grabs her pompoms and cheers my tiny, probably easily achieved victory at having thrown this guy off his game. But then his eyes sparkle again and he glides toward me smiling, as if he’s brushed off my barely contained insults and wants to get right back to the drooling part of the evening.

He pushes his huge paw like hand toward me and I respond, taking his hand, intent on shaking it and then maybe disinfecting mine, just in case another stupid woman has already drooled on it today.

As soon as our palms touch, he holds me tightly. “Hi, Riley, I’m Smoke.”

I stifle my laughter. Smoke. Seriously, how can a grown man introduce himself as Smoke with a straight face? He turns my hand and starts to lift it to his lips.

“Oh yeah, Rosie mentioned you. Justin, isn’t it? It’s nice to meet you.” I say.

His movements halt, my hand half-lifted to his lips, then he twists his head and throws a glare in Rosie’s direction. I’ll have to remember to apologize for throwing her under the bus later.

“It’s Smoke,” he says through gritted teeth.

“Of course,” I say, lacing my tone with sarcasm. “Cool, err pet name.” While his brow is wrinkled with confusion, I pull my hand from his and look to Rosie and Park. “You guys ready to go hit that party?” I say brightly.
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What the actual fuck?

I mean, what the actual fuck?

Who the hell is this girl, and how, in less than a minute, has she managed to throw me completely off my game? I know women, I understand women, and yet she hasn’t done anything like a normal woman would.

I know what a woman sees when she looks at me. I’m not a vain motherfucker. I don’t spend hours in the mirror staring at myself, but I know that I have the type of face and body that make panties wet. Sure, I’ve met women that aren’t interested in me, but most of the time they turn out to be lesbians.

Riley is hot and I mean smoking hot: long brown hair, fairly tall, athletic build, and wearing those naughty secretary glasses. Hell, yeah, she’s hot as fuck. But from the moment she opened her mouth, I feel like I’ve been off my game. I expect the comments about how big I am, how tall and muscled. I work hard for this body, always have. My workout is the same as it was when I was playing football and now rather than it being a necessity to be fit enough to play, I use it as a stress relief and a way to clear my mind. There’s just something mindless about being at the gym and sweating out all of my bullshit.

If she’d wanted to reach up and feel my muscles, I’d have been fine. Hell, I’ve had the first words out of a woman’s mouth be ‘lift up your shirt, so I can lick your abs’ on more than one occasion. But never, not ever in my entire life, has a hot woman asked if I have to get my clothes from a Big and Tall store.

What pisses me off even more, is that I don’t even know if she’s insulting me. Then she fucking compared me to some character from a comic or a fucking T.V. show. What did she say it was? The Umbrella Academy? Pulling my cell out of my pocket, I type it into the search bar, then open the Wikipedia link that takes me to a bio for the show. It’s about superheroes or some shit. As I scroll down to the bit about the characters, my eyes stop on the ape man guy she was talking about. He’s fucking huge and hairy as fuck. I’m not hairy!

What the hell is this bitch’s problem? Plus, she used my real name! I’m gonna kill Rosie for telling her. There are only a handful of people that get away with calling me Justin, and Riley isn’t one of them. She doesn’t even know me.

Well fuck her. She’s not that hot and there’s plenty more pussy at the club: hot, wet, and just waiting for me to get there. I’m not gonna let one stuck up hot geek get to me.

When we get to the club, I jump out the car the moment we stop, not even bothering to wave to Park before I walk away. Pushing open the doors, the crowd seems to have doubled from when we left, and the room is packed wall to wall. The music’s booming, but I still throw my arms above my head and shout “I’m back, bitches,” as loudly as I can.

The people around me cheer, raising their glasses and bottles into the air. This is it; this is my life and I fucking love it. Stepping into the melee of people, a woman instantly appears at my side, her hand sliding across my chest as she looks up at me from beneath her thick fake eyelashes.

“Hey, sexy,” she coos.

“Hey, baby,” I reply, dropping my arm across her shoulders and pulling her into my side.

“I’m Kitty.”

“Well hello, little kitty-cat; let’s get you a drink.”

She giggles, pushing herself even closer to me as I lead us through the crowd and toward the bar. I don’t wait to be served. I just reach over and grab four bottles of beer, then head toward the seats at the back of the room where I can see a few of my single brothers are seated.

I love Park, Daisy, Blade, and Echo, I really fucking do, but there’s only so much time you can spend with a group of couples. There’s so much eye-fucking and sexual tension between them, that I swear I’m gonna end up pregnant next.

No, tonight, I need to be around guys who all just want what I want. To party, to drink, and to get their dicks sucked by a stranger they never have to see again. The girl whose name I’ve already forgotten is still wrapped around me like a vine as I move through the room and sink into a deep leather couch opposite K.C., Flip, and Erickson.

The girl immediately climbs into my lap, her legs spread wide as she straddles me. She’s wearing a tight skirt that rises, so that me, as well as everyone else, can now see the tiny string thong she’s got on and the creamy white globes of her ass.

“Kitty, you here again?” Flip asks, and the girl on my lap turns her head to look over her shoulder.

“Hey, Flip,” she says, then turns her attention back to me and leans in to kiss me.

I turn my head to the side, so her lips land on my jaw, but she doesn’t falter. She kisses along my jaw and around to my ear, where she tugs at the lobe with her teeth.

I let her continue, barely paying any attention and speak to my brothers. “Where the fuck did all these people come from?” I ask.

“Fuck knows, seems like there’s a lot of new pussy in here tonight though,” K.C. says, his eyes scanning the crowd like a predator.

“You got something special you fancy on the menu tonight?” I ask, as the girl starts to grind her pussy against my lap. My dick isn’t even twitching, exhibitionism isn’t something that turns me on. I like to fuck, but I don’t need anyone to be watching to get off and right now this bitch trying to dry hump my dick is doing absolutely nothing for me.

I look over my shoulder to where Flip is sitting and find his eyes fixed firmly on her ass and where her thong is, I’m guessing, wet. I’m assuming by his greeting to her that they’ve probably fucked. I don’t care, my brothers all wrap their dicks and so do I. I couldn’t give a fuck that one of my brothers had his dick in her, she’s not mine.

Leaning down, I whisper into her ear. “Flip’s watching you; he can see how wet you are. Is that for me, or because you’ve got an audience?”

“Both,” she whispers back.

“You could give them a show. Get yourself all wet and ready for me, then I’ll take you outside and you can ride my dick until you scream.”

I can hear her raspy inhale and I know she’s so hot I could probably blow on her and make her come. She slides off my lap, then leans forward, her legs together, her ass bare and pushed out toward the guys opposite us. Her lips touch my cheek, then she straightens, turns around and sits back down in my lap, her legs spread wide, her thong covered pussy open to the appraising eyes of my brothers.

Flip looks up and his eyes catch mine. There’s a heat in his and I know he wants me to pass her over to him. Where I don’t like an audience, Flip loves it. An exhibitionist through and through, I’ve seen him bend a woman over the bar right there surrounded by partygoers and just whip his dick out and go to town. He has zero inhibitions and right now the show that she’s about to give him is driving him crazy.

She hooks her one leg across mine and starts to ride my thigh, grinding her pussy against my jeans as she moans out her approval. Her hand slides across her bare thigh, then between her legs. She drops her head back onto my chest so I can watch as her fingers delve beneath the fabric of her thong and start to circle and rub at her clit.

Her hips are moving, rubbing her core against me as her fingers tease at her clit. She moans softly, and I feel the anticipation of her rising orgasm as her muscles tense and her back arches, pushing her shoulders harder into my chest.

Her mouth parts when she dips a finger lower and penetrates herself. Then she rises and falls, slowly riding her own hand. Her other hand drops into her lap and she rubs at her clit while she moves the hand between her legs lower and I see three fingers disappear. She stops grinding on my leg and focuses on fucking herself with her fingers, sliding up and down on them as her head falls back.

I hadn’t realized he’d moved until Flip is above me. His hands dip to the girl’s waist and he rips her thong so we can all watch as she fucks herself with her fingers. He quickly lowers himself back down to his seat and lifts his beer to his lips as he settles in for the show.

The girl is panting and moaning as she buries her fingers deeper into her cunt, almost fisting herself as she bounces up and down and rubs at her clit. I feel the moment her orgasm hits, when her body tenses and she cries out, still slamming her fingers in and out of her cunt as she rides out the pleasure. Eventually her movements still and she relaxes against my chest, her fingers still buried deep inside herself.

“Thanks for the show, baby,” I whisper against her ear. “Now go get yourself cleaned up.”

She slowly twists to look up at me. “I thought you wanted me to ride your dick?” she purrs.

“Nah, I think I’m good,” I say, winking at her to soften the rejection.

Her brow furrows like she doesn’t understand. She opens her mouth to speak, but Flip’s voice stops her.

“Do you know how good it would feel if I fucked your ass while you fucked your kitty with your fingers, little pussy cat?”

She looks to me again, as if she’s expecting me to object, but I just smile. Her show was entertaining and all, but my desire to fuck her has all but evaporated. She looks back to Flip and licks her lips. He smiles at her and she pulls her hand from between her legs and rises to standing. Flip immediately drops an arm across her shoulders and leads her away, glancing over his shoulder and blowing me a kiss just before they move around the corner and disappear from sight.

“What the fuck is up with you?” K.C. demands, staring at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “That girl was practically panting for you and you just gave her to Flip. What the fuck?”

“Wasn’t feeling it. I’ll pick another out later. Right now, I just want to sit and enjoy a beer with my brothers for a while,” I say, raising my bottle into the air.

K.C. snorts and shakes his head. “Pussy comes too easy for you, brother, if you’re pushing off wet and down to fuck ones without a care. I can’t wait until you find a golden cunt that won’t give you the time of day.”

“Fuck and you,” I say flipping him the middle finger, then tipping my bottle back and finishing the last of it. The music swells and my eyes are drawn to the patch of floor that’s become a makeshift dance floor. About ten women fill the space, their hands in the air, their bodies moving to the music. I recognize a few of them and then I spot Rosie, her red hair making her impossible to miss, and next to her is Riley. Her hands are at her neck, lifting her hair up with her fingers as she slowly pushes her hands into the air and lets her head fall back, lost in the rhythm. Her hips are swaying, her ass high and tight and round moving to the beat. She’s in tight jeans and a red shirt. It’s not as provocative as most of the other women here tonight, but just the glimpse of her tits beneath the wrap front is a tease.

She’s not paying attention to the crowd around her, she’s lost in the music. She smiles, then dips her head to Rosie and says something to her. Both women start to laugh and for a split-second I’m mesmerized. Then I remember that she’s a bitch and I force myself to look away.

I do my best not to look for her again. I don’t know if it’s because she didn’t react to me that I’m so wound up, or that I’m just not used to being around someone that doesn’t know me and is so openly hostile, but something about her bothers me.

I’m agitated. I don’t remember the last time I felt like this, but I need to burn off some energy, and on a Friday night in a room full of bikers, and bitches that like to fuck bikers, sex is the most obvious solution.

Scanning the crowd for something that tickles my fancy, again my eyes fall on Riley. She’s stood near the bar with Rosie and Dove, chatting animatedly about something. My dick surges to life. What the fuck?! Forcing my eyes to move on, I spot a sexy, curvy brunette only ten feet from Riley. She’s new, or at least new to me, and before I make the conscious decision to do it, I’m on my feet and skirting my way through the packed room.

I try not to look, but I can’t help myself. Glancing to my right, my eyes lock with Riley’s and she straightens, then narrows her eyes at me angrily. I glare right back at her, never looking away until I reach the brunette’s side. When I get there, I lean down and whisper into her ear. She spins to face me and the moment she looks up, I know she wants me, they all do. It’s almost too easy, and something makes me glance back to the only available woman in the room who isn’t interested. Riley’s still looking at me, and I wink at her, right before I lean down again and place a light kiss against the brunette’s neck.

“You ready?” I ask her.

She nods and reaches for my hand. I smile at her, turn, and take one last look at Riley, then lead the brunette out of the club and into my truck. We go to her place. Two hours later I can still feel Riley’s gaze on me.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Oh my god!!

My eyes feel like they’re glued together, there’s something sticking in the side of my face and I think I might be dead. In the split-second that it takes me to discover I’m unfortunately still alive, everything that happened last night floods into my mind.

Going to a biker club, telling Rosie she was a lucky bitch for having a guy with an accent, dancing and drinking and dancing some more. Justin leaving with a girl that I swear had just arrived with a different guy only five minutes before. Riding on the back of a guy called Lord’s bike and then nearly falling off the back of Lord’s bike when I tried to do the flying thing from Titanic without Leonardo DiCaprio behind me to stop me from falling off.

Shit, I’m a sloppy drunk.

My head feels like someone is banging on it with a sledgehammer, and I’m not entirely sure where I am. Slapping at my eyes with my hands, I discover that the thing that’s sticking into my face is in fact my glasses. I pull them off, dropping them next to me and carefully rub at my eyes until I feel brave enough to open them and let the world back in again.

Without my glasses the room is blurred, but even through my fuzzy vision I still know that this isn’t my bedroom at home, or my hotel room. Oh crap, am I alone? Carefully, I roll onto my back and my heart starts beating again when I realize that the rest of the bed is empty and unslept in. Thank God. Pushing my glasses back onto my face, I look around me and see framed pictures of Rosie and Taylor on graduation day and another of a huge group, me included, smiling back at the camera, all young and fresh-faced.

Climbing out of bed, I glance down at the t-shirt and short pjs I’m wearing. I’m guessing they’re Rosie’s, but I have no memory of putting them on or getting into bed. Opening the door into the rest of the apartment, I spot Rosie curled into a ball on the couch, a blanket pulled up to her chin, while Park is in the kitchen looking as fresh as a fucking daisy.

“Morning,” he calls when he spots me.

I grunt, incapable of speech. Rosie lifts her head off the couch to look at me, then promptly drops her head back down and grunts to me in reply. Crossing the room, I climb onto the couch next to her feet and pull the blanket over me too, lying my head down at the opposite end to hers.

“Look at the state of you pair,” Park says with a snicker. Crossing the room, he places two cups of coffee on the table in front of us. “Coffee will sort you both out. Sorry, Riley, I didn’t know how you took it, but by the looks of you I think black is probably your best bet today.”

I try to nod, but the movement makes my head hurt even more, so I try not to make any sudden movements, reach for the coffee and bring it to my lips, trying not to spill it down Rosie’s t-shirt. Park walks away laughing lightly then returns a moment later with a bottle of Advil. Shaking two out, he passes them to me, then does the same for Rosie. She doesn’t move and with a laugh, Park kneels down beside the couch and gently pushes her hair back from her face.

“Come on, you wee drunken monkey. Sit up, get some coffee down you, and take some Advil. You’ll feel better once breakfast comes.”

Rosie doesn’t say a word, and for a moment I think she’s either ignoring him or she’s gone back to sleep. Then she uncovers her arms from under the blanket and Park takes them, lifting her easily into an upright position, before handing her the tablets and her coffee.

It’s ten minutes later before either of us speaks again. “What the fuck did we drink last night?” she rasps.

“I have no idea, but apparently we drank a lot of it. I haven’t felt this hungover since college.”

“I don’t remember getting home,” she admits, finally turning her head and looking at me.

“Me neither, I had to check I was in bed alone,” I say.

She smiles, then starts to laugh, quickly stopping and grabbing her head. “Arggh, my head.”

I try to nod and agree, but my head is killing me too, so I close my eyes tight and try to ignore the rolling of my stomach. When the door flies open, banging into the wall with a loud crash, we both groan in unison.

“Watch the fucking wall,” Park shouts to whoever is being incredibly fucking noisy.

“Sorry, my bad,” a deep voice says. “I keep forgetting there’s a wall there now.”

“Did you bring the food?” Park asks.

“Course, can’t beat a breakfast sub.” The voice says.

Whoever it is sounds vaguely familiar, but I can’t place it, and honestly, I don’t really care who it is as long as they shut up and stop talking.

“Fuck, the state of these two.” The voice says, full of amusement.

“Fuck off, Justin,” Rosie growls.

Justin. Oh hell, it would have to be him wouldn’t it? I can’t deal with douchebag when I’m this hungover. Forcing my eyes to open, I look up at him. He seems even bigger in the daylight, practically filling the entire apartment.

“Wow, sis, you’re sassy when you’re hungover,” he says, lowering himself into a chair and dropping a large paper bag onto the table.

The couch depresses and I open my eyes just wide enough to see Park scoop Rosie up and then settle back down in her spot, placing her into his lap. “Rosebud, you need to eat, then you can nap,” he says.

She grunts, then nods, holding out her hands. Park chuckles then reaches into the paper bag and pulls something wrapped in waxed paper and foil and places it in her hands.

“You too, Riley, eat. Some breakfast grease will sort you right out,” he says, offering an identically wrapped package to me.

I take it and slowly unwrap it, my hands uncoordinated and shaking slightly. The smell of bacon and warm bread hits me, and I sigh. Within minutes, we each have a breakfast sub and the room is silent except for the sounds of rustling papers.

When I’ve eaten it all, I crumple my wrapper into a ball and drop it into the empty bag. Patting my full stomach, I grab my coffee mug and flop back against the couch. I can feel someone’s eyes on me and I look up to find Justin staring at me, his gaze a little smug and full of amusement.

“So how was your first biker party?” he asks.

I don’t know what it is, but something about his beautiful face makes me want to wipe that smug grin right off it. He looks nothing like my asshole ex. Greg had been blond-haired and blue-eyed, but the arrogance that exudes from Justin is exactly the same. I’ve been around attractive men my entire life. I have two older brothers who have plenty of good-looking friends. I’ve had boyfriends and so have my sisters. I’m not a stranger to dealing with overly-confident assholes, but this breakup has made my tolerance disappear. It’s probably completely unfair to take out my anger at my ex on Justin or Smoke or whatever his name is, but these types of guys are all the same.

“Good, thanks.” I say, answering his question with as few words as possible.

“By the look of your hangover this morning, I’d say it was more than good,” he says with a laugh.

God when he laughs, he gets dimples. Dimples! How is that fair? I wonder if they were there last night and I just missed them because it was dark.

“I should get back to my hotel,” I say, now that the fog of my hangover is starting to fade.

“What? Why?” Rosie asks.

“Why are you in a hotel?” Justin asks.

I look from him to Rosie then back to him again. “I live in New York. I’m just here on a two-month contract to a local company.” I say, then look to Rosie. “I don’t have any clothes or anything. I need to get dressed.”

“What do you do?” Justin asks, his huge arms spilling over the side of the chair he’s sat in.

“I’m a freelance game designer.”

“What kind of games?” he asks, looking genuinely interested.

“First-person RPG mainly.”

“Anything I would have heard of?”

“It depends on how many computer games you play,” I reply, then rattle off a few of the games I’ve worked on in the last year.

“Wow, that’s impressive. Smart and beautiful,” Justin says, then winks at me.

He winked at me! Seriously, who does that wink actually work on? Definitely not someone as hungover as me, who looks and feels like crap. Scowling at him, I uncurl myself from the couch and stand up. The room starts to spin as soon as my feet touch the floor and I throw out an arm to steady myself.

“Don’t go,” Rosie whines. “Throw on your jeans and I’ll lend you a shirt. I don’t remember half of last night, so it doesn’t count as a proper catch up.”

“I should really get back,” I say.

“No, come on. I haven’t even shown you around the town. Spend the day with me, and one of the guys will drive you back to your hotel later,” she says, pouting adorably and fluttering puppy-dog eyes at me.

“Okay, fine,” I concede and flop back down onto the couch.

“Yay,” Rosie cheers, then with an exhale she sinks back into Park’s chest. “So maybe we should have a little nap first, then the tour later.”

I nod and both guys laugh at us.

“I gotta get to work,” Justin says, pushing himself up from the chair until he’s yet again filling the entire room with his mammoth body.

“Any first day nerves?” Rosie asks, sipping from her cup.

“Nah, it’s not like I haven’t done it all before.” Justin says nonchalantly, but I can hear the edge of doubt under his words.

“New job?” I ask. As soon as my words are out, I curse myself for my curiosity. I don’t know this guy and have no interest in changing that. From the very little I’ve seen, he’s just like Greg, an overly-confident jerk and I’ve been there and done that. I don’t need another toxic person like that in my life.

“Sort of, a promotion really,” he says.

“What do you do?” Why does my mouth keep making words? I don’t care what he does and asking any question to a guy like this will probably make him think I want to fuck him.

“I was in security. My new job is trainee manager. I’ll take over as full-time manager when Grits leaves.”

“Grits?” I ask, wondering again where the hell they come up with these godawful nicknames.

“She’s the manager, but her first grandbaby is on the way, so she wants to give up the club to be there to help out once the baby is here.”

“What kind of club?” I ask, “Is it in Houston?” Again with the questions. Why can’t I keep my mouth shut?

Justin laughs, and out pop his dimples again, but he shakes his head. “No, it’s in the next town over. It’s a strip club.”

A strip club. Of course it is. “Wow, okay then.”

“What?” he asks, his dimples fading and his eyes narrowing slightly.

I’m being a bitch. So what if this guy is incredibly good-looking? He’s not Greg and there’s no real excuse for me to be mean to him, but I just can’t help myself. He works at a strip club and last night he had one girl grinding all over his lap and then later he just walked up to a woman, whispered in her ear and left with her hands all over his ridiculously large chest. I bet he has a girlfriend holed up somewhere too, that has no idea he’s such a manwhore. I hate guys like this.

“Nothing,” I say.

He tilts his head and assesses me, but when I look away and concentrate on my cup, he moves past me, leans down and kisses the top of Rosie’s head. “See you guys later. Nice to meet you, Riley.”

I nod but don’t speak and a moment later I hear the click as the door closes. He’s gone.

The moment he leaves, I‘m filled with guilt at being a bitch to a guy who has really only been polite and a little flirty with me. I feel bad. I’m not normally a judgmental person. I don’t know Justin and I’m assuming he’s an asshole just because he’s attractive. I hadn’t realized how angry and bitter I still am, but something about that guy just seems to bring all of the hurt out of me. Next time I see him I should apologize. None of this is his fault and despite how I’m behaving toward him, bitch isn’t my usual setting.

I spend the rest of the day with Rosie and Park. They really are the cutest couple. They show me around the town and then Park borrows the truck he used last night to drive me back into the city.

“Do you think you’ll look for a short-term rental or just stop in the hotel while you’re here?” Rosie asks as we drive away from Archer’s Creek.

“I’ll probably just stay at the hotel; it’s easy, and close to the office. Since I got here, I’ve been keeping long hours at work; there’s so much to do and I’m only here for two months. So I’m going in early and working late. I’m not used to keeping office hours, but Dan wants me in the office every day. It’s part of my contract.”

“Dan’s your boss?” Rosie asks.

“Yeah, Dan Winters. He’s been really nice so far. He took me to dinner the first two nights I was here, and he asked me again last night, but I said no because I already had plans with you.”

“Dinner, like a business meal, or dinner like a date?” she asks, her eyes twinkling a little mischievously.

I feel my cheeks turn pink. “A little of both,” I admit.

“Has something happened between you guys? Is he hot?” She asks, twisting around in her seat to look at me.

“Yeah, he’s hot; in a geeky, rich kid way.”

“So, has anything happened?” she asks again.

“Err, he kissed me.” I reply, my brow furrowing as I remember my lackluster response to his lips on mine.

“Was it bad?” she asks as she studies my face.

“It wasn’t bad…”

“But it wasn’t good?” she questions.

Sighing, I glance out of the window at the passing scenery, then back to her. “It was meh.”

“Oh,” she says.

“What the fuck does ‘meh’ mean?” Park asks.

I laugh at the sound of the word in his accent. “It means that it was just okay; not bad, but not good either.”

“So are you going to go out with him again?” Rosie asks.

“I’m not sure I actually agreed to go out with him in the first place. We were at dinner. We talked about work and other random stuff, then when we were getting in the car to leave, he just kissed me.” I say, talking with my hands as I think about him kissing me. There are no butterflies, or anger, just a little surprise and a whole lot of meh.

“Had he been flirting?” Rosie asks.

“No. I mean I don’t think he had. If he was flirting it was subtle, not like winking or cheesy compliments,” I say, thinking about Justin’s overtly flirtatious behavior.

“Is he being a creeper with it?” Park asks, “I can go and have a word if he is.” he says, his eyes finding mine in the rear-view mirror.

I laugh. “No, he’s not being creepy, but I appreciate the offer.”

“I understand why you’ve decided to stay in the city, but I wish we had more time to catch up. I’m in the city three days a week, so we could meet for lunch?” Rosie suggests.

“I usually work straight through lunch, but I’d love to have dinner again one night.”

“Perfect. I’ll text you once I work out my schedule for the week and maybe you could come back to Archer’s Creek this weekend? There’s a BBQ at the club on Saturday; the food will be amazing,” she says excitedly. “Then you can meet Nikki and maybe even Liv, if Echo lets her out of the house.”

I wrinkle my brow a little concerned. “Why wouldn’t she be allowed out of the house?”

“She’s pregnant and her husband Echo is being super caveman protective about her. Something happened when she first came to town and she got hurt, so he’s a little crazy about keeping her safe now, especially when she’s so close to giving birth.”

I nod. “A BBQ sounds like fun, but maybe not quite as many drinks next time.”
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The club is quiet and empty when I arrive. I’ve been here before it’s opened before, but this morning it feels different, momentous almost. This is my first day as the official trainee manager. I know some people would baulk at adding the trainee to their title, but fuck, I’ll take it and wear it with pride.

Grits might be a little woman, but she’ll leave behind her some really fucking big shoes to fill. I want to make sure I’m confident I’ve learned everything I need to know before I take off the training wheels title.

Using my key, I unlock the door and push it open, taking in the smell of too much perfume, mixed with beer and sweat. Yeah boy, that right there is the smell of success. I smile to myself as I close the door behind me, making sure that the lock clicks into place so it can only be opened from outside with a key. I definitely don’t want to be the reason the place gets robbed on my first day as the almost boss.

Walking through the empty bar, I spot a couple of cleaners on the far side of the room by the stage. One’s cleaning the tables, while the other sweeps up the previous night’s glitter and confetti. I call hello to them, then walk behind the bar and back toward Grits’ office.

The door is ajar, but I still knock on the frame and wait for her to look up from her desk before I walk in and sit down in a chair. “Morning, boss.”

“Morning,” she replies. “Good night last night?”

I shrug, flashing a knowing smile her way.

“Yeah, I know that look. You better be wrapping that dick of yours. With the amount of pussy you get, it’ll fall off if you’re not taking care of that shit.”

“No glove, no love, baby,” I say.

Grits tries to stay stern, then she laughs, shaking her head. “Who was the girl with Park’s old lady? I didn’t recognize her.”

“She went to college with Rosie; her name’s Riley,” I say with a scowl.

“You don’t like her?” Grits asks.

“More like she doesn’t like me.”

“Why, did you fuck her then never call?” Grits asks with a grin.

“Nope, but that would make more sense. Only met her last night and she was bitchy as fuck.”

“Maybe you look like her ex?” Grits offers.

I don’t know why, but the thought of Riley having an ex that looks like me, pisses me off. A memory of the way she looked last night as she danced pops into my mind. She’s fucking gorgeous and my dick starts to thicken just thinking about how her hips swayed to the music, how they would move if she was riding my dick.

Shaking off the unwanted image, I concentrate on Grits and my new job. I need to learn everything I can so I can do this job and make her proud. When I told Puck about my promotion and not training with him anymore, he’d been gracious about it all and maybe a little relieved. Perhaps he’d seen how bored and miserable I was after only one day in his cave.

Either way, I’m all in with this job. I need it and I hope Grits knows that. “So what’s the plan for today, teach?” I ask.

We spend the next few hours walking through her daily routine, from checking the floats, to receiving orders and managing the girls’ schedules. By opening time, I’m energized and buzzing with all the things I’ve learned about the day to day running of the club that I’d never considered before. The main floor is still quiet, but the place never picks up speed until after the local factories close for the day. A couple of the girls are running new acts and although there aren’t many people here, it’s going over well and I take note that it might be worth moving it to a more prime time next week.

Unlike normal strip clubs who repeat the same acts each night, at Beavers we have a rotating schedule over a two-week period, and although we have a core group of regular girls that each work four or five nights a week, we also have special acts that perform all over the state and come in once a week or once a fortnight.

Beavers is, despite the nature of the business and the name of the club, a pretty classy place. We pay the girls well, don’t tolerate anyone with a drug or alcohol addiction, and generally keep a pretty clean business. I’m not stupid enough to be oblivious to the fact that some of the girls turn tricks on the side, but at the end of the day we’re not pimps and this isn’t a brothel. All of the girls here are responsible for their own shit, and really it’s their lives and their bodies so who are we to comment?

Standing behind the bar, I survey the large space, like a lion scanning its territory. I’ve always liked this place, even the douchebag customers aren’t too bad most of the time.

“Hey, Smoke.” Lana says as she walks behind the bar, heading to hang up her purse in the small staff room next to Grits’ office.

“Hey, Lana. The new schedule is up on the board. Let me know if you need to move around any of your shifts if they don’t work with Cordon’s sitter,” I say.

“Wow, I heard you’d been promoted to the almost bossman, congratulations,” she teases.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m just learning the ropes.”

“You’re gonna do great,” she says sweetly, pushing up onto her tiptoes and kissing me on the cheek before she passes me and goes into the back.

I head for backstage to check on the girls who will all start to drift in within the next fifteen minutes. Only a couple of the girls actually start at the time the club opens, then the rest stagger their arrivals so there aren’t ten girls all trying to get ready at the same time and just sitting around. Strippers are generally high maintenance, high strung, and sometimes just plain nightmares, and the best way to prevent cat fights is to make sure that they don’t all have to be in the same place at the same time for long.

Pushing into the changing rooms, I take in the array of tits and ass on display. These girls are strippers; they don’t care about nudity, and after working here for years I don’t look twice at them either.

“Ladies,” I say, announcing my arrival.

A chorus of congratulations hits me as all of the girls move toward me as one. A shower of glitter is thrown at me and the longest running girl, Candy, presents me with a pink-frosted cupcake.

“Congratulations, sweetie,” she says, holding the cake out for me to take.

I laugh, throwing my arm around whoever is curled into my side and smiling widely. “Thanks guys, this is awesome,” I say, lifting the cake to my lips and licking off a big chunk of the frosting.

“We’re so pleased for you; we all hated the thought of you leaving us,” Heather says. The oldest woman here, she’s only in her mid-thirties. She’s still beautiful, but as demand for her private dances has dwindled, she’s taken on more of a mother hen role. Now she looks after the new girls when they start and helps to choreograph the new routines.

“Aww, ladies, you’ll make me cry,” I say. “I’m pretty fucking happy to be staying too. That being said, as your new almost boss, I gotta tell you, clubs filling up, you guys need to get ready.”

My words get a few laughs, a few digs at ordering them around before I’m even a day into my promotion and a few good-natured boos. As I shake the glitter from my hair and carry my pink cupcake in my hand, I smile. I fucking love this place and I’m so glad I don’t have to leave.

The rest of the night passes quickly, and I love that for once I’m not just the guy paid to look scary. I spend my hours here sorting out issues, helping behind the bar when we have an unexpected surge of customers, and generally being a part of the business. In the past, I’ve tried to help out where I can, but my job was to be alert, to make sure the customers were behaving themselves, and that everyone was keeping their hands off the girls. Tonight, it was fucking amazing to feel like I really contributed to making sure the night was a success.

Like every other night, I wait for the last customers to leave, then Grits talks me through the end of night routine, showing me the accounting package they use and making me memorize the codes for the safe, where the cash is stored until the next morning when it’s banked.

“Any more money gone missing?” I ask.

“Not this week,” she says, her eyes sad. “It’s not every day, or every week. It’s so weird. I’m starting to wonder if I’m imagining it.”

“If you want, I can go over the figures in the morning and see if a fresh set of eyes will help?”

Grits looks at me and a slow smile spreads across her lips. “That would be really great. Let’s get everything shut down so we can get home, it’s late.”

Like always, I follow her home, then drive away when Anders opens their front door to greet his old lady. Sleep comes easy and as my eyes drift shut there’s a huge fucking grin on my face.
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I wake with a start, a light sheen of sweat coating my body and the sheets tangled around my legs. Hot need pulses between my thighs and I pant, still a little consumed by the dirty, dirty dream I was just having.

Flashes of my dream burst into my thoughts. A body on top of mine. Hips pumping as I writhe beneath him. Muscles tense beneath my hands as he pushes me closer and closer to what I know is going to be a mind-blowing orgasm.

The dark hotel room closes in around me and I squirm on the bed, my body dissatisfied that my dream ended before I could come. I roll to my side, hoping to go back to sleep, to fall back into the erotic dream, but again I’m left wanting when my body refuses to cooperate. I know I could get up, take a shower and go get breakfast before work, but my skin is tingling, urging me to finish things, to quell this need inside of me.

Before I even make a conscious decision, I’m off the bed and rooting through my case for the little bag of self-love goodies I brought with me. Selecting my favorite vibrator, I rush back to the bed and slide beneath my sheets. Twisting the base of the vibe until it bursts to life, the buzzing noise and the vibration against my hand has me inhaling excitedly, anticipating the relief I know is coming.

I close my eyes, allowing the visions from my dream to seep back into my thoughts. Sliding the toy between my legs, I rub it along my sex gently, teasing myself with the vibrations across my sensitive skin.

Testing how turned on the dream has made me, I dip the tip of the vibe into my sex and it glides with ease through my wetness. Bringing it back up to my clit, I circle the sensitive bud, gasping as the vibration pulses through me. Then I move it lower, slowly pushing the toy into my pussy.

The pink, vibrating dildo is the perfect size and within moments I feel full, the head hitting that spot inside of me that makes my toes curl. The best things about masturbating is that I know exactly what to do to make myself feel good and as I slowly slide the toy back out, then push it back inside of me, I tilt my hips making sure that it hits the spot again and again.

I allow my mind to wander back to the scene of my dreams and the toy becomes the guy in my fantasy. It’s not me fucking myself with a sex toy; it’s him, sliding in and out of me, pushing me toward completion as his huge, toned body moves between my legs.

I imagine him whispering dirty things into my ear, telling me how tight my pussy is, how it belongs to him. How he’s gonna fuck me until I’m screaming, then flip me over and start all over again, until I’m so well fucked all I can do is lie there and let him take me as I scream his name.

His words send me higher and higher, his dick thrusting into me a little harder and quicker. I push up onto the balls of my feet, lifting my butt from the mattress and changing the angle until I’m almost there, the pleasure I’m grappling for right there waiting to crash over me.

The man fucking me grips my ass, squeezing me until it’s almost painful and he fucks me, harder and hard until I come, panting and moaning. He lifts his head from my neck while his back arches and he releases inside of me. Our eyes lock and his beautiful face looks down at me. “Oh, Justin,” I rasp, right before we collapse together, a pile of sweaty limbs and ragged breaths.

When my breathing slows, I open my eyes, banishing my fantasy and coming back to reality with a horrified intake of breath. I just had a sex dream about Justin the biker.

Hours later, the image of his huge, ridiculous body looming over mine while he fucked me stupid is plaguing my thoughts. I’ve been working on autopilot all freaking day and I genuinely have no idea why one dirty dream is haunting me so much.

This isn’t the first time I’ve had a sex dream starring someone I’d never actually consider sleeping with in real life. As a teenager, I had a series of particularly disturbing dreams featuring my brother’s best friend, a guy literally old enough to be my dad. But something about having a wet dream about Justin is really messing with my mind. Maybe it’s because he’s so pretty, or maybe it’s because I feel a bit shitty about how I treated him this weekend. I really don’t know him and because he reminded me of my last boyfriend the douche-whore, I was Bitchy McBitchpants to a complete stranger.

“Riley,” Dan says from behind me, pulling me from my post-sex-dream analysis.

I turn in my seat to look at him, flashing him a fake smile. “Dan, hi.”

Dan was already in his office when I got in this morning, but even though his door was open and he tends to be in and out talking to his team, this is the first time we’ve spoken today. I kind of like that even though I’m having to work from the office, rather than at home like I prefer, no one is bugging me to chat or gossip.

In a week or so, I’ll have reviewed most of the game and I’ll have to start interacting with the coders, but at the moment I’m still free to completely immerse myself in line after line of code.

“How’s your day so far?” he asks.

I glance at the time on my laptop and realize that it’s after six already, and yet again I haven’t stopped or eaten all day. “Wow, I can’t believe it’s so late already. Today really flew by.”

Dan laughs and a cute blush fills his cheeks. “I noticed you haven’t eaten today. Would you join me for dinner?”

“Sure, that would be great,” I say, and I almost mean it. I like Dan; he’s a good boss, but I feel a little uncomfortable about our kiss. I hadn’t been expecting it. Sure, there had been moments when I’d thought he was flirting with me, but most of the time he behaves like I’m nothing more than a member of his staff. When he’d pressed his lips against mine, it had been a shock, and now I don’t really know how to act around him. If he was flirting with me, I’d know how to behave, I’d be okay. But either he’s super subtle or he’s just not very good at it; or of course, it could be that he’s not interested and I’m seriously over-thinking this.

Dan’s face breaks into a wide smile and I suddenly realize that maybe it doesn’t matter either way. I can just go to dinner, relax, and enjoy myself; he really is pretty cute after all. He waits as I pack up my laptop and slide everything into my purse, then we leave the office together. He places his hand on the base of my spine as we wait for the elevator and I stiffen, trying not to over-think the familiarity of his touch.

“I thought we might try a place a buddy of mine recommended if that’s okay?”

“Sure, as long as it’s not Ethiopian food. I had a bad experience a few years back,” I say with a teasing smile.

“Shoot, I was planning to take you for Ethiopian food tomorrow.” Dan says, teasing me right back.

I laugh and begin to relax. Dan is exactly the type of guy I should go for. He’s nothing like Greg and we have so much in common. Deciding to give the lackluster kiss and his possible flirting the benefit of the doubt, I let him guide me through the lobby and out to his car. He slides in next to me, then waits for the driver to close the door before he speaks.

“How was your weekend?” He asks.

“It was good. I met up with the friend I was telling you about on Friday night. The night got a little crazy and I ended up staying at her place outside the city.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“It was, although my hangover the next morning told me I had a little too much fun,” I say with a grimace.

There’s a flash of disapproval in his features. Then it’s gone and instead he smiles at me and I wonder if maybe I imagined it. After the driver gets in, we glide effortlessly through the evening traffic and pull to a stop outside a modern looking restaurant facade, with statement metal doors and a kind of steampunk vibe that I instantly love.

“This place looks awesome,” I say, turning to Dan once I’ve climbed from the car.

He inhales, his eyes scanning the entrance and then swallows before nodding and flashing me a pained smile. I can tell that he obviously doesn’t like this place and I almost want to suggest we find somewhere else to eat. But the graffiti art on the walls mixed with the eclectic steampunk features is calling me to go and experience it.

“Shall we?” Dan says, ever the gentleman, and I nod and excitedly let him open the door for me to walk inside.

We’re seated at a booth by a costumed hostess and handed engraved metal menus. Dan is obviously uncomfortable, but he’s a good sport about it and even picks a themed drink when the waitress returns to take our orders.

“You had no idea this was a themed restaurant, did you?” I ask him, fighting to hide my smile.

“I didn’t,” he says with a grimace.

“Do you really hate it? We can leave and find somewhere else to eat?” I offer.

“It’s fine. Plus I can tell you really want your Drunken Earl and I wouldn’t deprive you of what I’m guessing is maybe a luminous green steaming cocktail.”

I can’t help the giggle that escapes. “I’m sorry. I’m not really laughing at you; more the look on your face.”

He cringes again, then rests his elbow on the table and leans his chin into his hand. “Have you decided if you want to stay in the hotel while you’re here, or would you like me to look for a short-term rental for you? My father’s company have some corporate apartments in the building I live in. If you’d like, I could see if any of them are available. We could be neighbors,” he says, looking up at me and freezing me to the spot with the intensity in his eyes.

Swallowing, I slowly blink, allowing my eyes to take in his handsome face. A wave of something crashes between us. It’s not lust, but more awareness and intrigue. I lick my lips and his gaze drops to watch my movement. A single butterfly bursts to life in my stomach and maybe if he kissed me tonight, I’d feel it.

Our drinks arrive and I’m jolted back to reality. “Err,” I say, needing a moment to center my thoughts. “I’ll probably just stay in the hotel. Moving into an apartment seems like a lot of effort when I’m only here for a few weeks and I plan to spend most of my time at the office.

I think he looks a little disappointed, but I’m not sure. “You need to remember to eat. I don’t think I saw you move from your computer at all today. Perhaps tomorrow, I could order something in and we could both force ourselves to take a break, together,” he says, as he takes a sip of his drink.

“Are you flirting with me?” I ask, regretting my bluntness the moment the words fall from my mouth.

“A little,” he replies before I get the chance to tell him to ignore me.

I smile as I look at him across the table, and that single lonely butterfly suddenly has a friend.

The meal is delicious and hilarious, especially when a floor show of jugglers and fire eaters all in full costume suddenly burst into the room. The duo of butterflies are jumping around my stomach the entire way from the restaurant back to my hotel and when Dan climbs out after me I’m eager to feel his lips against mine.

I’m not taken off guard this time. I’m waiting for it, wanting it.

“Thank you for another lovely meal,” I say.

“Thank you for joining me,” Dan says, taking a step closer to me.

We lean into each other at the exact same moment, the kiss a mutual meeting. His lips are soft, his tongue sweet and tempered. When he eventually pulls back, his arm still around my back, I keep my eyes closed; not wanting them to open yet, not wanting to acknowledge what just happened.

His lips press against my forehead. “See you tomorrow, Riley,” he whispers and I hear the sound of his footsteps as he turns and climbs back into his car.

When I open my eyes, the driver is closing the door and I exhale a long breath, glad that he doesn’t have to see the look in my eyes or my sadness that the hopeful butterflies in my stomach are both dead.
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The rest of the week passes quickly. I meet Rosie for dinner on Wednesday and we make plans for me to get a ride out to Archer’s Creek on Saturday morning.

Dan orders lunch for us every day and asks me to dinner every night. He’s the perfect gentleman, never being ostentatious or pushy. I like him. I like that he’s chilled out and a geek like me. I like that we talked about nothing but computer games and gaming for the entirety of our meal one night. I like that when he wore a pale blue polo shirt to the office one day, I could see the slight definition of the muscles in his arms.

I like that he kisses me before he drops me at my hotel each night. I like that he’s different. I just wished that I liked his kisses as much as I like him. The butterflies build all day and then die a horrible death every night when his lips press against mine and I just don’t understand why.

Dan is perfect for me. I’m attracted to him, but we have absolutely zero chemistry when our bodies connect.

Sighing, I watch his car drive away from the hotel, then slowly turn and plod back to my room. I want to be consumed with lust, to be dragging him to my bed and ripping his clothes off. Instead, I’m sleeping alone and making myself come every night to fantasies of another man.

I’m so glad tomorrow is Saturday. Dan seemed a little annoyed when I told him I had plans this weekend, but I need to get out of the city and have some time away from him.

Pushing open my hotel room door, I quickly strip, pull on pajamas, and crawl beneath the sheets. My body is angry at me. My mind is confused and I’m tired. Working from an office is exhausting and all of my muscles feel tense and tight. I should probably take a bath and try to soak away the tension, but an orgasm will do the job so much quicker and right now I just need to relax and go to sleep.

The morning comes too quickly and when my eyes flutter open it only feels like five minutes since my body finally succumbed to sleep. I wish I could say that my dreams were full of Dan, but they weren’t. No, my dreams, my fantasies that have me panting and needy, are full of cocky smiles, confident winks, and a guy so big and so beautiful he could have fallen from Olympus.

Groaning, I cover my face with my pillow. I don’t like Justin, he’s everything I don’t want in a guy. But fuck he’s pretty, and apparently my subconscious thinks he’s a sexy motherfucker totally worth having wet dreams over.

Dragging myself out of bed, I shower and get ready for a day of BBQ and bikers. Dressed in jean shorts and my #geekchic shirt, I slide on my sneakers and shove some money, my credit card, key, and cell phone into my pockets and head out in search of coffee and breakfast. I never thought I’d admit it, but I’ve kind of gotten used to having Al at my disposal. He picks me up each morning and then we alternate between grabbing coffee and a Danish on the way to the office, or him bringing them for us both.

This morning as I walk out of the hotel and down the street, it feels a little strange to be responsible for getting my own breakfast. I giggle a little to myself and slide my sunglasses over my eyes. The city is bustling with life and I breathe in the smell of hot asphalt, exhaust fumes, and food. It’s a scent I’ll always associate with big cities and even though it’s kind of disgusting, it always makes me smile.

I could pull out my cell and find a coffee shop, but I decide to wander and take in the atmosphere of Houston. I’ve been here for two weeks now, but this is the first time I’ve ventured out on my own. Walking aimlessly, I stumble across a cute little café with metal tables and chairs set out on the sidewalk. There’s only one table free outside, so I slide into the seat and order a latte and a bagel when the server arrives.

My cell beeps, so I pull it from my pocket and glance at the screen. It’s a text from Rosie.

Rosie: Work have dropped an edit deadline on me for this morning, so is it okay if one of the guys comes to pick you up without me? I’ll be done by the time you get here.

Riley: Of course, hun. If you need to skip the BBQ it’s fine. I can explore the city for the day.

Rosie: NO!!!! I don’t need to skip. I only have a couple more hours work and I’ll be done. One of the guys will come get you and I swear I’ll be finished when you get here. You can explore the city another day. You don’t want to miss the food at this BBQ, it’s going to be AMAZING!!

Laughing lightly, I quickly reply.

Riley: Okay, sweetie, I’ll see you soon xo

Rosie: Awesome, they’ll pick you up at 11. See you soon xo

Checking the time on my phone, I’m pleased to see I still have over an hour until someone is coming to pick me up. I’m assuming when she said one of the guys, she actually means Park, but maybe she doesn’t. I just agreed for a biker to come and collect me from my hotel, potentially someone I’ve never even met, but Rosie thinks of these guys as family so I shouldn’t worry, right?

I finish my coffee and order another and a cherry Danish, then sit in the sun and watch the world go by. People watching is one of my favorite things to do and on a warm sunny morning in a new city, it’s absolutely perfect.

Dragging myself back to the hotel is harder than I expected. The urge to go explore Houston is strong and if I could get out of this BBQ I probably would. My parents live in the suburbs and they have no idea how I tolerate living in New York, with its tall buildings and millions of people. But the truth is that I love the hustle, the fast pace and constant flow of a city. I don’t think I’ll want to live in the chaos forever but living in New York makes me feel like an ant living in a giant’s world and at least for the moment I’m not ready to give that up.

When I get back to the hotel, I sit my ass down on a low wall to the side of the entrance and pull out my cell while I wait for my ride. There’s a new email from my sister Anna and I eagerly click into it.

 

From: Killerdoctriplet@rightnet.com

To: Nerdworldtriplet@rightnet.com

Subject: Re: Have you spoken to her yet????

Hey, Baby Sis,

I SPOKE TO HER!!

I think I might be in love! Buy a hat because I’m fairly sure by the end of the year we’ll be living together, planning our wedding, and buying a cat.

Her name is Marissa, she’s 25 and a school teacher, and we had our first date last night. It went sooooo well and then it got even better. [image: ]

I called Tiff and pulled my full-blown doctor mojo and she’s promised to put her feet up and let Mom and Dad help her with Tilly so she can rest. She wasn’t happy about it, but I told her that both of us were feeling her exhaustion and that if she didn’t start taking care of herself, we would call in Graham and Brian too.

How’s Houston? How’s the job? How are you?

Do you think you’ll have time to come visit me soon? I miss you.

Speak soon.

Love you.

Anna xo

P.S. Greg was a dick!!! I’m so pleased you dumped his douchebag ass.

 

Smiling at my sister’s words I decide to call her instead of replying to her email. She might not answer but I miss her too. I miss both my sisters. She picks up on the third ring.

“Riley, you okay?” She immediately asks.

“Not even a hello, Big Sis?”

I hear her chuckle. “It been a while since we spoke on the phone that’s all. I thought something might be wrong.”

“The reason we haven’t talked on the phone in so long is because you’re always busy. I work from home and Tiff is a stay at home mom, we always have time. It’s you, miss-fancy-pants-doctor, that’s never available.”

There’s a pause and I suddenly feel awful. My sister is training to be a doctor. She’ll save lives, and I’m making her feel guilty because she has a busy schedule. “I’m sorry, that was mean. I know you have to work crazy hours for your residency, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“It’s okay,” she says, her voice small.

“It’s not, I’m sorry. I just miss you.”

“I miss you too. It’s been too long since we were all together. We always start to feel this way when we don’t get enough triplet time. I have a weekend off soon. Tiff can’t fly, so we should both go to her.”

“Yes,” I say on an emotional exhale. I hadn’t realized how much I was missing my sisters. The three of us are much closer than most siblings, we need each other, and when we’re apart for too long it affects us all, as if we’re missing pieces of ourselves.

“Yes,” Anna says, and I can hear the relief in her voice too.

People rarely understand the relationship the three of us have. We can be apart and all live normal functioning lives, but after a while we all feel the need to reconnect, to be close and touch each other and the longer we go without it, the more bereft we all feel.

“So, Marissa,” I say, needing to bring the conversation back to a lighter note.

I can practically hear Anna’s swoon through the phone. “She’s just perfect.”

I giggle and smile as my sister tells me all about how they first spoke and how their first date was. She sounds happy and my heart feels a little lighter just knowing that.

“So what about you?” she asks.

“What about me?”

“I’m glad it’s over, but what happened with you and Greg?”

“I thought we were exclusive; he thought he could fuck every woman he met,” I say on a sad exhale.

“That fucker! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. It’s been a month, I’m over it.”

“A month!” she screeches. “You waited a month to tell me you dumped his ass? Why didn’t you call me the day it happened? I thought I could feel something, but I assumed it was just Tiff’s hormonal pregnancy vibes.”

Sighing, I rub at my eyes wearily. “Because I knew you guys all hated him, and I didn’t want to hear the I told you so’s.”

“We wouldn’t have done that, Ry. We did hate him, but only because we could see that he didn’t treat you right, you deserved better.”

“I know,” I say quietly, not wanting to admit I know he didn’t treat me right and that I just let it happen.

“Okay, so now that dickface Greg is out of the picture, have you met anyone new?”

“Err,” I say, stalling because I’m unsure how to answer the question.

“You have,” she cries. “Spill.”

“There’s not much to tell. The guy who owns the company I’m working for is kind of interested, I think.”

“There’s more than that, tell me,” she insists.

“Anna, it’s weird. He’s sort of flirty, but it’s really subtle. We’ve been out to dinner basically every night except for the times I’ve met Rosie.”

“Why do I feel like there’s a really big but coming soon?” she asks.

“Because there is,” I say and sigh. “I like him, he’s kind of perfect. Nothing at all like Greg. He’s a geek like me; he’s successful, motivated, and ambitious. He’s cute. He wears glasses and you know how I like a guy in glasses. But when he kisses me, I feel nothing.”

“Nothing, at all?”

“Nothing. The kiss is always nice and the build-up is great, but the moment he actually pushes his lips against mine I feel nothing. Nada,” I say agitated.

“Wow.”

“I know,” I cry. “I don’t understand. I like him, I’m attracted to him, but when he touches me, I get nothing, not even a spark. So many butterflies have died so unnecessarily in the last week I kind of feel bad about it.”

Anna laughs, the evil bitch actually laughs.

“Don’t laugh at me,” I shout.

“It’s just…” she trails off, giggling.

“Anna.”

“I’m sorry. But if this guy doesn’t turn you on, why are you trying so hard to convince yourself he does?”

“Because he’s exactly what I should want.” I whine.

“Yeah, but obviously he isn’t right for you, or you’d be ripping his clothes off and screwing his brains out instead of whining about it on the phone to me.”

“I know,” I sigh dramatically.

“Suck it up, buttercup,” she snaps. “So your boss isn’t the guy for you. Stop going on dates with him and find someone who sets your panties on fire, treats you good, and screw him instead.”

“I hate you and your reasonable logic,” I curse.

Anna laughs and I can’t help but smile. Just as I open my mouth to speak again, a familiar black truck pulls up to the curb and I jump to my feet. “My ride just got here. I’ll speak to you later. Love you.”

“Love you too, Baby Sis. Bye.” Anna says.

Ending the call, I slide my cell into my pocket and step toward the truck. Expecting Park to appear, I silently groan when Justin’s huge, beautiful form comes around the hood.

“Riley,” he says, a cocky grin twitching at the edge of his lips.

“I was expecting Park.” I snap. I know I’m being a completely unreasonable bitch, but the moment I see Justin all of my frustrations about men bubble to the surface and I just can’t help but be mean to him.

His grin slips slightly, and his hands slide into his pockets. He’s trying to appear relaxed, but I can tell my attitude is making him uncomfortable. “He stayed with Rosie and asked me to come fetch you. That a problem?”

“No, it’s fine. Shall we go?” I say, biting my tongue and reminding myself that I’d decided to apologize for my behavior last week and be nicer to him. It isn’t his fault I have issues, and it’s not fair that I keep pushing my anger toward him, when he’s done absolutely nothing to deserve it.

Today he’s dressed in a plain black t-shirt, his leather biker cut, and dark-gray cargo shorts with black Converse sneakers. One of his legs is covered in black and gray tattoos while the other is bare, which weirdly looks out of place against the rest of his colorful skin.

He’s hot at fuck. His arms are massive, bulging beneath the fabric of his shirt, and his shoulders seem even broader than when I saw him last weekend. His eyes are narrowed at me and I get the impression that I confuse the hell out him. I doubt he’s used to any woman being unimpressed by him, but the truth is, I think he’s fucking beautiful. If he didn’t make me think of Greg, I’d probably be a drooling mess at his feet like every other woman out there.

“You need any help getting into the truck?” He offers.

“I’m fine,” I reply shortly, and completely unnecessarily.

His smile morphs into a scowl and he walks away from me without another word, leaving me to climb in on my own. I seriously consider getting into the back seat, so I don’t have to be so close to him, but that just seems petty and kind of pathetic. Hauling myself up and into the cab, I settle myself into the seat and buckle my seatbelt as he does the same.

He doesn’t look at me as he starts the engine and pulls into the line of cars, nor for the next five minutes as he navigates the heavy traffic as we try to leave the city. We crawl along the city street and I beg for a break in the slow-moving vehicles so we can end this oppressive silence and get to Archer’s Creek as soon as possible. Apparently, the gods are not favoring me today and instead we grind to a halt, cars in front and behind us.

“Fuck,” Justin hisses quietly beneath his breath. Obviously, he doesn’t want to be stuck in a car with me for any longer than absolutely necessary either.

Sighing, I pull out my cell and waste a few minutes ignoring him and scrolling through my Facebook notifications. The silence is suffocating. Normally, I enjoy the quiet; but here, now, in this truck, I feel like it’s so thick I can swallow it. Trying to think of something to say, I turn to look at him and find his eyes already on me, his brow furrowed as if he’s trying to figure something out.

“Have we met before last weekend?” He suddenly asks.

I frown. “Err, no.”

“Huh.” He says. “Do I look like one of your exes or something?”

“No.” I say quickly, not wanting to admit that my ex soured me toward good-looking, cocky men.

His face falls and for a second, I feel bad. For once I hadn’t been being deliberately mean. “I usually go for the geeky types.” I lie.

One side of his lip twitches in an almost smile, then falls again. “Okay, so if we’ve never met before and I don’t remind you of a nasty breakup or whatever, why is it that you seem to have a problem with me?”

My mouth falls open and I stare at him. Somehow, I never expected him to call me on being a bitch. I try to decide what to say, how to explain my behavior, but all I can come up with is, “I don’t really know.”

The cars ahead of us slowly start to crawl forward, but we aren’t going anywhere quickly.

“You don’t seem like bitch is your personality. In fact so far, the only person I’ve seen it aimed toward is me. Given that I’ve only said about twenty words to you total, and I’m fairly sure they were all pretty basic and nice, I just don’t really know what the issue is here.”

His straightforward honesty is refreshing, and I feel even worse for being unpleasant to him. “I’m sorry,” I say.

His eyebrows lift and he’s obviously surprised by my apology. “Okay?” he says the single word as more of a question, rather than an acceptance.

“I don’t really know why I’m being a bitch to you. Honestly, you just kind of rub me the wrong way. But that’s on me, not you. So I’m sorry and if we see each other again, I’ll try not to be hateful to you for no reason,” I say honestly.

Justin exhales and he looks from side to side, his lips parted slightly, like he has no idea what the hell is happening. Neither of us speaks for a moment, then he turns to look at me and opens his mouth as if he’s about to say something. When the cars ahead of us start to move, his attention is diverted back to the road ahead and he closes his lips, scoffs lightly, and concentrates on driving.

It doesn’t take us long to navigate our way out of the city and ten minutes later we’re flying down the highway, the warm sun heating my arm where I have it leaning on the open window. Neither of us has spoken since my apology, but the majority of the tension in the air seems to have evaporated.

“Do you like Houston?” Justin suddenly asks, surprising me.

“I haven’t really seen much of it yet, but I love cities and I’m hoping to have some time to explore soon,” I reply as politely as I can.

I’m not sure if he’s waiting for me to ask him something, but when I don’t we fall into silence again.

“Rosie is shocked that you’ve been so cool about the whole MC thing. She said you weren’t much of a party girl back in college.”

I sigh, not really wanting to start a conversation with him. I’m trying really hard to maintain this nice, forced politeness, but it feels bitchier to ignore his question, so I reply. “College was college, things change, and I had a good time last weekend. I’m surprised she got herself mixed up with bikers, but she said you guys are like her family, so I’m good with hanging out.”

He nods and the road slips past us, the silence now almost comfortable. I don’t exactly want to sit and chat with him like besties, but I’m weirdly content in this strange, not friends, not enemy’s limbo.

Eventually I spot the clubhouse ahead of us and I’m thankful that we’re here. He pulls the truck into a covered barn and parks it next to a black van. When he kills the engine, I open my door climbing out as carefully as I can. The truck is jacked up on huge tires and given my ability to trip over air, of course my foot slips and I fall toward the ground, bracing myself to land on my butt on the hard concrete. Huge hands wrap around me and my fall is stopped, the air bursting from me in a shocked puff.

A swarm of butterflies burst to life in my stomach and my skin zings and tingles beneath his touch. I can feel the inhale and exhale of his chest behind me and my mouth falls open as a wave of something crashes through me, drowning me in a sensation so strong that I almost want to whimper from the intensity of it.

As quickly as it comes, it’s gone. His hands leave my waist and his chest moves away from my back. My legs feel like lead and my heart is racing, as I slowly turn to face him, tipping my head back to stare at my savior. Justin’s eyes look a little glazed and I swear his breath sounds ragged.

I can’t speak. My eyes won’t look away from him and sparks of want are pinging from me, scorching my shocked skin. He takes a step closer to me, his lips twitch and the hint of a smirk appears at the side of his mouth.

The look on his face, the triumph in his eyes make me feel like a bucket of freezing cold water has been dropped over my head. The rush of awareness and lust dissolves, replaced with disappointment so acute I can almost taste the emotion. For a moment, just a millisecond, I thought I’d misjudged him, but I haven’t. He wanted me to want him and the moment he saw that heat from me he thought he’d won. He’s an asshole, just like Greg.

The color in his eyes dulls and just like that it’s over. This moment, this thing that just happened between us is gone, maybe lost forever and all I can do is escape. So I do. I step to the side and I allow my gaze to lock with his. “Thanks for the ride,” I say, my voice rough and sad, then I walk away.
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I have no idea how my dick can go from so fucking hard it actually hurts, to so fucking soft so fucking quickly. My brain can’t keep up with everything that just happened in the last thirty seconds and I lean against the side of the truck needing the support from the cool metal.

What I just felt, what she just made me feel, is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced in my life. I’ve felt lust, desire, want, more times than I can remember, but I’ve never felt a mind-altering connection like the feeling that hit me when my fingers touched Riley.

I’m not a poetic motherfucker, but I swear the earth stopped spinning and the universe froze just for a moment; to show me, us, that this is it. That not even gravity; not even the greatest, most mysterious forces in the known world, was more important than the moment we just shared.

Then it was gone, ripped from me, and I don’t understand why. I know she felt it too, that her world had been as rocked to its core as mine, and yet she just walked away. She thanked me for the ride and walked the fuck away.

The feeling starts to return to my legs, and I wonder if maybe I have a tumor or something. Maybe that aberration that just happened was a clot exploding in my head and in a moment I’ll drop dead. The fucked-up thing is that if this is it, if that was my last experience in this life, then I’m glad. Because nothing and I mean nothing, has ever felt like that to me before and if that’s my lot in life then at least I got to feel it before it was too late.

I stay frozen for another few minutes, waiting for the pain to hit, or for the world to suddenly go black, and when it doesn’t, I’m even more confused.

“Smoke, you okay?” A voice calls.

I turn toward the sound and spot Lord walking toward me, his brows furrowed in concern. “Is everything okay?” He asks again when he reaches me.

“I have no fucking clue.”

His gaze becomes even more concerned, and he reaches out and grasps my shoulder, squeezing firmly. “Brother, look at me,” he orders.

Obediently, I do, lowering my eyes to his and watching as he scans me, looking for something, but I’m not entirely sure what.

“What happened?” He asks, when he seems satisfied that I’m not bleeding or hurt.

“Riley fucking Prince,” I say raspily.

His concerned frown morphs into a knowing grin. “This is over a woman,” he says, his voice full of amusement.

“I don’t even know what this is,” I say absently.

“I never thought I’d see the day that a woman knocked you on your ass.”

His words pull me from my reverie and I blink, finally reorienting myself. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

He scoffs lightly, a big grin on his fucking face. “Good luck, my brother,” he says, squeezing my shoulder again then turning and walking away.

What the fuck is it with people walking away from me today? First Riley, then Lord. I’m a people fucking magnet, they walk toward me, not away. But then Riley doesn’t seem to do anything the way other women do.

I’d been fucking shocked when she’d apologized for being a bitch to me, and even more shocked when she’d told me the reason why was simply because something about me rubbed her the wrong way. What the fuck kind of reason is that? Plus, obviously it’s bullshit. Women love me, they all do; so why the fuck is Riley Prince different?

She looks hot as hell today in a shirt and jean shorts, her hair tied up in a ponytail on top of her head. She was fuckable in tight jeans and a fancy top, but with her long legs out on display she’s fucking gorgeous.

It takes me far longer than it should to get my shit together and finally leave the barn. I make my way to the lawn at the side of the clubhouse where my brothers and their families are lounging around in lawn chairs and on blankets while their kids run around laughing and playing together.

The smell of smoky BBQ fills my nose and my stomach rumbles almost on cue. My eyes find Riley before I even decide to look for her. She’s stood with Rosie, Park, Dino, K.C., Nikki, Blade, and the new kid, Duke, who arrived at the start of the week. She’s smiling and laughing at something someone is saying, her body relaxed and comfortable as she sips the bottle of beer in her hand.

When I approach the group, she’s stood next to K.C., giggling and talking with her hands animatedly. My dick gets excited just at the sight of her and I almost look down before I remember that bringing attention to the fucking steel rod in my pants is probably not a great idea. There’s an open lawn chair next to Nikki and I circle the group and lower myself into the chair, reaching over to rub Nikki’s pregnant belly when she smiles at me.

“Hands off my fucking woman,” Blade growls.

Both Nikki and I laugh and all attention turns to us. Riley freezes when she sees me, her amused smile twisting into a frown. Why has she gone from laughing and smiling to frowning when she sees me? I don’t fucking understand her and it’s starting to piss me off.

Reaching for a bottle of beer from the cooler in front of me, I twist off the cap and drop it into the small pile that has already been started. Then I lean back in my chair, take a long pull of my beer and glare at the woman who’s making my dick hard and my head hurt in equal measure.

I eat and drink and listen to the party going on around me, but I can’t force myself to stop searching out Riley. She’s pointedly ignoring me, avoiding my eyes completely, and the longer it goes on, the more pissed off I get. This isn’t me, I’m happy go fucking lucky, or I was until this afternoon when my skin touched hers. Now apparently, I’m a moody motherfucker who can’t stop staring at the most uninterested woman I’ve ever met.

Needing a distraction, I throw back the rest of my bottle of beer and get up from the chair my ass has been parked in all day. I need to get over whatever the fuck is going on with me.

An unfamiliar redhead wearing a short, tight, black sundress catches my eye and I make my way through the groups of people and stop when I’m standing at her elbow. Red turns to face me, her eyes going wide before they turn liquid and hooded as a sultry smile appears on her lips.

“Hi,” she says breathily.

I scan her face, taking in the heavy makeup and false eyelashes. Her brows seem a shade too dark for her face and there’s a hint of dark root growing out at her scalp. Her dress is fairly modest at the front, but because she’s very obviously not wearing a bra, her nipples poke through the material. She boldly takes a step into my body and places her flared out fingers on my chest, looking up at me expectantly.

“You ready?” I ask. It’s barely an invite, yet I already know what her answer will be. The same they all give, the way they always do. She nods and follows me as I lead her off the lawn, making sure that we walk past where Riley is stood with Park, Rosie, and Duke. For the first time in hours, Riley looks at me, then to the girl that’s holding my hand and my step almost falters. I see the hurt, heat, and surprise in her eyes and when she turns away I feel bereft, like I’m nothing without her eyes on me.

Feeling hollow and more confused than ever, I keep walking. What else am I supposed to do? I lead red to the parking lot and then I bend her over the seat of my beat-up truck and fuck her, yet the entire time all I can see is the look in Riley’s eyes.
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Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.

What just happened? What the hell just happened?

I’ve never felt anything like that. The moment his fingers touched me I froze and all I could see was him. Justin is not the guy I want the world to stop for, but somehow it did.

My feet are moving so fast that I stumble and before I even realize, I’m falling to my knees and my hands hit the floor. I curse my inability to stay upright, especially in this moment when all I can think about it getting away, running away from him and the fact I seem to have had a moment with the biggest, most annoying, most cocksure guy I’ve ever met.

Pushing up from the ground, I brush off my hands and knees and glance over my shoulder to check he isn’t following. Why is this happening to me? Why couldn’t I have a moment with Dan? Nice, perfect for me, Dan. But no, the earth had to stop freaking spinning for asshole Justin.

Justin, a guy who refers to himself as Smoke. Smoke for God’s sake. Even Greg wasn’t conceited enough to think he could make a nickname cool. Maybe my blood sugar’s low, or maybe it’s too high. I did have that cherry Danish this morning, that could have messed me up. Maybe what happened when he touched me actually had nothing to do with him and everything to do with my body having a meltdown.

Yes, that makes so much more sense. I’m sick. I should get something to eat, balance out the sugar from breakfast. I’ll be better after that and what just happened with Justin will never, ever happen again.

With a renewed sense of purpose, I walk toward the noise and the smell of cooking food determined to forget all about him. Spotting Rosie, I wave and make my way through the crowd to where she’s sitting in a red lawn chair with Park to her right and a group of other people that I haven’t met yet. There’s a scary looking older guy with a beautiful pregnant woman sat in his lap. She looks amazing: her arms covered in tattoos, her hair twisted into victory rolls. There’s also a rugged guy with bright orange hair; and two younger guys, one with dark mocha skin and a baby face, the other gorgeous and young with no visible tattoos.

I smile widely when I reach them, and Rosie jumps up from her chair and rushes toward me pulling me into a tight hug.

“You’re here,” she says enthusiastically.

“I am. Did you get your work done?”

“Yes, I hate it when they spring deadlines on me, especially on a weekend. But it was this new piece that I pitched to my boss. She said yes to it for the next edition, then she called me at like ten last night and asked me to get it ready for this month’s instead. Print deadline was noon today, so I managed to get it in just in time,” she gushes.

“Hey, Riley,” Park says from his seat.

“Hey, Park,” I say, waving to my friend’s gorgeous boyfriend. “I like the hair.”

Park smiles, lifting his hand to touch the hair that was white blond the last time I saw him, but is now a startling sky-blue. “Thanks. It was time for a change.”

The color that should look ridiculous on a badass biker actually looks great. It suits him and totally works with his tattoos and leather.

“Okay. So this is Blade and Nikki,” Rosie says, gesturing to the scary guy and pregnant woman. “K.C., Dino, and Duke.”

“Hi,” I say, smiling and waving awkwardly.

“Everyone, this is my friend Riley.” Rosie says, dragging me to the seat next to her and handing me a beer.

“Do you live in Houston, Riley?” Nikki asks.

“No, I live in New York. I’m just in Houston for a couple of months with work.”

“Cool, what do you do?” She asks, sipping at a bottle of water, then glaring at it and rubbing at her pregnant belly.

“I’m a video game designer. I’m here consulting with a new company on their first game,” I tell her.

“Wow, that’s awesome,” one of the younger guys says. I think this one is Duke, but I’m not entirely sure.

“Thanks, I love my job,” I say with a smile.

“Are you a gamer too, or do you just design them?” The red-haired guy, who I think is K.C. asks.

“Oh no, I’m a gamer. I’m a huge geek.”

The guy laughs at me and I can’t help but laugh back. He’s cute. Red-haired guys have never been on my radar before, but his broad shoulders and pale skin give him this exotic Highlander vibe that’s seriously hot. In fact, all of the guys here have been hot so far. God, they obviously know how to build them in Texas.

I chat to the group and before long K.C. has me giggling as he tells me all about his obsession with the film Weird Science as a kid and how he really thought a computer could make him a hot girlfriend.

From the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of someone joining our group and I turn my head to see who it is. Justin. My heart catches in my chest. I can’t look at him, so I instinctively look away. I feel like a teenager, refusing to look at the guy I secretly have a crush on. But no, that’s not what this is. I don’t have a crush on the big oaf. What happened by the truck was an anomaly, never to be repeated again.

For the rest of the day, I manage to avoid him, his eyes, and his hands. He doesn’t make any effort to speak to me and I do the same. I do however get to know the others in the group, and I can totally see why Rosie is so comfortable here.

Nikki is hilarious, and her baby is due in a few months time. Blade is scary, and apart from paying attention to his girlfriend, he only spoke to me a couple of times. K.C., Dino, and Duke are all funny and sweet. They all flirted outrageously with me, but it was playful and harmless. I don’t remember the last time I laughed as much as I have today. The food is out of this world and by the time I’ve finished my plate, I feel like I need to loosen my shorts.

Once the sun has set and Daisy and Dove have arrived, I already have plans to meet with Nikki for lunch on Wednesday and a girls night out next weekend. I love that these women are so willing to include me and make me a part of the group. It’s been a long time since I had a group of girlfriends.

I can feel Justin’s eyes on me. I can feel him watching me and I want to turn and get lost in the want and need I feel for him. Whatever it was that happened when we touched, it isn’t going away and my skin feels tight, as though I’m punishing myself by not giving in to whatever this is that I’m feeling.

He’s dangerous. Too beautiful, too cocky, too much. He looks like he expects me to fall at his feet, but I won’t. When he touched me, I felt something. I felt it right to my core and I wanted him. He’s beautiful. He’s been nothing but nice and polite to me even when I was being mean and hateful to him. But guys like him, like Greg, they aren’t nice. Greg hurt me, he cheated on me, played on my insecurities and he bruised my heart. I can’t risk it happening again.

I might have had a moment with Justin, but a moment isn’t worth risking a lifetime with a broken heart, because when a single touch can make time stand still, anything more could make the world implode.

I abandoned my lawn chair a while ago and now I’m stood with my new friends, talking and laughing and drinking. I don’t know why I notice the moment Justin stands from his chair. Though I try to concentrate on the conversation the girls are having around me, all of my subconscious thoughts are aimed at him. I watch as he moves through the groups of people, walking past me without a single glance in my direction. He pauses by a beautiful redhead, leans down and speaks to her. She clings to his hand as he leads them away.

My body reacts without my permission and when he looks at me, I’m staring right back at him. His expression shutters at whatever he sees on my face and then he’s gone, walking past me and away from the party and out into the darkened parking lot.

When I force myself to look down, my hands are shaking, and my heart is beating erratically. It shouldn’t matter what he does. I shouldn’t care that he’s taking that girl home or wherever to fuck her. Because I don’t like him, we have no connection, and that moment I thought happened earlier was nothing more than a mistake.

Swallowing the bitter laugh that rises in my throat, I realize that as much as I try to, I can’t even lie to myself. The moment Justin and I shared was real and now I have to figure out how to hate a guy that my heart wants to be mine.

Hours later when Dino drops me back off at my hotel, I crawl into the bed, my body tired and my mind in turmoil. Justin never came back to the party. I tried to enjoy myself. I went through the motions, drinking and chatting with my new friends, but my mind kept wandering back to him, leaving with her.

As I fall asleep, I try to think about Dan. I should be focusing on Dan. He’s perfect for me and yeah, maybe the chemistry isn’t quite there just yet, but it can grow. I just need to try harder. Justin might be what my heart is pulling me toward, but my head is in charge and I need to remember that a guy like him, a guy like Greg, could break me and I really don’t want to be broken.

That night when I dream, it’s of two men, two opposing forces—one that I’m running toward and one I’m running away from. When the man I’m running toward stops and lets me catch him, my heart breaks when I realize he’s wrong person. My sister Tiff believes that dreams are our subconscious way of sending a message, but I refuse to believe that this dream is anything more than a fucked-up result of too much food and too many bottles of beer.

Rather than exploring the city on Sunday, I veg in my hotel room eating room service and binge-watching superhero films on my laptop. I don’t bother to shower or get dressed. I indulge in a pajama day and by the time the sun has set I feel like a slob, but my mind is quiet and my body relaxed and happy.

The next morning, I set my alarm earlier than normal and enjoy a long hot shower, washing and conditioning my hair before styling it and even adding a little makeup. By the time Al pulls up outside the hotel, I’m already sat on the wall and waiting for him. Everything that happened with Justin on Saturday has firmed my decision that Dan is perfect for me. I might not get as many butterflies with him as I do with Justin, but I’m sure the chemistry will come if we just spend more time together.

“You’re eager this morning,” Al says when I slide into the passenger seat next to him.

“I am, and I need coffee,” I say, my voice a little more frantic than normal.

“Okay then,” Al says, without commenting on how weird I’m behaving and a few minutes later we pull up outside the coffee shop.

“Do you know how Dan takes his coffee?” I ask.

Al shakes his head. “No clue.”

“What?” I ask, surprised. “I thought you were his driver normally?”

“I am,” Al says with a nod.

“So how can you not know how he takes his coffee? You know how I take my coffee and you’ve only known me for a week. You had it down by the second day.” I say perplexed.

“Riley, Mr. Winters sits in the back. If he wants a coffee, he would arrange for someone to have it delivered to him. We don’t chat. He tells me where he needs me to take him and I drive. That’s it.”

I stare at him dumbfounded.

“That’s my job, honey. I’m a driver, I drive,” he says, smiling at me warmly.

“I know, but…” I really don’t know what to say.

“Go grab us coffees and see if they have any raspberry muffins please,” Al says and I nod, climbing out of the car and making my way into the coffee shop. There’s a queue of people waiting to be served and as I wait my turn my mind wanders. By time I’m at the front of the line I realize that I don’t really know Dan at all. Sure, I know some of the basics, but we’ve missed out a whole part of getting to know each other. I want to want to learn more about him, but the truth is that as much as I want to be interested in him, I don’t think I am.

With our food and coffees in hand, I climb back into the car and hand Al his drink and muffin, silently picking at my own. When we arrive at the office a few minutes later, Al is looking at me with concern on his face.

“Are you okay, honey?” He asks.

“Before you met Janette, did you ever meet someone that was perfect for you on paper, but in reality there was just nothing there?” I ask him.

His face softens and he tilts his head to the side and smiles. “Riley, you’re so young; you have years to find your someone. Don’t settle for anything less than someone who makes your world stop, someone who sets you and your heart on fire.”

“Is that how it was for you?”

“That’s how it still is. Even after thirty odd years, time stands still every time I see her.” He says with a wistful look in his eyes.

“I hope I’m lucky enough to meet someone like you, Al.” I say.

He laughs. “Get yourself into work, text me if you need me.”

“Thank you,” I say, leaning forward and dropping a light kiss against his cheek.

Like normal, or at least how my normal has become since I came to Houston, I take a seat at the desk I’ve claimed as mine and get to work. I decline Dan’s invitation to join him for lunch under the guise of being too consumed with the code I’m inspecting.

But I’m not really working. Instead, I’m staring at my laptop screen, watching distractedly as hours pass by. No matter what I do, I can’t force something with Dan that isn’t there. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us and I can’t keep using him as a distraction to help me ignore Justin either. I need to stop leading him on and I need to stop pretending.

“Riley.”

Recognizing Dan’s voice, I steel my resolve and slowly turn around to face him. “Hi, Dan,” I say, gripping my pen tightly in my hand.

“I thought we could try Mexican food tonight,” he informs me, his messenger bag hanging across his chest.

“I actually can’t tonight, Dan. I really want to get these notes finished so that tomorrow I can sit down with the guys and talk through what I’ve found so far. I’m conscious that my time here is passing quickly and I want to be as much help as I can be.”

His smile fades and is replaced with a small scowl. “A quick dinner then. I can have my driver bring you back to the office afterwards if you’d like?”

Using my pen, I point to my laptop screen. “I’m sorry, but I’m in the zone and I don’t want to ruin my momentum by stopping.”

“You have to eat,” Dan says a little more forcefully.

“I’ll grab room service later, or I can order in if I get hungry before I’m done,” I assure him, twisting my body back toward my laptop, so only my face is turned in his direction.

“Okay. Well, I suppose I’ll see you in the morning,” he says, and I can see his reluctance to leave on his face.

“Bye,” I say, turning fully away from him and feeling awful. It’s not his fault I can’t feel any chemistry between us. I shouldn’t have been kissing him for the last week, but in my defense, I wanted to feel something. I was hoping that I would.

Avoiding him now is impossible. I’m stuck here for the next six weeks unless I use my get out of jail free clause. But leaving Houston would mean leaving Rosie and all of the guys and girls at the club. I’m enjoying their company. I’m enjoying having friends to hang out with, to be silly and get drunk with, and I’m not ready to leave yet.

I hadn’t realized how isolated I’d allowed myself to become in New York. For the last year-and-a-half, my social life had revolved around Greg and what he wanted to do. I hadn’t really made the effort to find any friends in the city. I hadn’t noticed that working from home, sometimes twelve- or fourteen-hour days had made me more antisocial than I was in college and the last couple of weekends have been a much-needed change of pace.

No, I’m not ready to leave yet. I want to see this contract out, and also enjoy the ridiculous amount of money I’ll have earned by being here.

I need to stop going out with Dan, keep our relationship one hundred percent professional from now on; no more blurred lines for either of us. Deliberately keeping my eyes on the screen of my laptop, I listen to him walk away without even glancing in his direction. When I hear the ding of the elevator and the sliding of the doors, I exhale a relieved breath and finally get back to work.

The next day, I don’t have to invent an excuse not to have dinner with him when my head starts to pound. I end up leaving work early and sleeping off the headache before Dan can even suggest dinner.

Wednesday is my lunch date with Nikki and as twelve thirty rolls around, I find myself really excited to meet with her. She offered to come pick me up from my building, so when I leave the office and make my way outside, I find her sat at the curb in a seriously beautiful old car.

“Hey,” I call as I walk over to her.

“Hey, jump in. That security guy has already tried to get me to move twice,” she says in an amused voice.

Opening the door, I slide in, settling on the warm, soft leather seat. “This car is gorgeous,” I tell her, running my hand along the dash.

“I know,” she says with a wink and pulls into traffic.

With the roof down, we get a lot of appreciative looks as we drive through the busy streets. I’m not sure if they are for the car, or me and Nikki, but either way I thoroughly enjoy the ride. Nikki slows to a stop outside a sleek looking restaurant and climbs out, handing her keys to the waiting valet.

I follow as she leads the way into the building and up to the hostess. “Hi, Nikki, inside or outside?” she asks

Nikki turns to look at me, her eyebrow raised in question.

“Err, outside?” I say.

The hostess smiles and we follow her through the restaurant and into a hidden courtyard that’s not visible from outside.

“Is this okay?” the hostess asks, pausing behind a table.

Nikki nods and smiles. “Thanks, Michelle, this is great.”

We slide into our seats and Michelle hands us menus. “Can I get you some drinks?” She asks.

“Ice-tea please,” I say.

“Oh, do you have any of that fancy ice-tea I had last time I was here?” Nikki asks, her eyes lighting up.

“If we haven’t, I’m sure Drew will make some for you,” Michelle says with a grin as she turns and leaves to get our drinks.

“I take it you’re a regular here?” I ask with a smirk.

“Drew who owns the place and is the head chef, is one of my clients.”

“Clients?” I ask. “What exactly do you do?”

“I’m in wealth management; an investment banker for all intents and purposes.”

I stare at her for a minute, taking in her flawless makeup, vintage-style hair, clothes, and two full sleeves of tattoos and my mouth falls open a little.

Her laugh is loud and gregarious. “I know, not what you’d expect, right?”

“Not at all,” I admit ruefully.

With the flick of her wrist she waves me off. “I’m good with numbers. I can still look awesome while I do it.”

Grinning, I nod. We chat back and forth until a waitress arrives with two glass jugs and two glasses.

“Drew said that this is a different recipe he’s trying out and to see if you like it,” the waitress says.

We order our food and Nikki hums excitably about how amazing the mac and cheese is here and how the baby has been craving it for days. When our food arrives, I dig into my Thai prawn noodles while Nikki moans at how good her mac is.

“So, what’s going on with you and Smoke?” She asks, surprising me.

My fork almost falls from my hand. “What?” I squeak.

She pauses, her fork halfway to her mouth and smiles at me, her eyes full of mischief and knowing. “I see the way you pair look at each other. I can’t decide if you’ve fucked already or if you’re just teasing the hell out of each other until you do.”

“No,” I say shaking my head. “No, absolutely not, neither of those things.”

She scoffs, eating the forkful of pasta and groaning appreciatively, before she looks back up to me. “He’s a good guy.”

Rolling my eyes, I purse my lips and furrow my brow. “He’s an arrogant manwhore. On the two occasions I’ve met him, he’s left with two different women and had another crawling all over him. I know what guys like him are like, my ex was exactly the same. I’ve learned my lesson and I have absolutely zero interest in a guy like that.”

“He’s single,” she says with a nonchalant shrug. “But you should know that he watches you as much as you watch him. He couldn’t take his eyes off you at the BBQ. I don’t know how things were at the party the other week because I wasn’t there, but I saw the fire between you. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Until what?”

“Until the chemistry between you combusts,” she says easily, stabbing some more of her food and lifting it to her mouth.

After she drops me back off at the office, her words play repeatedly in my head. He was watching me, she thinks we have chemistry, he’s a good guy. I don’t want to think about any of this. I wish he wasn’t so good-looking, so tempting, because I need to stay away from him and I’m not sure that I can.

For the first time in forever, the lines of code on my screen hold absolutely no appeal and I find myself wandering over to the projector screen and seats where the guys are beta running sections of the game. Sliding into a spare seat, I sit and play, letting the rest of the world slide away.

After I turn down Dan’s invitations for dinner every night this week, on Thursday he doesn’t ask me to join him and just leaves the office without a backward glance. I feel a little guilty, but not enough to continue leading him on each night by letting him kiss me and pretending that I’m interested.

Tonight, is my girls night out and I’m so excited that I find myself watching the clock as I count down for my workday to finish. Al is waiting at the curb the moment I push through the building doors and I eagerly climb into the front seat, bubbling with excitement.

“Do you need me to pick up you and your girlfriends later?” he asks.

“No thanks, we’re meeting in a bar just a couple of blocks from here and then we can always just grab a cab if we decide to move on to a club later. I’m so excited to have a real girls night out. I actually can’t even remember the last time I did.”

Al flashes me an indulgent, fatherly smile. “You make sure you take care, make good choices and stay safe. The city is a dangerous place at night.”

“I’ll be careful,” I assure him, reaching over to squeeze his arm.

When he pulls up outside my hotel, I climb out and wave goodbye before I head inside and up to my room. Running a bath, I soak in the hot water, exfoliating my skin, and generally taking the time to pamper myself. When I lift myself from the hot water, I dry off, then coat my skin in yummy mango scented moisturizer and set about doing my hair.

I style it into a messy updo with plaits and twists making it look a little more edgy. Pulling open the closet door, I scan my clothes. I didn’t bring a lot of dressy clothes with me, assuming I wouldn’t have much opportunity to go out, but I did pack my trusty black dress.

Pulling the dress on, I smooth the black silky fabric down my body and look in the mirror, deciding how to style it. The dress itself is actually quite simple, but it lends itself easily to being dressed up or down depending on the occasion. Tonight, I feel like I need to look sexy with an edge; I am hanging out with bikers now after all.

Sliding my feet into my kick-ass, black leather ankle boots, I add a handful of chunky bangles to my wrist then slide on my leather biker jacket, ironic right? I finish my look with dark—heavy on the eyeliner—eyes, and a nude lip.

When I step back and look at myself in the mirror, I can’t help but smile. I look hot, and I take out my cell and quickly snap a picture of myself. I’m not the type of person who takes a picture of every single outfit and posts it on social media, but today I am and I hashtag the crap out of it too. #bikerchic.

Spurred on by my confidence, I rush from my room and out of the hotel, internally cheering myself for the fact that it’s been days since I slipped or fell. Maybe I’m not as clumsy in Texas as I am in other states?

Hailing a cab, I hop in and practically hum with excitement until we pull up outside a bar called Night. Handing the driver the fare, I climb out, smooth my dress down, and walk past the doormen into the dimly lit bar.

I spot the girls immediately and make my way toward the booth they are crowded around.

“Hi,” I say, scanning the faces and recognizing all but two of them. Rosie jumps up and pulls me in for a hug, followed by Nikki, and then Dove. I look to the other two women and wave. “Hi, I’m Riley.”

“I’m Brandi, Sleaze’s old lady,” the first woman offers, her blonde hair curly, and loose around her shoulders.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Grits,” the second woman says. She’s older, I’m not entirely sure how old, perhaps in her forties, but still stunning and for some reason incredibly intimidating.

“Nice to meet you too,” I say. “I’m gonna get a drink from the bar. Does anyone want anything?”

Everyone shakes their heads and I head to the bar and order a Martini and a round of shots for the table. The bartender places the shot glasses on a tray and I easily carry them back to the booth. “Shots,” I call when I reach the girls and everyone cheers except for Nikki.

“Please know that I hate you all right now,” Nikki says with an exaggerated pout. She’s absolutely glowing in a tight red dress that looks amazing, proudly displaying her pregnant stomach.

“My grandbaby will be here before you know it; don’t wish your pregnancy away,” Grits says, her intimidating aura softening slightly as she talks about Nikki’s baby.

“Could be worse,” Brandi calls out, taking a shot from the tray and holding it in the air. “Liv is ready to drop any day. Echo’s driving her crazy fussing over her. She wanted to come out tonight, but that man of hers almost lost his mind when she suggested it.”

“Daisy was so cute when we left. He was totally freaking out about me coming out tonight. If I didn’t love him so much, he’d drive me crazy.” Dove says, her flawless face so angelic and innocent I almost understand why her boyfriend would be terrified of sending her out to a club without him.

“To men who drive us crazy, but who we wouldn’t be without,” Grits says, lifting her shot glass into the air for a toast.

We all clink glasses and then throw our shots back. The sweet lemony flavor hits my tongue and I smile, licking my lips to catch all of the flavor. “Yum, I think I might need another one of those,” I say, staring at my empty glass.

“I’ll go grab another round,” Rosie says with a giggle as she slides from the booth. Her red hair is loose and hanging down her back. She’s wearing skyscraper black pumps; fitted, tiny black shorts; and a white cami that manages to make her look both tiny and super curvy all at the same time.

We decide to order appetizers to nibble on while we drink and I’m glad because I haven’t eaten anything since my pastry on the way to the office this morning, and the alcohol is starting to hit me. When the waitress drops off several plates of nibbles, we all dig in, munching on the fries in truffle oil, the rich prawns, spicy peppers, and amazing mini sliders.

“Let’s go somewhere and dance,” Brandi says, wiggling in her seat to the beat of the music.

“Yes,” I cry. “Is there a club nearby?”

“I know a place,” Nikki says with a grin, then she slides out of the booth and we all follow her out of the bar.

“How far is it?” I ask.

“Just a couple of blocks from here, we can walk,” she says with a smile and I glance down at her sexy peep-toe pumps and the outrageous heel.

“Are you going to be okay to walk in those?” I ask, pointing down at her shoes.

“I’ll be fine. These may look like they should hurt, but they’re actually surprisingly comfortable.” She assures me, hooking her arm with mine as we walk down the sidewalk.

When we reach a club called Red’s, there’s a long queue, but Nikki walks us straight past it and up to the doorman, whose face lights up when he sees her.

“Nikki, it’s been a long time.” The guy says, his eyes running over her face and then down her body pausing at her belly. “Jesus Christ, Nik, what the hell? You’re pregnant,” he says, his eyes going wide.

My new friend giggles. “No shit, is that what this is?” she says sarcastically, placing her hand on her stomach.

“Sorry, it’s just a bit of a shock. Err, congratulations,” he says.

“Thank you,” Nikki says smoothly and then lifts her chin and nods toward the club.

“Oh shit, yeah, sorry. In you go, have a good night.” The doorman says.

He lifts the rope barring the entrance and we all walk past him and into the club. The beat of the music pulses through the floor the moment we pass through the doors and excitement starts to well up inside of me.

The dance floor is packed but we still crowd onto it, our hands thrown up as we move to the music. I lift my arms into the air and lose myself to the rhythm until my skin is clammy and my throat dry. As a group we all head to the bar and order drinks and another round of shots, then we head back to the dance floor.

After an hour of nonstop dancing, I notice that none of us have been approached by any men the entire time we’ve been here. I’m not really looking to hook up with anyone, but with a group of women this stunning in a busy club, it’s strange that not one guy has tried his luck.

My arms are still moving in the air above me, but I slowly scan the club and that’s when I spot them. In a booth almost directly in front of us, but hidden in shadows sit Blade, Park, Daisy, and two other guys that I’m guessing are probably Anders and Sleaze. I smile and bite my lip at how ridiculously cute these overprotective men are. Then I see him. Hidden at the very back of the booth is Justin and his eyes are laser-focused on me.

Nudging Nikki, I tip my head in the direction of the table full of bikers and she laughs. “I know, they got here not long after us,” she shouts over the music.

“Did you know they were coming?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Guessed they would when we refused to wear those fucking property cuts they have with their names on the front.”

One by one the other girls all notice where Nikki and I are staring and none of them seem particularly surprised their partners would invade our girls night out. When the guys realize that they’ve been spotted, they make their way toward us as a group.

The sight is both the scariest and hottest thing I’ve ever seen. Seven huge, intimidating bikers, all sporting their get-the-fuck-away-from-me faces and heading straight for us. My breath stutters in my chest as one by one the men all claim their women, pulling them close or kissing them. Then there’s only me and Justin, his huge imposing form stood silently in front of me.

I try to turn away, but he reaches out and wraps his huge paw-like hand around my hip stopping me. The loud music suddenly fades away, the people all around us no longer seem so close, and all I can see is this man, and all I can feel is the heat from where he’s touching me.

His eyes widen slightly, and I wonder if it’s just me, or if he’s feeling this too. His other hand lifts up, brushing a loose strand of hair off my face and pushing it behind my ear. Then his finger runs along my jaw until he reaches my chin and he lifts it, lowers his mouth to mine and kisses me.
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I have no idea what I’m doing here. I know why the others are here. The moment their women decided to go out in the city, they always planned to come and keep an eye on them. It’s not that the girls aren’t capable of looking after themselves, more that all of my brothers are protective cavemen and they just couldn’t stop themselves from wanting to make sure no one got close to what’s theirs.

That doesn’t explain why I’m here though. None of these women are mine and yet knowing she was here I just couldn’t stop myself. The moment we walked through the doors, my eyes sought her out and I haven’t been able to look away.

She’s beautiful, but there are a lot of beautiful women in this club. With her arms above her head, her body moving to the beat of the music, she looks fucking primal and the caveman I didn’t know was inside of me, is screaming at me to claim what’s mine.

Since the moment we shared, she’s all I can think about. She’s all I can see and feel and smell. I’ve fucked five women this week and the whole time I was touching them, all I could think about was her. It’s so messed up. If I was a real man, I wouldn’t be thinking about one woman while my dick is balls deep in another, but apparently, I’m a stupid motherfucker too.

The girls dance and drink, giggling to one another and laughing when they stumble on their high fucking heels. When Riley spots me, her eyes go wide and when all my brothers claim their women, I’m left to decide what to do.

My gut is telling me she’s mine, that I should claim her and tell every other fucking asshole in this room that she belongs to me. But my mind is at war, reminding me that I don’t know anything about her; I don’t even know if she has a boyfriend, a husband, a family.

I can’t stop my feet from moving though, and when I’m only inches away from her, the urge to make her mine is stronger than anything else.

Riley turns and I know she’s about to leave, to walk away, and I just can’t let her, so I reach for her, wrapping my hand around her hip. The moment I touch her the music goes silent and all I can hear is the chanting barbs of my own subconscious. Mine, mine, mine, mine.

I want to drag her to me, rip up her dress and fuck her right here and now. Fill her with my cum and make sure that the entire world sees that she belongs to me. I want to force her to her knees and watch as her lips stretch around my dick. I want to have her ride my face, my fingers, my dick. I want to take her in every way possible, make her so much mine, that she won’t ever deny how my touch affects her again.

Instead, I reach up and gently brush away a strand of hair from her eye, tucking it behind her ear. Then I trace the line of her jaw, lift her chin and press my lips against hers.

She freezes as I kiss her and for a second, I think about stopping, but just as I’m about to pull back, her hand grasps my arm and her lips start to push back against mine. Riley’s tongue pushes forward to mesh with mine and I’m lost in the taste of her mouth, the softness of her lips against mine, the way her body has curled into my chest.

I can’t risk touching her in any other way. The urge to throw her over my shoulders and take her home with me is too strong. I try to tell her with this kiss that if she just lets me, I’ll worship her. I’ll consume her, shatter her into pieces, then put her back together.

I pull back, needing to get myself under control; our lips part and a bittersweet sense of longing fills me the moment we separate. Slowly, I open my eyes, staring into hers as her lids part. Warmth fills my gut at the heat and need I can see reflected back in her gaze. Then she drops her hands from my body and all of the emotion in her face darkens. Her lips pinch together, and her hands at her sides tense into fists.

I should see it coming, but I don’t, not until her fist is connecting with my jaw, her face screwed up into a mask of anger and outrage. The hit barely registers, her tiny fist just grazing my cheek, but despite how weak the punch was, she still fucking punched me.

“What the fuck?” She screams at me, her shoulders tight. The hand she just punched me with cradled against her chest.

I have absolutely no idea what to say, or what to do. I’ve never had a woman punch me or scream in my face because I kissed her. I think that’s the reason she’s so pissed at me. Because I haven’t done anything else to her, or at least I don’t think I have.

I open my mouth to speak but she slashes her good hand through the air between us stopping me.

“No, just no,” she says, her eyes wild and her tits rising up and down with each angry breath.

I watch open mouthed and completely overwhelmed by confusion and lust as she turns and walks away. What the fuck is happening? I kissed her and she kissed me back, but now she’s leaving. I feel someone shove at my arm and I look down, finding an angry Nikki smacking my bicep.

“Follow her,” she screams at me, pointing in the direction of the exit and Riley’s hastily retreating form.

Looking from Riley to Nikki and back again, I nod and take off at a run, pushing people out of my way as I surge through the crowded club, bursting out of the exit just in time to see Riley climb into a cab and shut the door.

I lunge for the car, but I’m too late, and her eyes lock with mine as the cab pulls away from the curb and heads off down the street.
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No, no, no, no, no.

No.

This isn’t happening. Justin did not just kiss me. He did not just give me the best kiss of my entire fucking life. No. He did not almost make me orgasm just from the touch of his lips on mine.

No. Just no.

There’s no way any of that could have happened, because if it did, then I just punched him in the mouth, and screamed in his face. This must be a dream. Maybe I’m having a seizure or something. But I can still taste him on my tongue. I can still feel tingles running along the skin beneath where his hand had been on my hip, and I can still feel the wetness in my panties from where my pussy filled with arousal.

Fuck.

The cab pulls up outside my hotel and I throw some bills at the driver and climb out of the car, clutching my injured hand. I’ve never punched anyone before and crap it hurts. My knuckles are already swollen and I can barely move my fingers.

He kissed me. He just walked up to me and kissed me like he owned me. But in that moment he had owned me. My body and my mind surrendered to him completely and it wasn’t until his lips pulled back from mine that I saw red.

My hands are shaking as I push open the door to my bedroom. I pull out my cell and type a quick text to Rosie.

Me: Sorry I had to leave. Speak soon xo

Throwing the cell onto the bed, I grab the ice bucket and pad down the corridor to the ice machine. I fill it, then make my way back to my room and go about fashioning an ice pack and laying it across my swollen knuckles.

My cell beeps and I grab it and check out the screen. It’s a message from Rosie.

Rosie: Where are you? We all saw you punch Smoke then run out.

Me: I’m back at my hotel.

Rosie: Are you okay? Do I need to get Park to beat the shit out of him for you?

Me: I’m fine, no ass kicking required.

Rosie: What happened? I didn’t even know you guys were a thing.

Me: We are not a thing!!! He just kissed me, completely out of the blue.

Rosie: Wow, he must have been a bad kisser.

Me: Ha ha.

Rosie: You’re okay though?

Me: I’m fine, enjoy the rest of your night

Rosie: Okay, see you later

Dropping my cell phone back onto the bed, I kick off my boots and flop down onto the comforter. Sighing loudly, I cover my eyes with my good hand and try to figure out what the hell I’m going to do now. As satisfying as punching his face was, now that I’m out of the moment I can also see that maybe, perhaps, it was a bit of an overreaction.

I’m hardly some innocent virgin who’s offended by a kiss from a stranger in a club. So why the hell did I freak out so hard about Justin kissing me? I’m pushing all of my unresolved Greg shit onto this guy and it’s completely unreasonable, completely unfair, but I just can’t help it. The thing is, that if I’m honest I know that Justin isn’t really anything like Greg; the only thing they have in common is how attractive they are. Where Greg was obnoxious about his good looks, Justin just seems to accept it. Where Greg was well-groomed to the point of ridiculousness, Justin is hot in a basic white shirt and jeans. Groaning again, I try to force him from my mind. This is ridiculous. I’m not this girl. I refuse to be this girl. I don’t need a man, especially one who can drive me to violence.

Rolling off the bed, I undress and crawl back under the sheets in my comfiest pjs. Next time I see Justin, I’ll calmly apologize and let him know that I’m not interested. I need to behave like an adult, and punching a guy because he kissed me and I liked it, even though I didn’t want to, is incredibly childish. With a new resolve, I close my eyes and let sleep wash over me.

My eyes flash open. My chest is heaving and my heart is racing. The image from my dream, of Justin pushing me forward over a table flashes behind my eyes. The way his huge hand had felt as it had pressed down on the center of my back, holding me down as he kicked my legs wider apart and reached his hand between my thighs to touch my pussy.

I gasp as I remember the way his hot breath had felt as he leaned down to whisper in my ear. “You can pretend you don’t want me, Riley, but no one will believe you after they hear you screaming my name.”

The room feels too dark around me; the night strangling me with all of the lust that’s pulsing through me. In the cold light of day, I can convince myself that I’m not interested in him, but in my dreams, I can’t deny how he makes me feel. How I ache for his touch, how I want him to do all of the dirty things he does to me in the oblivion of my sleep.

Squeezing my thighs together, I suck in a ragged breath and try to stem the ache between my legs. I close my eyes, but the feeling from my dream of his weight against my back, of his fingers as he pumps them in and out of me has me shuddering and squirming. My body is needy and when I slide my hand between my legs, I can feel the slickness of my pussy.

I let my eyes fall closed again, my fingers rubbing, circling, and probing as I allow the fantasy to consume me again. Justin teases my clit, pushing me closer and closer to release, then he replaces his fingers with his huge cock, stretching my pussy and filling me until I’m so full I can barely catch my breath.

His hand slides from the center of my back up to my neck, and he pushes my cheek to the cool wood of the table, pinning me in place. His thumb softly strokes circles on my cheek as he holds me down and fucks me. The thrust of his cock moving in and out is relentless, not giving me chance to do anything but gasp and whimper. He takes me so primally, that before I can even comprehend what’s happening, my body is tense and shuddering. When I scream, the sound is raw and desperate as my orgasm crashes into me.

When I open my eyes and look up at the bland hotel ceiling above me, my breathing is shallow and my body is on fire from the orgasm I just gave myself. “Well fuck,” I say into the dark, empty room.
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The sultry beat of the song thrums through the large room and all eyes are on the naked woman dancing on the stage. The bar is quiet, as it usually is when Harmony is performing. I’m not sure what it is about her that makes her so captivating to watch, but it’s impossible to look away.

Somehow my eyes are not trained on the long-legged Latino beauty. They’re scanning the room and searching for the man who’s been avoiding me for three days now. When Riley drove away in a cab, I went a little crazy, stalking back into the club and demanding to know the number of her hotel room.

When Rosie refused to tell me, I shouted at her, demanding that she give me the information. Let’s just say that my attitude pissed Park off a little bit. Punches were thrown and I ended up leaving alone, my lip split, and my mind more confused than ever.

I need to see Riley almost as much as I need to stay away from her. She’s quicksand for me. One step toward her and I’m rooted to the spot, slowly sinking into her, and the more I struggle, the quicker she drags me under.

There’s a small bruise on my jaw where she hit me and a massive welt on my ego where her rejection battered into me. Why doesn’t she want me? That kiss wasn’t a one-way thing; she wasn’t an unwilling participant. One moment she was liquid in my arms, the next she was punching me in the face and running away.

Shaking my head to banish all thoughts of her, I let my eyes roam over the club. This is my domain. Grits has been slowly handing over responsibility to me one thing at a time and I’m more confident than ever that I can do this and do it well.

All I need to do now is figure out who’s stealing from Beavers and I think I’ll really feel like I’m contributing something of value to the place and I need that. I need to feel like I earned my place here and not just because Grits likes me or because I’m a Sinner.

I spot Park the moment he walks through the door and I’m immediately walking toward him. I behaved like a dick and I need to make amends and admit that I was an asshole. I’ll need to apologize to Rosie too, but Park is my brother and I don’t want there to be bad blood between us.

“Hey,” I say, when I reach him at the far end of the bar.

“Hey,” he replies, his voice terse and unyielding.

“I’m a fucking dick.”

“Yeah, you are.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t have an excuse; I just lost my mind for a minute,” I admit, looking down to the floor.

“Fucker, only you could still be pretty with a busted-up lip,” Park says with a laugh.

“Fuck you,” I mutter, twisting my lips into a smirk.

“Get me a beer, asshole. Then you can tell me what the fuck happened.”

“I think I’ll need more than one to explain that fucking shitshow,” I say, already heading behind the bar and pulling two glasses of beer from the pump.

Handing him a glass, I follow him as he leads us to a small table in a back corner, away from the eager patrons who are all staring at Harmony as she begins the pole part of her act; her naked body swinging around a stripper pole in nothing but a pair of ridiculously high hooker heels.

“I didn’t even know there was anything going on between you and Riley,” Park says the moment I sit down.

“There isn’t. Or maybe there is. Honestly, I have no fucking clue.”

“But when did it start? When have you even been alone long enough to start anything? Rosie is freaking the fuck out, bro. You need to tell me what’s happening here.” Park says, his Irish accent becoming stronger with his obvious agitation.

Sighing, I lift my hands to my hair and pull at the strands. “It’s just.” I pause. “Fuck, I don’t know. I mean she’s hot, but we had like this…” Stopping again, I try to figure out how to say it without sounding like a fucking pussy. “We had this moment.”

“A moment,” Park says, barely holding back his amusement.

“Fuck you, asshole. When I went to pick her up for the BBQ, she slipped out of the truck and I caught her, and, shit, I don’t even know, something happened.”

“You fucked her?” Park asks, his eyes wide.

“No, jackass, I did not fuck her.”

“Then what the fuck are you talking about?”

Sighing, I scrub at my face with my hands. “If you ever tell another fucking soul what I’m about to tell you, I will hunt you down and fuck you up.” I say from behind my fingers.

“Okay,” Park says with a laugh.

“I don’t fucking understand it, but it’s like something changed when I touched her. Like some fucked up obsession shit. Only now, I can’t get her out of my head. She’s all I can fucking think about. When I saw her at the club, I just couldn’t help myself. I had to kiss her, and she kissed me back. Then she lost her shit and punched me.”

Park just stares at me, his mouth slightly open, like he has no idea what the fuck to say to me. “You like her.”

“I don’t even know her last name,” I say, frustrated with all of the bullshit that’s coming out of my mouth.

“So you like her. Why are you freaking out about it? You fucking love women, what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I don’t like her. She’s a bitch and she’s ruining pussy for me.”

Park laughs. “How is she ruining pussy for you?”

“Because every time I go near a fucking woman all I can see is her. She’s ruining sex for me. She’s fucking cursed me or some shit.”

Park is laughing so much he can’t speak. Asshole.

“Fuck you,” I hiss at him.

His laugh gets even louder, and he slaps at the table with his hand. Flipping him the bird, I get up from my chair, but he waves his hand in the air to stop me.

“Sorry,” he says through his laughter. “Sit your ass back down.”

Scowling, I lower myself back into my chair and glare at him as he tries to slow his laughter.

“I never thought I’d see the fucking day,” Park says, the laughter not entirely gone from his voice.

“What?” I snap, annoyed at how fucking amused he is by all this.

“The day that a woman got to you.”

“She hasn’t got to me,” I snarl.

“Sure she hasn’t. That’s why all you can see is her, even when you’re balls deep in some other bitch’s cunt.”

Sullenly, I look away from him and focus on my beer, lifting the glass to my lips and chugging the rest of it down.

“So what are you going to do?” Park asks, his voice back to normal.

“Nothing.”

“What? Why would you do nothing?”

“Because I lose my shit when I’m around her. I need to just stay away. Plus, the bitch punched me in the fucking face, so she obviously isn’t interested.” I say, placing my glass down onto the table with a bit too much force.

“So you don’t want to know what room she’s in at the hotel?” Park asks.

“No,” I say a little too quickly, my gaze shooting up.

He raises his eyebrow up in question.

“Yes,” I reluctantly agree, knowing that even though I should, I don’t think I can stay away from her.


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

When my cell phone rings, I answer it without looking at the screen. “Hello.”

“Hey, sweetie,” Rosie’s voice says through the phone’s speaker.

“Oh, hey.”

“Oh hey? You ignore my texts for three days and now you’re just like hey,” she says, her tone angry.

Sighing, I lean back in my chair and stretch out my neck. “I’m sorry.”

“What’s going on, Riley?”

“Nothing.”

“Seriously.” She says, the disbelief clear in her tone. “Do you like him?”

“Who?”

“Smoke of course.”

“No. God no,” I cry, the words coming too quick to be convincing.

“Well good, because then you have no excuse not to come to the club this weekend. There are parties all weekend because one of the other chapters is in town. Park will come pick you up from your office tomorrow night, bring an overnight bag.”

“Rosie, no,” I say.

“Okay that’s settled. See you tomorrow, love you, bye,” she says quickly, before hanging up, leaving me staring at my cell, my mouth open in shock.

Once the shock has faded, I quickly type out a text.

Me: That was not cool.

She replies immediately.

Rosie: Neither is ignoring me for days. See you tomorrow.

Me: No.

I wait for her to reply, but she doesn’t.

Me: Rosie, I’m not coming tomorrow.

Me: I’m serious.

Me: Rosie!

I stare at my cell waiting to see the three dots that say she’s replying, but they never come. Shaking my head, I laugh a little at how well she’s played me. She knows I’ll have a bag and be waiting for Park tomorrow and I have a horrible feeling that as much as I don’t want to, I’ll be seeing Justin tomorrow too.

When six thirty pm rolls around, I close down my laptop, slide all my stuff into my purse and grab the small overnight bag I’ve had beneath my desk all day. I glance in the direction of Dan’s office and exhale a sigh of relief that I haven’t had to tell him I can’t join him for dinner again.

In a weak moment, I’d accepted his invitation to join him once this week, then felt awful when he’d tried to kiss me at the end of the night and I’d had to turn my face at the last moment so his lips hit my cheek instead of my lips. He’d been incredibly gracious in my rejection, but I’m still feeling really uncomfortable about it all.

When I exit the building, I spot the huge black truck and make my way toward it, expecting to see Park behind the wheel. When I see Justin, I freeze, looking over my shoulder to see where I can run to.

The window rolls down and he shouts, “Get in the goddamn truck.”

Pulling in a deep breath, I weigh up my options: run back into my office and take the chance that he might chase after me, try to hail a cab and get away from him that way, or pull up my big girl panties and get in the truck and go see my friend.

I wish I could say that I immediately chose the third option, but honestly I stepped to the curb and had my hand halfway into the air to call a cab, just as Justin circled the truck and stood in front of me, his arms crossed across his huge chest and his gorgeous full lips twisted into a scowl.

“Riley, you gonna get in the truck on your own, or am I throwing you over my shoulder and chucking you in there?”

Closing my eyes, I inhale, trying to ignore the way my body has heated just from him being here. The way my skin is tingling with the desire to touch him and how my pussy is hot and aching wanting to rub against him, to feel him do the things he does to me in my dreams.

“Fine,” I say, my voice small as I walk away from him and climb up into the cab.

Justin follows behind me, not touching me but close enough that I can feel his presence, and my body flushes with excitement.

You don’t want him. You don’t want to kiss him. You don’t want to feel his body over yours. I repeat the silent mantra over and over as we drive through the Houston streets, until we finally break free of the city and exit onto the busy highway that will eventually change to country roads the closer we get to the small town of Archer’s Creek.

I don’t look at him, but I can feel his eyes on me and my nipples pebble in response. The light is beginning to fade, but I can still see the faint bruise on his jaw that I think must be from where I hit him last weekend. I should probably apologize, because being an idiot is not a good enough reason to be violent toward him.

This close to him I can smell his fresh, clean scent and I want to lean into him and inhale deeply. I don’t want to want him, but I don’t seem to be able to help it. The silence in the truck is palpable, the air between us filled with a heady mix of sexual tension, desire, annoyance, and frustration. As it swirls around me, I try not to audibly swallow, a groan rising in my throat.

I hear him exhale, the noise feral and primal just before he swings a left, driving us off the main road and down a tiny country lane. Without thought, I turn and look at him, finding his eyes on mine, his chest heaving up and down as he pulls in ragged breaths.

“If you don’t want this to happen, you need to say now, because I’m fucking struggling.” He says, his voice barely a harsh rasp.

I want to tell him to take me to the club, to get back onto the road and ignore this tension that’s only building with each pained breath I take, but I can’t. All of the depraved dreams that have filled my nights suddenly surge into my mind, flashing images of our naked bodies, sweating as he fucks me until we’re nothing but moans, screams, and pleasure.

“Riley,” he says, and my name is a demand. He wants me to tell him to stop, but I can’t. I want this and I’m moving toward him, unclipping my seatbelt and sliding across the bench. As our lips smash into each other, a feral need takes over and his fingers tug at my clothes as I fight to pull his shirt over his head so I can touch his huge chest beneath. My fingers are at his jeans, fumbling with his button, then shoving his pants down his legs and freeing his cock. Gracelessly, he shoves my skirt up around my waist and rips the fabric of my panties in two, exposing my pussy to his eager fingers.

I gasp as he slides two fingers into me, and I feel his sharp intake of breath when my hand wraps around his dick. Our movements are angry and frantic, as our lips push against one another, our tongues fighting, my free hand in his hair, pulling and tugging.

He pumps his fingers into me, his thumb circling my clit relentlessly, pushing me toward my orgasm. As he works my pussy, I slide my fist up and down his hard dick, feeling the pre-cum on my fingers, only pausing when he makes me come, my back arching, my entire body convulsing. I hear the sound of a condom wrapper being ripped open and he pushes my hand out of the way so he can slide it over his cock.

He lifts me from the seat, placing me back down into his lap, my legs straddling him. I reach down and guide his cock into my sex, gasping as he stretches me. I force my body to accept him, my lips parted. He’s too big, but I’m too far gone to care about the pain. We both watch as his cock disappears inside of me, then he takes over. He grasps my hips, lifting me off him then guiding me back down, my pussy fighting the intrusion with every thrust. Lifting me completely off him, he lays me down onto the bench seat, roughly spreads my thighs and buries his face into my sex.

His tongue licks and sucks at me and I cry out, squirming, pushing into his tongue as he thrusts into me. On the verge of a second orgasm, he stops then lifts me up again, placing me over him. “Slowly. I want to watch your cunt swallow my dick.” He orders.

This time as I lower myself onto him there’s no pain, only pleasure, as he fills me completely. “That’s it, beautiful. Fuck, that feels so fucking good. Your cunt was made for my dick, so tight.” His words are barely a whisper, but I can hear them where his lips are pressed against my ear as he watches himself fill me.

When my butt is settled against his lap, I let my head fall forward into his shoulder. The sensation of fullness is so fucking amazing I can barely wait.

“You ready?”

I nod against his skin and his hands tighten around me. Lifting up, I roll my hips before sinking back down onto him. The pace is slow, his cock dragging across every single nerve-ending before hitting that spot that makes me see stars. Again and again, I slide up and down his dick, our lips pressed against one another as I push us both toward a mind-blowing orgasm.

When the teasing becomes too much, Justin takes control, lifting me up and slamming me down on his cock until seconds later I scream. My orgasm shatters, leaving me convulsing with pleasure; my internal muscles clamping down, milking his cock and taking every ounce of pleasure he can give me. Justin follows me over the edge, his groan coming only moments after mine as his body tenses and his dick twitches deep inside of me.

Neither of us speaks as we wait for the aftershocks to subside. We don’t say a word as I climb off his lap and back into my seat. We’re both silent as I smooth down my skirt and Justin pulls off the condom and lifts up his pants.

The quiet becomes tangible, an impenetrable force that we’ve both created, yet neither of us can diffuse. Lost in the silence, he starts the truck’s engine and pulls back onto the road. When he slows to a stop outside the courtyard that hides Park and Rosie’s apartment, I look at him and I can see the desperation to speak in his eyes. I know that the same look is reflected back in mine, but I remain dumb, climb out of the truck, and don’t utter a sound when he drives away.
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Less than two hundred yards from where I just left Riley, I pull to the side of the road and punch the truck’s steering wheel over and over again. “Fucking, stupid, motherfucking idiot,” I shout at myself, as I take all of my frustrations out on the truck, hitting it until my knuckles are raw and bloody and I slump back into the seat, my head falling back against the headrest.

I have no idea what the fuck just happened. I had the best sex of my life. The best angry, quick dirty sex at least. Then she just climbed out of the car without a word and I drove away. Fucking idiot. I’m a fucking idiot.

When I pulled over, it wasn’t to fuck her. It was to talk, to hash out whatever this thing is that’s driving me absolutely crazy and fucking with my head. Then the next thing I know she’s in my lap and her cunt is sliding down my dick.

Shit, the feeling of being inside of her was perfection, just perfection, and now she’s gone and I didn’t say a fucking word.

I know how to deal with women; they love me, they all do, yet Riley seems to be completely immune to my charms. She isn’t impressed by how I look, my usual moves have no effect on her, and I have no idea what to do.

How is it possible that she doesn’t give a crap about me and yet I’m completely captivated by her? Despite the way she looks at me and the way she acts, she must be attracted to me in some way. She launched herself at me, pulling at my shirt and grabbing for my cock the moment I pushed my pants out of the way. She wanted me as much as I wanted her. But then the moment it was done, it’s like she flipped back to being completely disinterested.

Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman who could fuck like we just did and then be completely silent, like not even say a word. I ripped her fucking panties in two and she just pushed down her skirt and never said a fucking thing.

How did I become the girl in this? How did I become the one that wants to talk and cuddle after a bout of amazing sex? I haven’t cuddled a woman ever, then one quick bang in a truck on the side of the road and I’m pouting that she didn’t spoon with me after.

Holy fucking shit, I’m needy. I’m a needy fucking pussy.

I don’t know how long I sit in the truck, blood dripping from my knuckles as I curse myself and call myself a hundred different kinds of idiot. My cell rings and I grab it from the cup holder in the dash and look at the caller I.D. It’s Park.

Sighing, I answer. “Brother.”

“What happened?” he asks, his voice low.

“What are you talking about?” I ask, not willing to tell him how much of an idiot I am if I don’t have to.

“Riley is here. She looks and smells freshly fucked, but she’s pretending nothing’s wrong. So I ask again, what the fuck happened?”

Sighing weakly, I pull at my hair with my fingers. “You know what happened,” I eventually say.

“You fucked her, then just dropped her off at the door? Dick move, bro,” Park says.

“Not my choice, brother. Not my choice. I pulled over to talk to her and then the next thing I know we’re fucking and then nothing, just silence. Then she got out and I drove off,” I admit.

“What the fuck is going on with you pair? I had no idea you were even interested in each other. You’ve gone from nothing to kissing, to her punching you, and now you’re fucking and ignoring each other. The two of you are giving me whiplash.”

“You’re not the only one,” I agree.

“So talk to her.”

“Yeah.” I say, knowing that he’s right.

“Okay?”

“Okay, bye,” I say and end the call, lowering my cell to my lap and staring at the mess I’ve made of my knuckles.

Park is right. I need to talk to her. I like this girl. I want her, and I just need to tell her that. Because at the end of the day women love me and Riley won’t be the exception to that rule.

With a renewed sense of purpose, I pull away from the curb and head back to my apartment. After a shower to wash the blood from my hands and the smell of sex from my body, I get dressed and head back out on my bike to the club and hopefully to round two with Riley.

The cool night breeze is balm for my soul and by the time I pull into the Sinners compound I feel refreshed and centered. All the therapy and meds in the world are nowhere near as effective as the wind in your face and freedom in your blood. My bike is my life blood. It keeps me sane, and after everything that’s happened with Riley today, I needed this reprieve.

After parking in the barn, I climb off and make my way toward the clubhouse. The lot is packed with bikes and cars and people are spilling from the already packed building; the bass of the music shattering the peace of the evening.

Walking into the room, I’m assaulted with the smell of hedonism. Tonight is biker life at its best: brothers, bitches, and beer. When other chapters come to visit, we always like to pull out all the stops, and when I spot the pole setup to the side of the room and a completely naked Shannon hanging from it, her legs spread wide and her pussy on display, I can’t help but smile.

Blow jobs, sex, oral, gangbangs, nothing is taboo on a night like this and I laugh at the thought. Last time we had a party like this, I was on top of the bar feeding the horde of eager pussy vodka from the bottle and calling myself the king of the fucking world. The rush of adrenaline that pulses through me as I scan the crowd searching for tonight’s conquest, evaporates when I see Riley, stood by the pool table, cue in hand.

For a moment I’d forgotten about her, but just one look and every other person in the club pales in comparison. She’s smiling and I want that. I want her to look at me and smile, just for me. But when her eyes catch mine, she frowns and looks away.

I want her in a way I’ve never wanted another soul. I can stand on the bar and be the king of this fucking room, but right now all I want is to be her king and for her to be my queen.
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Oh shit, oh fuck, he’s here. This isn’t a surprise, so I don’t know why I’m shocked, but I am.

Inhaling deeply, I try to calm myself without letting any of the other people around me know that I’m panicking. When he’d driven away from Rosie and Park’s place, I’d smoothed down my skirt again, thrown my bags over my shoulder, and made my way inside like nothing had happened. I don’t think I fooled anyone with my insistence that I was fine, but I’m nothing if not persistent, and despite Rosie asking me in a hundred different ways what the hell was going on with me, I never said a word.

It wasn’t until I was in their shower, the water cleaning away the remnants of our quickie in the truck, that the reality of what we had done had really struck me. I had sex with Justin in a truck at the side of the road. Hot, frantic, maybe a little angry sex, but I still had sex with him, and I have absolutely no clue how I feel about that.

Anna told me to find someone I had chemistry with, and fuck, Justin and I have chemistry, but we don’t have anything more than that. All I know, or at least all I think I know about him, is that he’s extremely good-looking and he knows it. That he doesn’t have to work to pick up women and leaves with a different one each time. I know that he’s cocky to the point of arrogance and that he works at a strip club.

He’s not what I want. I just got out of a toxic relationship with someone whose arrogance and selfishness hurt me. The sex with Justin was unbelievable, but somehow, I don’t believe anything between him and I could ever just be casual. If he wasn’t so good-looking, I’d find him easier to resist, but I don’t think I’m equipped to deal with another misogynistic jerk.

How the hell have I gone from Dan—nice, geeky Dan who I have zero chemistry with, but is basically the perfect guy for me—to Justin. A cavalier manwhore, who looks scary for a living and is so far from what I should want that it’s almost funny, but who also makes me want to rip his clothes off and jump onto his dick every time I’m near him. I’m so screwed up.

The biker club is insane tonight. This is pretty much exactly what you expect when you think of a club full of bikers. So far, I’ve seen two girls making out; and a guy receiving a blowjob, his back leaning up against the bar. His cock was out for everyone to see as a girl went to town, deep throating him, her thick black mascara running down her cheeks as she swallowed his dick so far down her throat she couldn’t breathe.

On the other side of the room there are two guys and a girl having a very loud, very public threesome. The girl is screaming out her pleasure with one guy in front, the other behind, moving in perfect synchronicity. It’s basically a free live sex show in here tonight and as much as I’m trying to act cool about all of this, I’m not. I’m so not. I don’t know where to look, or if it’s even okay to look. I mean anyone who is having sex out in the open in the middle of a party obviously doesn’t care who’s watching, but does that mean it’s okay for me to stare?

When I glance over at Rosie, I find her face buried in her boyfriend’s chest and I wonder if it’s because she doesn’t know where to look either. A group of us are crowded around the pool table and I’m grateful to have something to concentrate on. But no matter how hard I try to focus all of my attention on the balls on the table, it’s the ones swaying back and forth as one third of the threesome really goes to town on the woman he and his counterpart are fucking, that have my attention.

I want to say I’m repulsed by the debauchery that’s happening all around me, but if I’m honest with myself, all it’s doing is making me horny. The dull ache in my sex is reminding me of the way I’d moaned around Justin’s dick only a couple of hours earlier.

As if my wayward thoughts have summoned him, I lift my eyes and they lock with his. A gush of arousal pools between my legs. My body wants round two and it’s getting itself lubed up and ready for him.

I don’t want him to see the heat in my gaze, so I look away, dropping my eyes back to the pool table and the game that I’m barely participating in; but I can feel him watching me.

Something about this guy makes me behave like a bitchy teenage girl. I’m snarky for no good reason, I’m judgmental and harsh, and apparently, I also now take off my clothes and grab at his dick.

My skin prickles and I know he’s coming closer, probably with an eager girl hanging from his enormous arm. I need to apologize for attacking him in his truck. He wasn’t exactly an unwilling victim, but I think I probably started it.

“Hey,” he says, his voice low and rough. I wish I could ignore him, but I can’t. Just the low timber of his voice and the way I can feel the heat from his huge body next to me, has me turning to look at him, goose bumps pebbling across my skin.

“Hi,” I say breathily.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”

He’s uncomfortable, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides and something about how awkward he’s acting calms me. “Yeah, sure,” I say.

“Outside maybe?”

I look to Rosie and find her watching us, her brows furrowed, and her eyes narrowed. Sighing, I close my eyes. When I open them again a knowing smile has curled the edges of her lips. I won’t be able to avoid her questions now; she’s going to want to know what’s going on. When I arrived at her apartment earlier, I’d been sex tousled and a little shell-shocked, but after telling her I was fine several times she gave up on her interrogation on how I’d ended up looking the way I did. I won’t get away as easily this time.

Justin touches my arm and I look away from my friend and back to him. “You ready?” He asks.

I nod, then move after him as he turns and leads the way toward the exit doors. As I follow his huge frame, he keeps glancing over his shoulder to check that I’m behind him. When the crowd gets thick, he reaches his arm back and takes my hand in his, holding me and making sure we don’t get separated. The sweet, thoughtful gesture softens me. Greg wouldn’t have worried about me like that, he’d never really worried about protecting me, regardless of the situation. Being protected, sheltered by a man, isn’t something I’ve ever really considered before. Maybe it’s because I was raised to be a strong, independent woman. I know I don’t need a man to look after me, but something about the way Justin keeps looking for me makes me think that just because I don’t need to be protected by a guy, doesn’t mean it isn’t nice.

When we reach the exit, he pushes open the door with his free hand, never letting mine go as he guides me ahead of him, holding the door for me while I pass. The clubhouse is crammed, but even more people are outside; some sat around fire pits that have been lit on the lawn to the side of the building and others in groups, talking and drinking.

When a few eyes look in our direction, I tug my hand free from Justin’s, avoiding his gaze when I feel him looking at me. The moment I’m free of his touch, I feel bereft, but I dutifully follow him a few more paces from the doors until he slows to a stop, turning to face me, his hands clenching in fists at his sides.

I wish my dress had pockets. If it did, I could shove my hands in them and I wouldn’t feel the need to fidget. Instead I cross then uncross my arms, lift one hand and briefly look at my nails, then drop both arms to my sides awkwardly as I wait for him to speak.

“Look, Justin,” I start, when it doesn’t look like he’s actually going to say anything.

“Can you please just call me Smoke? Only my mom calls me Justin.”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can. All these nicknames, they make me feel like I’m ten and playing superheroes or something. I feel ridiculous.”

His chest rises as he slowly pulls in a deep breath. I watch as his shoulders lift, making him seem even bigger than his already gargantuan size.

“Look, Riley, about earlier,” he starts.

“God, I’m sorry about that,” I interrupt, speaking so quickly my voice becomes a high-pitched squeak.

“You’re sorry?” Justin says slowly, his body leaning ever so slightly into me.

“Well, yeah, I mean I jumped you and I’m sorry. It shouldn’t have happened.”

His expression shutters and I have no idea what he’s thinking. Maybe he’s never had someone apologize for having sex with him before; it’s a first for me too.

He shakes his head slightly and scoffs quietly. “You’re sorry?”

“Yes,” I reply cautiously.

“Let me get this right. You’re apologizing for us having sex?”

His words and the tone of his voice warn me to consider what I’m going to say next. Instead, I blurt. “Yes. I mean you seemed willing and everything, but I think maybe I started it all and I’m sorry.”

“You think I wasn’t willing?” he asks in a tone I’ve never heard him use before.

“Oh my god, I mean I thought you were. Oh my god. You were, err, you were,” my eyes glance down to his crotch.

A hard grin begins at the corners of his mouth and he slowly takes a step toward me. I retreat, moving back from him, only to have him move forward again.

“Are you trying to say that my dick was hard for you?” he rasps, his voice low and sinful.

“Err,” I say, feeling flustered by how close he is to me. I take another step back, only to find the cool wall against my skin and Justin right in front of me, so close I have to tip my head back to look at him.

“My dick was rock hard for you, still is now. Has been since the moment you climbed off me. Trust me on this one, sweetheart, I wasn’t unwilling.”

I swallow past the lump of want and need in my throat that’s so thick it’s threatening to suffocate me and just nod. My nipples have pebbled and my sex is pulsing and wet. My body is screaming at me to reach out and touch him. He’s so close that I can feel his hot breath on my cheek and I want him, I want him more than I have ever wanted any man.

“I want you, Riley,” he whispers against my ear, his body pressed up against me, his hands sliding around my ribs and heading for my ass.

My body arches into him. I know this is stupid and reckless, but no matter how loud my mind is screaming, ‘run he’ll hurt you like Greg did’, my heart is pushing me forward, telling me to embrace this explosive chemistry I’m feeling for him.

“Let me take you out, baby. Dinner, dancing, whatever you want,” he drawls into my ear, his Texan accent like smooth whiskey.

Finally allowing my hands to reach for him, I slide them up his arms, testing the size of his biceps with my fingers. My senses are humming. I need him to fuck me and make me scream and I want it now. “Where’s the truck?” I purr.

“At my place. I’m on my bike.”

“Do you have a room here? Let’s go there,” I say, madness and desire taking over as I let my fingers move to his abs and slide over the defined bumps I can feel beneath his shirt.

“No, baby. Let’s go get dinner, get to know each other, relax a little,” Justin says, his coaxing voice almost entrancing me until his words permeate the lust-filled fog of my brain.

“What?” I ask, unsure why we aren’t naked yet.

He pulls back, lifting one hand to cup my cheek as he looks at me intently. “This afternoon, the truck, that was fucking unbelievable. But I want to take you out Riley, on a date.”

“You want to take me out on a date?” I repeat, the words not making sense despite almost all of the lust-soaked haze having faded away.

“Yeah, just the two of us. We can go get dinner or whatever you want. Ice-cream, or I don’t fucking know, whatever you want.”

“A date?” I say again, trying to wrap my head around his words.

“Yeah, baby, a date.” he says with a hint of amusement.

“I don’t think so.” The words tumble from my mouth as my brain takes over, protecting me, despite my heart’s pleas to take a chance on him.

“You don’t think what?”

“I don’t think we should go on a date.” I say, but the words are harder to get out than they should be.

“Why not?” Justin asks, moving to stand straighter, his body inching away from mine until we’re barely touching.

“Because we don’t even know each other.”

“That’s exactly why we should go on a date, to get to know each other,” he says, with a smirk.

“You’re not really my type,” I say, knowing that I’m lying but saying it anyway.

“I was your type earlier when you were sinking that tight cunt of yours down on my dick,” he growls, stepping completely away from me, his body language becoming agitated, almost aggressive. If I sensed any danger from him, this is the moment that I would run for my life, but despite not really knowing him in anything other than the biblical sense, I know he wouldn’t hurt me.

“That was just sex,” I say, trying for a flippant tone and failing.

Lie.

“I’m not interested in you.”

Lie.

“I kind of have a boyfriend.”

Lie.

Lie after lie spews from my lips and I watch as the beautiful man in front of me flinches with every verbal hit I inflict on him. This man, with the ability to have any woman he wants, just asked me on a date. He didn’t ask me to fuck him or proposition me for sex. He asked me out, to have an opportunity to get to know me, and rather than being honest or even graciously declining, I’m deliberately hurting him.

Justin jerks back as if I’ve slapped him. All of the heat in his eyes is gone and in its place is a distant coldness that makes me ache with regret. I start to reach for him, then think better of it and let my hands fall to my sides. I did this and even though I know why I’m rejecting him, that I’m only trying to protect my heart, this doesn’t feel right—in fact it feels incredibly wrong.

All I’ve done since I met Justin is hurt him. This whole time I thought I was protecting myself from a guy who was just like my ex, but maybe it’s him who needs to be protected from me. I’m a bitch. I’ve been to dinner with Dan several times, I’ve let him kiss me on most of those occasions and I’m not remotely interested in him. But Justin, a guy I have off the charts sexual chemistry with, just asked me out and I said no. If he’d have asked me to have sex with him again I’d have said yes, but when he wants to take me to dinner, I say no. What the hell is wrong with me?

I watch, helpless as he takes another step back, until it feels like there’s an ocean of distance between us. Without a word he turns and walks away from me, leaving me outside, filled with regret and alone. For a moment I just stare out into the dark night. I’m not sure when the sun went down, but the darkness seems appropriate for how I’m feeling right now. A hollow sense of loss and regret fills me. Why did I just do that?

My eyes search the darkness. I’m not sure what I’m looking for. Maybe I’m hoping he will come back, that I can apologize and tell him the truth. That I don’t have a boyfriend, that I think I could like him, that I do like him. But after the way I just shot him down, the way I behaved, he’s not coming back out here, and I only have myself to blame.

It takes me a full five minutes to pull myself together and go back inside. In the fifteen minutes since I left, the crowd seems to have swelled even more and I can barely see from one side of the room to the other. Trying to decide how to get back to my friends, I head to the bar with the intention of getting to the wall and trying to avoid the crowds. I’ve only taken two steps when I stop.

Justin’s arms are bulging as he heaves himself up onto the wooden bar, standing before the crowd. Every female eye in the room is drawn to him and a chorus of hoots and hollers jeer above the music, cheering like he’s the main act at a male strip show. I wish I could tear my eyes from him, but I can’t. I’m fixated, my body getting excited once again just from the sight of him. But his eyes aren’t on me. Instead they’re scanning the crowd, smiling like a predator hunting for prey.

I watch, enthralled, as he grabs a bottle of liquor and brings it to his lips, swallowing down a gulp before leaning over the crowd and pouring the liquid into the waiting mouths of the women below. I can’t see their faces as they gaze up at him, but they want him, they all do. When he lifts his head, I swear he looks right at me and his smirk vanishes. A second later it’s back, cruel and angry as he scans the crowd, lifts his hand up and points into the horde. The crowd parts for him, and he jumps down from the bar, making a beeline for whoever he picked. A moment later, he glides easily through the sea of partygoers and when he reaches me standing motionless on the edge of the throng, he looks at me and winks as he guides the girl out of the door.
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She turned me down.

She apologized for the sex we had.

She has a fucking boyfriend.

I replay her words over and over as I turn my back on her and walk away. I can’t be near her right now. Everything inside of me is screaming that this woman is mine and that I need to hunt down and kill anyone that dares to try to keep her from me.

Her body reacts to mine. She’s so responsive that just my voice can make goose bumps rise on her flesh and her nipples pebble. I’d bet good money that her panties are wet and her cunt is slick and ready for me. But she doesn’t want to date me, she just wants to have sex with me.

If this is the way women are made to feel by men, then fuck, I think I just became a motherfucking feminist because I have never felt so objectified in my life.

I asked her out on a date, and she asked me to take her to my truck.

Fuck.

My palm hits the door to the club with much more force than necessary and the wood bounces off the brickwork with a heavy thud, then swings toward me as I stalk back into the room. I need a drink, or twenty. I need to forget that this ever fucking happened, that I ever felt how perfect Riley’s cunt was, how sweet her kiss was, and how much I want more with her.

Because she has a boyfriend and she’s not now, nor will she ever be, mine.

Making a beeline for the bar, I grab a bottle of beer and lift it to my lips, draining it dry and slamming it back down onto the bar a moment later. I grab another beer and do the same, then I lean forward, resting my elbows on the wood and let my head fall into my hands.

I’m the king of the motherfucking world. I have my pick of pussy and yet the very first time I find one that I want for more than just a warm wet hole to slide my dick into, she only wants a hard dick to ride. Ironic isn’t it?

This must be karma, the universe playing a fucked-up joke on me.

I don’t know how long I stand there, my head cradled in my hands as I curse the fact that the first woman I actually want, doesn’t want me. Then I lift myself up, climb onto the bar and resume normal service.

This is my life, this is my club, and these clambering women below are my people. They all want me and all I have to do is pick. Only tonight, this all feels hollow. I pour whiskey into my mouth, then into the mouths of the girls below my perch on the bar top and I let my eyes scan the crowd the same way I always do when I’m looking for that night’s lucky lady.

Like a moth to a flame, my eyes find Riley. She’s stood on the very edge of the crowd, looking like sin in her bright blue dress and heels. Less than five minutes ago, her body was pressed up against mine, her fingers roaming my arms and stomach. For a moment I lose my breath, and my body sways toward her. Then I remember that she isn’t interested, that she belongs to someone else.

I force myself to look away and lift my arm up and pick the first girl my eyes find. Jumping off the bar I walk to her and when I’m at her side, I bend down and whisper in her ear. That’s it, that’s all it takes, and I lead her through the crowd, straight past Riley, winking to the woman who broke my fucking heart as I walk out the door.

When the cool night air hits my skin, my sense seems to return, and I look down at the girl who is running her nails along the skin of my arm and wonder what the hell I’m doing. This woman is of zero interest to me; the only reason I even approached her is because Riley was watching.

Shaking my hand free from the brunette’s grasp, I lift my arms above my head then bring them down to rest on my hair. I tug at the short strands and sigh, lifting my head up to look at the sky full of stars above me.

“Baby,” the brunette coos.

“Go back inside, I changed my mind,” I hiss, turning my back on her and blowing out a shaky breath.

I half expect her to protest, but she doesn’t. “Asshole,” she calls over her shoulder as she leaves me, walking back into the clubhouse.

I don’t say a word. I am an asshole.

My cell buzzes with a message and I drag it from my pocket and swipe the screen to bring it to life.

Park: Shop thirty minutes.

Me: Okay.

Walking toward the barn where my bike is parked, I try to figure out how this has all gotten so fucked-up, but honestly, I have no fucking clue. Riley has shown me how little interest she has in me since the first time we met. The first words out of her mouth were a backhanded insult, so where the hell did I get the idea that she might be interested in me?

There’s something about her that’s making me act out of character and I can’t fucking pinpoint exactly what it is. When I spot my bike, I climb on and within seconds I’m riding through the compound gates, nodding at Duke, the new prospect, who is on sentry duty for the night.

He’s a good kid, young, but he understands the life and the club. Once he loses the chip on his shoulder, I think he’ll be a good fit for us. My mind spins back to the BBQ last weekend and the way Riley had stood chatting and laughing with him. How is she comfortable around him and all the other people in my life, yet with me she either ignores me, insults me or rips my clothes off?

I take the long route to Park’s tattoo shop and let myself in through the front door instead of the back one located next to the entrance to his apartment. There’s no way Park will have left his old lady at the club without him tonight, so I know that both Rosie and Riley will be upstairs, and I don’t want to risk seeing her right now.

Not bothering to turn the lights on, I make my way through the dark shop and into Park’s private room at the back. The other artists all have open-plan booths in the main shop, but Park likes to be private when he works and he is the boss.

The walls are covered in pictures of the tattoos he’s done, framed artwork he’s drawn, and murals he’s painted directly onto the walls. He’s a fucking genius with a brush or a needle and all of my work except for the couple of punk tattoos I had done as a teenager has been done by him. This is where we come to work out our shit. When he has issues, I let him tattoo whatever he wants onto my skin; and when I have issues, he tattoos whatever I want.

Tonight, I have no idea what the fuck I need.

I hear the back door opening and then the clinking of bottles as Park pulls something from the refrigerator in the storage room in the back. The door pushes open and my brother lowers a bottle of vodka onto the rolling table he uses as a work station and then drops his ass down into his chair.

Neither of us speaks as he unscrews the top and brings the bottle to his lips, taking a drink, then passing the bottle to me to do the same. The vodka is cold and strong, burning as it coats my throat. I take a second drink, then pass it back to him.

“What the fuck happened?” he asks.

I laugh and it’s a pained, bitter sound. “I have no fucking clue.”

“I told you to talk to her.”

“I tried.”

“And?” he says, passing the bottle back to me again.

“And she apologized for the sex.”

Park chuckles, the fucker. “She apologized?”

“Yep. She said she thought I was willing, but that she’s sorry that she jumped on my dick.”

He laughs now, the action shaking his body as he vibrates with amusement.

“Fuck you,” I snarl, taking another gulp of vodka.

Park’s laughter gradually subsides as I sneer at him, drinking from the bottle without offering it to him again.

“Okay, so what happened then?” He asks when he’s finally got himself under control again.

“I asked her out.”

His jaw falls and he stares at me, shock clear in his bug-eyed expression.

“And she said,” I pause, taking another pull from the bottle. “No.”

“No?” Park says, sounding almost as shocked about it as I am.

“She asked me to take her to the truck again, and when I told her I’d rather take her to dinner, she told me I wasn’t her type, that she wasn’t interested, and that she had a boyfriend.”

“Fuck,” Park mutters, taking the vodka bottle from me, before I can bring it to my mouth again.

Lacing my fingers together, I cup them at the back of my head and lean back in my seat, looking up at the stained ceiling tiles above us.

“You asked her to dinner?”

“I did,” I say with a resigned chuckle. “Stupid huh?”

“You like her.”

“Don’t matter now. She sure as fuck isn’t interested in me.”

We both fall silent again, and I watch as Park takes a drink from the vodka, then holds it out for me again. I take it from him and drink, the liquor still burning as it pours down my throat.

“So what you gonna do?” Park asks.

“Drink,” I say, raising the bottle in the air.

“And after that bottle’s done, what are you gonna do?”

“Probably pass out,” I laugh.

“About Riley, asshole.”

“Nothing.”

“What the fuck, brother? I thought you were a ladies’ man; the one no pussy can ever resist. I thought you were the motherfucking king of the world. You get the pick of the pussy, because they all want you,” he taunts me, all humor gone from his expression.

Closing my eyes, I tip the bottle back and drink. “Looks like I finally found the one that’s immune to my charms.”
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When Park suggests that we leave, I jump at the chance to get the hell away from this club and Justin and quickly agree. Rosie’s assessing gaze never wavers far from me as we make our way back to a cherry-red car that is so ostentatious and opposite to Park, I have to wonder who he borrowed it from, but I don’t ask. I just climb into the back of the car and stay silent as Park drives us back to his and Rosie’s apartment.

When we get there, we all climb up the stairs and into their home. Rosie goes straight to the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of wine and grabbing two glasses from the cabinet, as I kick off my heels and slump down onto the couch.

I watch as Park catches her around the waist and pulls her into his chest, leaning down to whisper something into her ear. The way they are with each other is so easy, so effortless. Their bodies and movements are so synchronized, like they’ve done them a hundred times before. They probably have. I’ve never had a relationship like that. Greg was the closest I’ve ever come to moving in with a guy and look how that turned out.

I have no experience of a relationship like Park and Rosie have, but for the first time I can feel a pang of longing for it. It would be nice to have someone who knows you well enough to know what you’re going to do before you do it. It would be great to have someone to look after me, to protect me and care about me.

My mom and dad are the perfect couple. The love they share is evident in everything they do for each other or for us kids. I grew up with the shining example of what married, happy life should look like, but unlike my sister Tiff, I just never thought that life was for me.

When Rosie twists her head to look at Park and lifts her lips for a kiss, I look away, feeling like I’m intruding on a private moment, even though they know I’m only a few feet away. Sighing wearily I flop back into the couch cushions and close my eyes. The image of Justin walking away, that girl hanging off his arm, immediately flashes into my head and I feel myself wince just from the memory.

It shouldn’t surprise me. I’ve watched him do the exact same thing twice before, but this time it felt different. It felt like a betrayal, which is absurd given that I had turned him down flat only a few minutes earlier.

When I hear the front door click shut, I open my eyes and look for Rosie. She’s sat opposite me, curled into an armchair, a glass of wine in her hand. She motions to the other glass on the table and I gratefully pick it up and take a drink. “Thanks. Where’s Park?”

“He’s gone down to the shop,” Rosie says, her eyes narrowed slightly, her lips twisted into a slight frown.

“Oh.”

“What’s going on, Riley? I know something is happening between you and Smoke, so stopping lying to me and just tell me the truth.”

“Oh, God,” I cry, letting my head fall forward into my hands. “I had sex with him,” I admit, my face still hidden.

“What?” She screeches. “When?”

“Before he dropped me off here this afternoon.” I admit. Lifting my eyes, I wait for her shock or disgust, but instead she’s smiling—a full-blown megawatt grin. “This isn’t good, Rosie.”

She laughs. The bitch laughs. “Oh my god, your face,” she taunts, giggling.

“Fuck you. This is bad, so fucking bad.”

“Details, I want details.”

I try to fight it, but I can’t help the small grin that appears when I think about sex with Justin. The circumstances and everything since then might be a nightmare, but the actual sex had been unbelievable.

“Was it good?” Rosie asks, uncurling her legs and leaning forward, eager to hear my response.

Closing my eyes, I grimace a little, then admit. “It was out of this world.”

Rosie shrieks and bounces excitedly in her seat. “Tell me everything.”

So I do. I tell her about the way I jumped him. How we had hot, dirty, truck sex, and it was intense and fantastic. Then I tell her about how awful and weird and shitty it was once we’d finished, and I tell her about him asking me out and me being a bitch and lying to him.

“You told him you have a boyfriend?” She says, her voice a little incredulous, her brows knitted together in confusion.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” I admit, cringing again at how much worse it all sounds now I’m saying it aloud.

“Do you like him?”

“No,” I say quickly. “Maybe.”

Her smile comes back full force. “You like him.”

“I don’t. He’s too cocky and so arrogant. He’s a manwhore and he smirks at me. I don’t like him.”

“You like him,” she says again, the glee obvious in her voice.

“I can’t,” I whisper.

“Why not?”

“Because I just got my heart stamped on by Greg, and Justin wears much bigger shoes. When he hurts me, my heart won’t just get bruised, it’ll break, and I can’t deal with that so soon after Greg. I need a nice guy, someone who’s calm and easy. I won’t survive Justin, I just won’t.” I admit, voicing the concerns that until now I’ve kept hidden.

“He’s not who you think he is. You told me about Greg, and he sounds like an asshole. Smoke isn’t like that.”

“He left with another woman tonight, Rosie. He’s hot, but I’m not equipped to deal with guys like him. The best thing I can do, is chalk this up to a glitch in the matrix and move on. We had sex, he’s hot, and that’s all there is to it. Plus, my family would hate him. God, they already think I’m wasting my life. Can you imagine if I took him home?”

“Wow, Riley, that was mean and bitchy. He’s a good guy. He might be big and covered in tats, but he’s not dumb.”

Sighing, I scrub at my face with my hands. “I know, I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I said it. Just thinking about Justin brings out the worst in me. When I open my mouth mean stuff comes out and I don’t even mean to do it. This afternoon we had hot sex and then tonight he asks me out and I told him I wasn’t interested in him and have a fucking boyfriend. What the hell is wrong with me?”

Rosie climbs out of her seat and walks around the coffee table, sitting down next to me and throwing her arm around my shoulder. “I don’t know what’s going on, but maybe you’re right. Maybe staying away from Smoke is the right decision.”

I nod, resting my head on her shoulder as we both fall silent.

 

Two Weeks later.

 

I’ve successfully managed to avoid Justin for two weeks, even though I’ve been to Rosie and Park’s and met up with the other girls too. Only today, I won’t be able to avoid him anymore. The whole club are spending the hot balmy day down at the beach that skirts the edge of a huge lake I didn’t even know was here. The vans and trucks have been loaded up with coolers full of beer, and there’s a huge BBQ with enough food to feed a small country.

When Rosie told me about the lake party, I claimed to have too much work on to go, but she knew I was lying. That girl is relentless when she wants something. So here I am, dressed in a red, string bikini, laying out on a towel, and trying really hard not to look for Justin.

Apparently, days like this are only for club members, their families, a few of the club girls, and close friends. But this still means there’s over forty people, including a lot of the kids I saw at the last BBQ I attended.

The other girls are to either side of me and as I lie on my front, my hands rested beneath my cheek, I listen to their conversation.

“So is money still going missing?” Nikki asks.

“Yep and it’s driving me crazy. It’s not every day and I don’t think it’s someone from Beavers; but it’s got to be someone who knows the club well enough to know how and when we bank, and how much money to take so that it’s not too obvious,” Grits replies, the frustration clear in her tone.

“So is Puck looking into it?” Nikki asks.

Grits sighs, and I hear the fizzing sound of a beer bottle being opened. “Anders has asked him to, but he’s snowed under with some security issues they’ve got with one of their clients. He’s said he’ll look into it when he can, but the contract stuff has to come first, especially because I don’t have any real evidence.”

“Hey, Riley,” Nikki calls.

Turning my head, I blink open my eyes and look at her. “Yeah?”

“I know you design computer games, but how are your computer security skills?” She asks, a sparkle in her smile.

“Not great,” I say.

“But you know code, so you must have some basic hacking skills.”

“I mean, yeah, I know how to do the basics, but I can’t like hack a bank or whatever.” I say, pushing one elbow up and resting my cheek against my palm.

“But you could have a look into this money going missing, for Grits?” Nikki says expectantly.

“Err.” I look to Grits, then back to Nikki.

“I’d appreciate anything you could do to help,” Grits says, her stern face softening slightly.

“I can look. I don’t know what I’ll be able to do to help, but I can look,” I reluctantly agree.

“Great,” Nikki says, with a smile I’m sure could convince anyone to do anything she wanted. “You’re staying at Rosie’s tonight, right?”

“Yeah,” I say hesitantly.

“Perfect, then you can go to the club tomorrow morning for a few hours, then come to mine and Cam’s for some drinks and food after,” she says, so matter of factly that I don’t even argue. I just nod.

Feeling a little railroaded, I flop back down onto my towel and close my eyes. Resting my head on my arms, I zone out, ignoring the people around me and the shrieks of joy and laughter from the children playing in the lake. I’m not sure how much time passes, but when I open my eyes again, blinking against the bright sunlight, I look up to find Justin’s intense gaze staring back at me. I should look away, I know I should, but I don’t. I hold his gaze and we stay like that, just staring at each other.

For the rest of the afternoon our eyes never stray far. We eat and tan, obsessively watching, but refusing to move any closer. I observe, unmoving, as a blonde girl wearing only a tiny white thong bikini bottom and nothing else crawls into his lap and proceeds to kiss and nip at his neck, her hand rubbing at his dick beneath his shorts.

It’s heaven and hell, but despite it all neither of us can look away. When the light starts to fade, I’m not sure if he’s torturing me, or if I’m torturing him, but either way, whatever this thing is that we’re doing to each other, it’s torment.

We all pile back into the cars, trucks, and bikes that brought us to the lake and in convoy we head back to the clubhouse. I’m expecting another party, but for the first time since I stepped foot into the Doomsday Sinners domain the building is calm and peaceful.

I don’t understand what Justin and I are doing. The staring, the looks, feel like a challenge, a game of chicken to see who will dare to glance away first, but I don’t know what the prize is or how you win. Something about the way he was looking at me today makes me not want to back down. I know I shouldn’t be doing this, I shouldn’t be engaging him, but I can’t help myself.

If this is a game, then I’m playing to win.

Duke, the guy I met a couple of weeks ago, hands me a beer and then sinks down next to me on the big leather couch. His blonde hair is shaved short on the side, but left longer on top, and I’d guess he could probably pull it up into a man bun if he tried. He’s younger than me, probably late teens or early twenties, and there’s a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose and along his cheeks that give him this adorably innocent vibe. Combining all that with his piercing blue eyes, the obvious badboy attitude and confident swagger, and he’s just about the perfect combination of sweet and sinful.

His thigh is touching mine, his body leaned toward me as if we’re old friends or almost lovers. A mischievous smile begins to spread across his face and he lifts his arm and places it along the back of the couch behind me. He leans in closer to me and whispers into my ear. “Laugh.”

“What?” I whisper.

“He’s watching us. Laugh, make him think I’m charming you.”

I can’t help my smile and I bite at the side of my lip and giggle flirtatiously.

“Perfect,” he drawls into my ear, his accent a richer, deeper, honeyed tone than the others.

“Why are you doing this?” I ask, twisting my body to face his.

“Because you guys have been eye-fucking all day, but he’s had that bitch rubbing on his dick, so I’m evening up the playing field.”

Lifting my gaze to his eyes, I spot the sparkle of enjoyment in them. “You like to play games with people, don’t you?” I ask him.

“I love games,” he replies with a wink, lifting his bottle toward me and clinking it against mine.

Duke is the perfect distraction and even though I can feel Justin’s eyes on me, I manage not to stare at him. I giggle and flirt, only Duke and I know it’s all for show and we’re both enjoying every minute of it.

A girly shriek grabs my attention and I turn to look for the source of the noise without thought. Justin is out of his seat and my eyes gravitate upwards from his huge thighs, to his abs that I know are firm and defined. Up his rock-hard chest to his smug face, then across to the bare ass of the girl who is now thrown over his shoulder.

I move my gaze to his face and find him waiting for me. The cocky smile on his lips assaults my senses, the dimple in his cheek deep and pronounced as he tilts his head to the side and watches me as he slides his palm over the squirming, giggling girl’s ass.

I feel the smile on my face slip away and I know he sees it too. I watch as his eyelids slowly blink closed, then open again. A second later he turns and walks straight out of the doors and into the night.

“Sorry, babe, I think he just won that round,” Duke whispers into my ear; his hand that’s draped across the back of the couch dropping to squeeze my shoulder.

“Be easier to win if I knew what game we were playing or why,” I say, wistfully.

“The best games are the ones you don’t always know the rules to,” Duke says, surprising me, because I thought I’d spoken too quietly to be heard.

“Until today, I didn’t even know we were playing,” I say, not taking my eyes from the door Justin just left through. Right now, he’s probably fucking her, or on his way to his place so he can screw her in his bed. What I don’t understand is why I care.
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The moment the doors swing closed behind me, I drop Amber to her feet and start to walk away.

“Smoke,” she purrs.

“Go home, Amber,” I snarl, stomping across the lot and toward my bike, glad that I’ve only had a couple of beers and am sober enough to drive.

“Are you fucking kidding me, Smoke?” she whines, her nasally little-girl tone like nails on a chalkboard.

I ignore her, my cock limp and uninterested in my shorts despite Amber’s constant fucking grinding and rubbing on me. I’d be worried about the lack of action in my pants if I wanted Amber in any way, shape, or form, but I don’t. She’s hot enough, but I fucked her once years ago and I’ve got no interest in a repeat.

Fucking Riley. I’ve managed to avoid her for two fucking weeks, but I knew there was no getting away from her today. What I hadn’t anticipated was how she would look in a tiny fucking bikini. Or how much of a possessive bastard I could be over someone that’s never been mine.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force myself to turn away from her. I’d have felt like a stalker, if her eyes hadn’t been as drawn to me as mine were to her. Whatever this is, I’m not in it alone. I don’t want to want her, but I don’t seem to be able to fucking help myself.

When Amber crawled into my lap wearing nothing but a pair of skimpy bikini bottoms, I let her, to see what Riley would do; but her gaze stayed on me, almost like she didn’t see the woman rubbing at my dick.

If this is a game we’re playing, then Riley’s poker face is a hell of a lot better than mine. Right now, I want to stomp back inside, drag Duke away from her, and beat the shit out of him. That fucker has been cosying up to Riley all night, making her laugh and smile; things that I never manage to do.

I need to stop this back and forth between us, this unspoken challenge that’s pushing us to hurt the other one. But instead I just carried Amber out of there with her bare ass on display and I made sure Riley saw me do it. She doesn’t need to know that I have no intention of touching her. She doesn’t need to know that the only person I want to touch is her. Whatever the hell this game we’re playing is, I just won the first round.

The ride home clears some of the frustration from my mind and by the time I unlock my door and walk into my apartment I’ve resolved to avoid Riley again. She’s only here for another few weeks. I can pick up extra shifts at Beavers on weekends until she’s gone, and everything goes back to normal.

Kicking off my boots, I head for my bedroom, pulling my t-shirt over my head as I walk. My cell beeps and I pull it from my pocket and look at the screen.

Grits: I need you to go pick up Riley tomorrow morning and take her to Beavers. She’s going to see if she can figure out where the missing money is going.

“Fuck,” I hiss, balling my shirt up tightly in my fist and throwing it at the wall. The fabric unfurls the moment I release it, falling to the floor at my feet. Why, when I need to stay away from her, am I being forced into her orbit? I could text Grits back and tell her I can’t make it, but this is my job. Beavers is my future and if Riley can help figure out who’s stealing from us, then I need to find my balls and act like a man.

No matter how crazy I feel around her, I can keep myself under control for an hour or so. Pushing my jeans down my hips, I step out of them, leaving them in a pile on the floor and climbing into bed in just my boxers. My apartment is quiet, but it’s still early and I know sleep is nowhere near ready to take me. I could get up and go get my vape, let some of Park’s weed help me drift off, but somehow, I don’t think even that will help.

I replay the look on Riley’s face as I carried Amber out tonight. I don’t think it was anger or jealousy, but the way her eyes had widened and flashed with emotion, she’d felt something at seeing me with another woman.

Just the thought of her has my cock jerking to life. Fuck, why do I react to her like I do? Dipping my hand beneath the sheets I grab my dick and squeeze it firmly, willing my erection to go away because I know it’s all for her. Her face, her perfect tits, the curve of her ass in that tiny fucking bikini. My hand slides up and down my hard length as the images fill my head: the breathy gasp she’d made when she’d slid down onto my dick; her nails on my shoulders as she rode me, chasing her orgasm, using me for her pleasure.

I jerk my fist tighter and lift my hips, pushing myself further into my own hand as I think about the way her pupils had dilated, how her lips had parted when she’d come, how the muscles of her pussy had clamped down on my dick milking my release from me as she’d held on so tightly.

I feel the pull in my balls, the tingling that spreads upwards until I explode, a stream of hot cum spilling onto my abs. A moment later, I collapse back onto the pillows, my hand still gripping my cock, my muscles lax and liquid.

Pulling up outside Park’s apartment, my heart is racing. I’m not sure if it’s anticipation or anxiety, but either way I feel like a fucking pussy. Inhaling slowly, I climb out of the truck and make my way up to their apartment, letting myself in without bothering to knock. I’ve walked in on a couple of things I shouldn’t have seen by doing this, but these guys are my family and you don’t knock when it’s family.

Riley is nowhere to be seen, but Park is in the kitchen cooking something in a skillet while Rosie makes coffee. “Mornin’,” I call.

“Hey, sweetie, do you want a coffee?” Rosie asks.

“Sure, thanks.”

Crossing the room to the kitchen, I take the mug Rosie offers to me and lean my ass back against the counter, surreptitiously scanning the apartment for Riley.

“She’s just getting dressed,” Rosie answers, a small smile twitching at the corner of her lips over the top of her coffee mug.

I nod.

“You pair think you can behave yourselves alone together, or should I come along and play chaperone?” Rosie asks, her eyebrow raised, her voice amused.

Park sniggers and I reach out and slap him up the back of the head.

“We’ll be fine,” I hiss in my most acid tone.

Rosie scoffs, muttering “Sure you will,” under her breath, but loud enough so we can all hear it.

I open my mouth to reply to her, just as the spare bedroom door opens and Riley appears. Her hair is pinned up into a messy bun, and she’s wearing jean shorts, and a white t-shirt printed with a picture of a pair of aviators and the words ‘talk to me Goose’.

My dick surges to life and I silently curse that she has to be so fucking hot, so fucking tempting. Her eyes widen slightly when she spots me, as if she’s surprised to find me here.

“Hey,” I say dumbly, wishing I’d stayed silent.

“Err, hey,” she says back, her eyes staunchly avoiding making contact with me.

The room falls silent and the quiet is suffocating.

“Coffee,” Rosie calls, a little too loudly. Then she thrusts a cup toward Riley, who takes it quickly without even lifting her head.

We all fall silent again. Wow, we are good at this. I’m not sure this could be anymore awkward if we tried. Instead of staring at Riley like I want to, I train my eyes on Rosie. She’s looking from me to Riley, then back again, like she’s watching a tennis match or some shit.

“You want breakfast?” Park says, the only person in the room who seems unaffected by all of the strained silence.

“No thanks, I’m good,” Riley says, looking at Park and smiling.

Why do I want to punch him right now? I am not jealous. I am not jealous. I chant silently to myself and it’s the truth, I swear it is. Only, maybe I do hate that she’ll look at him, but she won’t me. That she’s smiling at him, when all I get is snark or disinterest.

“You ready?” I snap, my aggravation bubbling to the surface as I place my cup on the counter with a little more force than necessary.

I watch as she pulls in a breath, her shoulders rising and falling as she exhales. Then she places her mug on the counter and turns to face me for the first time since she came into the room.

“Let’s go.”
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With my head down, I follow Justin from Rosie and Park’s apartment like a prisoner being taken to the gallows. The moment I’d walked into the kitchen and seen him there, my body had reacted to him. My nipples had hardened, and heat had bloomed between my legs. My body is priming itself for action and I’m on defense trying to make sure it doesn’t happen. I know my mind is still telling me to run from him, but my heart and body have joined forces and I’m not sure I can resist him for much longer. I can barely admit it to myself; but seeing him leave with that girl last night had been torture.

My dreams were plagued with visions of him fucking the blonde he left with, and this morning I feel an almost violent jealousy. I don’t want to spend this time with him. I was expecting Grits to come get me, but really I should have known I wouldn’t be that lucky. Fate keeps throwing us together; perhaps she’s amused by our animosity or the games we are always unknowingly playing with one another? Or perhaps she’s just a bitch who is amused by our discomfort? Who knows? Either way, Justin and I are stuck with each other, for today at least, or until I can say I’ve attempted to find out who is stealing from the strip club.

The truck is the same one Justin picked me up in a few weeks ago; the same one we fucked in. Even though I know it’s impossible, I swear I can still smell the arousal and lust we created. The journey is silent and strained, and by the time we reach the strip club, ironically named ‘Leave it to Beavers’, I’m so anxious to get out of the cab that I fall over my own feet and crumple to a heap on the floor.

“Fuck,” I cry, as gravel scraps at my hands and knees. “I had to get the fucking clumsy gene, not Anna or Tiff, it had to be me,” I rant, as I inhale sharply and push myself up from the floor. A hand appears in front of me and I lift my eyes to Justin, expecting to see his smug grin or amused smile.

Eyes filled with something that looks a lot like concern greet me. When I don’t take his hand, he bends down and lifts me from the floor as though I weigh nothing, then he closes the truck door I just fell out of behind us, and carries me to the entrance.

“I can walk,” I say quietly.

“I know,” he replies, his arms tightening around me as he pulls keys from his pocket and opens the door, holding it open with his back while he carries me through, then locking it behind us. The club is quiet and dark, with almost no natural light leaking into the room. He walks us down a short entrance hall, then into a large room that contains a stage, seating, and the bar. Moving behind the bar, he carries me into an office and carefully lowers me down onto the big desk that fills most of the space.

His hands frame my face and he stares at me, his eyes assessing my features. Abruptly, he releases me and circles the desk. Dropping a first aid kit at my side, he pulls out a sterile wipe and rips it open before falling to his knees and oh-so-carefully lifting my leg to see to the graze on my knee. He cleans the gravel from the scrape, then pulls out another wipe and moves to the other knee.

He cleans both knees, then both palms, covering them in antiseptic salve and Band-Aid’s. The whole time neither of us says a word. I just watch as he takes care of me. When he’s finished, he wipes his own hands with another wipe and drops all of the rubbish into the bin.

My chest is rising and falling steadily, but I feel like I’m on the verge of hyperventilation. His gaze locks with mine, his eyes still swimming with concern, and I can’t help it, I reach for him. The moment my fingers graze his shoulder he jolts from my touch, his eyes widening and his breath becoming audible.

Sliding down from the desk, I straighten in front of him, his enormous frame dwarfing me. Then I slide my fingers up his arm to the back of his neck and pull him toward me. As if my touch is enough to shatter his resolve, he launches himself at me, wrapping his arms around me and taking my lips with his.

I meet him halfway, slamming my mouth to his, in an explosion of lips and tongues. We fight for the upper hand, tongues tangling together as he holds me close. His hands roam my body, cupping my ass and seeking out my tight, sensitive nipples that are hard pebbles, aching to be touched.

Without finesse, I shove my hands into his jeans and reach for his hard cock, gripping it eagerly. He inhales sharply and his hands go to my waist, undoing the button of my shorts and unceremoniously shoving them over my hips and down to the floor.

His fingers go to my pussy, pushing my panties to the side before he buries two fingers inside of me. My eyes fall closed and I rise up onto my tiptoes, mewling at the immediate pleasure. Not giving me a moment to think, he pumps his fingers in and out, his lips moving to my neck to nip and bite at the skin.

I grip his dick tighter and slide my hand up and down in time with the movement of his fingers in my pussy. An orgasm starts to build, and my breathing becomes ragged.

“You’re gonna come on my cock,” he rasps, seconds before he pulls his fingers out of me and spins me, shoving me down onto the desk. I throw my hands out to stop myself from face-planting against the wood, then lower my chest down onto the surface.

My panties are ripped from my body, and firm fingers take hold of one wrist, pulling my hand behind me until it rests on my back. He does the same with the other, holding both of my wrists pinned at the base of my spine.

“Look at you,” he rasps against my cheek.

My pussy is swollen and achy, desperate to be filled, to find release. Clenching my thighs, I try to ease the pulse, but his hand cups my sex stopping me.

“No,” he orders, sliding his fingers forward to pinch my clit.

Squirming, I try to push into his touch, wanting to move his fingers to where I need them, but the hand that’s holding my wrists squeezes slightly stopping me.

“What do you want, sweetheart?”

“Justin,” I gasp.

“Tell me.”

Rising up onto my toes, I try to lift my hips, moving them closer to his cock, but his palm slides round to my ass and roughly squeezes, stopping my movements.

“You don’t get anything until you tell me what you want.” He says, his teeth pulling at my earlobe. “Do you want my fingers? Do you want to fuck my hand until your juices are running down my fingers and you come?”

“Oh God,” I moan, his dirty words making me needier.

“Or do you want my cock? You might not be interested in me, but I know you like my dick. Isn’t that right, sweetheart? Do you want me to fuck you like this, face down, bent over my desk? Do you want me to fuck your cunt from behind then pull out and come all over your back?”

“Yes,” I groan. “Yes.”

“I can feel you getting wetter, sweetheart. I wonder if I can make you drip all over the floor.” His fingers slide back into me, filling me completely. “You like me holding you down like this. What else do you like? I bet you like having your hair pulled and your ass spanked, don’t you?”

Slowly he slides his fingers out, then thrusts them all the way back in again, and I moan, biting my lip to stop a scream escaping.

“So wet, sweetheart. Do you want my cock?”

“Yes,” I cry.

His fingers leave me, and I feel the blunt head of his cock pushing at my entrance. The tip slips inside my pussy and I wait for him to fill me, to stretch me, but it doesn’t come. With only the head of his cock teasing me he stills. “Justin,” I whine.

“That’s not my name is it, sweetheart? Use my name.”

“Smoke,” I hiss, desperate. “Please.”

“That’s better, baby. Now tell me what you want.”

“Fuck me.”

“What else, Riley?”

Frustrated, I push back against his cock, trying to force him into me.

“You’re not interested in me. That’s right isn’t it, baby? So tell me exactly what you want me to do,” he says, his voice harder, angrier than before.

“Fuck me, and spank me,” I growl.

The moment I finish speaking his cock slams home, filling me so quickly that I suck in a startled breath. Before I get a chance to breathe again, he pulls out and thrusts into me, setting a punishing pace. My first orgasm shatters inside of me at the same time that his open palm smacks down against my ass cheek. I scream from a mixture of pleasure and pain, the emotions melding together in an explosion so powerful that the moment the first orgasm fades, his cock sparks another to life.

My hands gripped tightly behind my back, I lie there unable to move, just taking the pleasure he’s giving me. His cock thrusts in and out of me, his hand slaps down on my ass, and the sensation is so intense, so powerful that I clench my eyes tightly shut and try to memorize how this feels. How his cock fills me so completely I can feel it in my stomach; how the stinging heat in my ass is both painful and wonderful. His movements become frantic, his hips battering against my ass as his thrusts get rougher and then he groans. The sound is so primal, so masculine, that I moan in response; filled with a sense of womanly pride that I made him utter that sound. Then he stills and collapses onto me, his weight hitting my back.

Breath ragged, I sag against the desk beneath me, my muscles turning to mush, my heart beating so fast I can feel it in my throat. I want to say something, to speak, but I can’t. I don’t know what to say. His soft lips touch my neck and then his weight lifts from me and his grip on my wrists loosens.

The moment he’s away from me, I feel bereft, and for a second I consider begging him to come back, to press up against me again, to be close. Pushing up from the desk I turn around to look at him, pulling at my bottom lip with my teeth.

His eyes are wide, his lips tense in a flat line as he pulls the condom I hadn’t even known he’d rolled on, off his dick. “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I blurt out.

Slowly, his gaze moves to me and I feel pinned to the spot, unable to move. I should feel self- conscious; after all I’m only wearing a t-shirt and I’m completely naked from the waist down. Yet right this minute I don’t care.

“What?”

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I say again.

“Why did you tell me you did?” He asks.

“Because I don’t want to want you,” I admit, the truth rushing from me.

He tilts his head to the side as if he’s trying to figure me out. “But you do want me?”

We stare at each other, both of us sweaty and still half naked, and I’m not sure why, but I decide to take a risk. “Yes.”

He nods, his mouth still a flat, expressionless line. For some reason I didn’t expect him to look as conflicted about my admission as I feel, but he does. There’s heat in his eyes, but his hands are clenched into tight fists and his shoulders are tense and stiff.

“I don’t understand you,” he finally says, after what feels like an eternity.

“Me neither,” I say, and honestly, I’m not sure if I’m admitting that I don’t understand my own behavior, or that he confuses me as much as I seem to confuse him.

One side of his mouth twitches and I wait, hoping to see one of his smiles that I’ve seen from a distance but are rarely aimed at me. Instead, he takes a step back and looks down to his half-dressed state.

All of a sudden, I feel incredibly aware that I have no panties on; that my pussy is on display and still wet from the sex we only finished a few minutes ago. Scanning the floor, I quickly find my shorts and grab them, pulling them on as fast as I can. I don’t know where my panties went, but right now all I’m concerned with is not being naked while Justin and I have this weird conversation.

“Err,” I say when my shorts are back in place and the silence has become stifling.

“What did Grits tell you about the money that’s gone missing?” He asks, his clothes all back in place too.

Blinking slowly, I try to hide the disappointment from my face. It shouldn’t surprise me that he’s not reacting to my admission. I’ve been a bitch to him, and a dirty fuck over his desk. Telling him I lied, that I like him, really isn’t going to change anything.

This is my own fault; I had a chance and I blew it and now he’s the one that’s not interested. My heart thuds painfully in my chest, but I ignore it, swallowing down the lump in my throat and trying to act like a decent person for the first time since we met.

“Not much,” I say politely.

“Okay, well, she noticed that small amounts of money were going missing for the first time about three months ago. The amounts on their own are inconsequential, but when you add them all together we estimate that they add up to nearly ten thousand dollars.”

“Wow,” I say surprised. “And is the money being taken from the till, or the safe?”

“Neither,” Justin says. “The money is being taken direct from the bank. When she checks the balance in the morning it’s one figure, then in the afternoon it’s different; but there are no transactions to explain the loss.”

“I’m not sure if I can be any help. If the money’s being taken direct from the account, then whoever is doing it must be a fairly talented hacker. Big corporations like banks have incredibly sophisticated security systems in place. For someone to be able to hack an account, remove money, and then reset the account so it shows that the money was never there in the first place, that’s advanced stuff.”

“We use the bank in town, always have,” Justin says.

“Okay, well that could make it easier, but it’s still not stuff an amateur could do. Could you show me the online banking landing page and I’ll see if there’s anything obvious?”

He nods and moves to the other side of the desk, bringing the laptop to life. His eyes are focused on the screen and I take a moment to look at him. His beautiful face is tense and stiff, his full lips held in a tight, firm line. I did this to him. Gone is the laughing, smiling guy he’d been the first time I’d met him, when I’d been mean just because he reminded me of my ex.

“Here you go,” he says, pulling me from my thoughts. He steps back, allowing me to slide into the chair, but I can feel his huge presence behind me and my body tingles at his closeness.

Inhaling deeply, I exhale silently and then try to focus all of my attention onto the laptop screen. The landing page for the Archer’s Creek Municipal Bank is functional but a little basic and I manage to access the html without any difficulty. I have a working understanding of all computer languages and it doesn’t take me long to decipher the code and its basic functionality. Once I establish that nothing seems out of place, I have Justin sign in to Beavers accounts and do the same, looking into the background programming, hoping that something out of place will make itself known.

After a while, Justin leaves the office, returning with two cups of coffee. When he hands me mine, it’s just how I like it, and for a moment I stare up at him, wondering when he found out how I drink my coffee. Greg and I were together for over a year and he never once got it right. Looking back, his unwillingness to learn even the most basic things about me should have been a red flag, but I was blinded by him and how much I liked him.

“Thank you,” I say.

“You’re welcome,” he replies, his eyes locking with mine for a moment, until he pointedly looks away.

I go back to the code, moving from action to action, page to page, searching without any real idea of what I’m looking for. Give me a whole computer game and I can tell you exactly what each line of code does; but trying to understand the encrypted commands and ambiguous lines is completely out of my wheelhouse. When I finally find something, I realize that I’ve overlooked it twice, before eventually circling back round to it. The difference in the command code is so subtle I almost disregarded it, but the style of this code is odd and even though I’m not entirely sure what it means, something about it doesn’t feel right.

“I think I might have found something,” I say, turning to look over my shoulder to where Justin is standing only a couple of feet behind me.

“What?” He asks eagerly, rushing forward.

I show him the command and explain the difference in style from the rest of functions. His brow furrows and it’s obvious that he doesn’t fully understand what I’m trying to explain, but he’s listening to me and trying to take in what I’m telling him.

“So what does that mean exactly?” He asks.

“Honestly, I’m not exactly sure. All I can tell you is that this line is different and when it comes to code different is odd.”

He nods, then pulls his cell from his pocket and dials a number, lifting his cell to his ear without ever taking his eyes from me.

“Hey, brother.”

I can only hear one side of the conversation and I listen half-heartedly, my eyes consumed by him.

“Riley found something.”

There’s a momentary pause while he listens to whoever is on the other end of the phone.

“She’s not sure, she just says that it’s different from the rest of the code.”

He pauses again.

“Yeah, I can ask her.”

“Okay, no worries. Bye.”

Pulling the cell from his ear he looks up, only to find me watching him. Heat flares in his eyes and my body reacts. All of the emotion from the unrestrained lust we were feeling for one another only an hour ago surges back to me in a rush of sensation so intense I almost wilt under its force.

I suck in a ragged breath, waiting to see if he’ll react. If he’s feeling this too, or if I’m alone in this. If I’ve hurt him too much with my bitchy behavior and rejection, then this will be over before I even allowed myself the thought of it starting.

In this moment I realize that maybe what I’m feeling for him isn’t just lust. I’ve been lying to myself since the moment I met him, because he scared me, and now, I’m reaping what I’ve sewn. When he moves to step closer to me, my heart leaps, only to collapse back down to the earth with a thump when he stops himself and takes a step back.

My eyes fall to my hands in my lap and then I turn back to the computer in front of me and start to screen shot the pages of code, highlighting the lines that seem out of place. When I set them to print, I keep my eyes fixed on the screen. “I’m printing out the pages with the lines that feel out of place, so you can have someone who knows more about this look into it. I might be completely wrong, but like I said, I’m not a hacker, and I don’t think like one. I’m sorry I can’t be of any more help.”

“Thanks,” Justin says quietly. “That’s what Puck asked me to get you to do. He said he can have a look later if I run the pages over to him. I can drop you back at Park’s place on the way.”

“Okay,” I say, closing down the laptop and standing up to move to the door. I don’t allow myself to look at him as I follow him back through the bar and out into the bright morning sunshine.

Justin and I have gotten good at sitting in silence, but somehow this time it feels thicker than ever. Maybe it’s because for the first time since we met, I’m actually being honest with myself. I’m not pretending that I hate him or using my pathetic ex as an excuse not to really try.

Both Nikki and Rosie have tried to tell me that Justin is a good guy, but I’ve ignored them and continued to believe the judgmental bullshit I’ve been feeding myself. But they were right. This morning he cared for me after I fell over, the other night he held my hand to keep me close to him in that crowd, and I’m fairly sure when I went out with the girls he came with the other guys to check that I was okay. While I’ve been trying to convince myself that he was an asshole, he’s been showing me how much of a decent person he really is. I’ve just been too stupid to see it.

When we pull up outside Park and Rosie’s building, I try to think of something to say, something that could somehow apologize for how I’ve behaved; but no words come. Unclipping my seatbelt, I open the door and slide out. As my feet hit the floor, I close the door behind me, determined not to look back.

When I hear the driver’s door click shut I turn, surprised to find him behind me. My lips part and my heart misses a beat when he closes the distance between us. His hand lifts to my cheek and he brushes the skin with the back of his knuckles. I hold my breath as he leans into me, his lips a hairs breadth away from mine.

“I don’t want to want you either, sweetheart, but I do.”

Then his lips are on me, his tongue parting mine so he can slide inside and explore my mouth. I tangle my tongue with his and this kiss is nothing like the ones we’ve shared before. This isn’t lust, it isn’t about sex. This is first truly real thing we’ve ever shared. This is acceptance and willing and hope all packed into a kiss that changes my very essence, alters who I am, and what I feel, and how I’ll live my life.

This kiss makes the world stop, time slow, and the stars shine brighter, and it’s all because of him.
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As I press my lips onto hers, I feel the change in her. From the moment we met, Riley has been pushing me away, and now for the very first time, she’s moving toward me. I feel the moment she decides that she wants this and my mind and heart and body roar with primal victory.

Being around her is humbling. She doesn’t want to like me, but she does. She doesn’t want to want me, but she does.

I know women, I understand women. For me, everything about the opposite sex is easy, or at least it was until Riley; but nothing about her is easy.

The sex earlier was out-of-this-fucking-world good and hearing the sound of my name, Smoke, not Justin on her lips was the sexiest motherfucking thing I’ve ever heard.

I have no idea what the hell we do now. Together we’re a grenade, just waiting to explode. We bring out the worst in each other, but I just can’t stay away. Prying my lips from hers, I wait for her reaction. I’m expecting the worst, another hit to the face, or a knee to the balls, but she doesn’t lash out. Instead she just stands still, breathing heavy, her eyes closed. I should walk away, but I need to see her eyes, I need to see if there’s hate in them, or lust, or something more.

After what feels like forever, her eyelashes flutter and her lids part revealing bright, sparkling blue eyes that are full of life. I’m not sure what they’re saying, but something fills my stomach that feels a lot like hope.

“See you later,” I whisper, touching her cheek again, unable to leave without another fix of her. Then I walk away and climb back into the truck, not wanting to lose this moment by sticking around too long.

I wait at the curb for her to go into the courtyard that leads to Park’s place, not starting the engine until she’s safely inside. I’m not sure what this means. Did we call a ceasefire? That kiss was different but no less confusing than every other interaction I’ve had with her.

She’s going to Nikki and Blade’s place tonight, but I have to be at the club. I wish I could push her, see what she’ll do if I turn up there tonight and kiss her again, but I can’t risk it. Riley is nothing like the other women who clamber around me and I can’t treat her like she is. I’ve never wanted any of them the way I want her.

I might know women, but I don’t know her, and I need to change that. I need to know her inside out, then figure out how to get her on the back of my bike and keep her there.

The ride to Sinners Security takes twenty minutes and I swear I smile the entire fucking way. It was only one fucking kiss, but it was a hell of a fucking kiss and hopefully so much more. I know I shouldn’t be thinking past here and now, but I can’t help but picture her in my bed, on my bike, with me.

Pulling into the lot outside the Sinners offices, I turn off my engine and push my bike onto the kick stand. The lot is mostly empty. Technically the offices are open, but on weekends only a skeleton staff are here unless there’s an issue and then it’s all hands on deck.

When people think about bikers, they assume we’re criminals, and sure, some of the shit we do falls on the opposite side of legal, but for the majority of the time we’re reasonably law abiding and when it comes to security we know how to protect.

Pushing in the door code, I wait for the beep and then open the door, walking through into the cavernous space. I head for Puck’s office, but he surprises me by appearing from the small kitchen.

“Hey, you got that code?” He asks.

“Yeah, it’s here,” I say, pulling the folded papers from my back pocket. “She highlighted the lines she thinks seem odd. She said that she’s not sure that it’s anything, but that the style felt different and it seemed out of place.”

Puck’s eyes rake back and forth over the lines of code, his shoulders as tense as always. Puck is the definition of tightly wound and I’ve only ever seen him relaxed on a couple of occasions in all the years I’ve known him. “What did you say she did?”

“Who, Riley?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“She writes code for video games, or something.”

“Hmm,” he says, his eyes never lifting from the paper.

“So, is it something?”

“I’m not sure, but she’s right, these commands are different. They don’t have anything to do with the other lines surrounding it.” He says, his voice thoughtful.

“So?” I ask, elongating the word in the hope that he’ll expand a little more.

“So, Riley is a clever girl. Can you ask her to come in and show me where she found this line?” Puck asks, his eyes lifting to mine for the first time.

A snarl escapes from my lips.

Puck lifts his hands in the air, a slight smile spreading across his lips. “Purely on a professional basis,” he says, his voice full of amusement.

“I’ll ask, but she’s at Blade’s this afternoon and she’s working all week.”

“That’s fine, I can work around her schedule; just let me know when she’s available.”

I nod, my eyes still narrowed at my brother. What if she likes him? He’s smart, into computers and shit, just like she is. Can I tell him she can’t make it, keep her away from him until I’ve figured out a way to tie her to me?

Giving myself a mental bitch slap, I shake off my ridiculous thoughts. I am not an insecure little pussy. I don’t have to worry about a woman I like, liking my brothers more. Only I’ve never felt the way I do about Riley about anyone else. She’s become an obsession. She confuses the hell out of me. She’s dismissive, uninterested, hostile even, and I am fucking panting for her.

My dick is perpetually hard whenever I’m around her and I can’t help either being a fucking caveman or a douchebag. I’ve never met anyone who makes me feel the way I do about her, and even though I have no idea what’s going to happen the next time I see her, I can’t fucking wait.

I spend the entire night at the club, wishing I’d called in and gone to Blade’s instead. Hell, I almost call Park to check on her, to make sure she’s not flirting with Duke again, or bitching me out to the girls or something. But that’s a bitch ass move, so I keep my cell firmly in my pocket and spend the night scowling at every patron who even considers stepping out of line.

By the time I watch Grits walk into Anders’ arms, it’s nearly 3am and my anxious mind is swirling with doubt and insecurity. I don’t know when the next time I’ll get to see Riley will be. Too much distance could give her an opportunity to change her mind, and I really don’t want that. Even the ride to my apartment does nothing to soothe my agitation, and by the time I’m pushing though my front door, my body is tense and riddled with uncertainty.

I have her cell number; I stole it from Rosie’s phone the last time I was at their apartment. But it’s 3am and calling her now would look like I was treating her like a booty call, so instead, I decide to text her. She won’t see it until the morning, but there’s nothing else I can do in the middle of the night.

Me: Hey, this is Smoke.

I hit send, then curse myself for sending such a dumb fucking message. Seriously, four words, that’s the best I can do. I have exactly seven women’s numbers stored in my cell. My mom, Grits, Rosie, Nikki, Dove, Brandi, and Liv. That’s it, and every single one of those women I consider family. What the fuck do I know about texting a woman I don’t think of like a sister or mom?

Shit, I’m over-thinking this. It’s just a text, just a ‘hey so she has my number and so we can maybe talk’ or something. I need to calm the fuck down. Reaching for the box that holds my vape and weed, I’m surprised to find my hands shaking a little. Fuck, Riley is messing with my head in a big way, I need to get myself under control.

Deciding to turn my cell off to stop myself from texting her again or maybe stalking her on Facebook, I lean forward and grab it, only to find the three dots at the bottom of the message screen, signaling that she’s replying.

When a message flashes up on my screen I’m practically vibrating.

Riley: It’s 3 in the morning. WTF?

A snort of laughter bursts from my mouth. Any other women I texted would be all nice or super slutty, sending me pictures of her pussy, but Riley doesn’t sugarcoat her words and I fucking love it.

Me: Sorry, didn’t think you’d see it until the morning. I just finished work.

I want her to, but I’m not sure if she’ll reply, so when a response appears almost immediately, I’m smiling broadly and settling back into the couch cushions, my body relaxed for the first time in hours.

Riley: At the strip club?

Me: Yeah, I work most Sundays.

When she doesn’t immediately reply, I panic. I don’t want her to stop talking to me, so I quickly type out another message.

Me: What are you doing up this late anyway? Did you have a good time at Blade’s?

The three dots appear, and I exhale audibly.

Riley: You woke me up texting me at 3am!!!

I’m typing a reply when another message comes through.

Riley: I actually had a great night. Their house is beautiful.

Me: It’s a nice place, they haven’t lived there long, but she did a load of work to it before she moved in.

Riley: It’s nice that her and Dove live so close to each other.

Me: Do you have any siblings?

I wait for the three dots to appear. When they don’t, I immediately start to panic. Was asking about her family off limits? I don’t really know anything about her.

My cell bursts to life with an incoming call from her and I stare at the screen, unsure what to do. It takes me a moment to snap out of my bullshit frozen state and I swipe the screen to answer the call lifting it to my ear.

“Hello.”

“I don’t have my glasses on, and I can’t be bothered to find them,” she says simply.

A smile takes over my mouth and I bite my lip to stop a laugh escaping. “So, you called me?” I say, the words a question rather than a statement.

“Yeah,” she says, then I hear her yawn.

“You never answered my question about brothers and sisters.”

“Oh yeah. Err, I have two sisters and two brothers.”

“Wow, big family, where are you? Oldest or youngest, middle?” I ask, loving that she’s chosen to call me, to talk to me.

“Youngest, but only by two minutes,” she replies, her voice soft and sleepy.

“Two minutes? Do you have a twin?”

“Triplet,” she says on a yawn again.

“You’re one of triplets?”

“Yep, identical. Anna, Tiffany, and me.”

Holy crap, I whisper. Not letting myself say the words out loud. She’s one of three; two more women who look exactly like her?! Fuck, I am so not ready for that! “What about your brothers?” I ask, needing to distract myself for a moment.

“Older, they were already out of the house at college when Mom and Dad got us.”

Her choice of words is strange, and it prickles something at the back of my mind. “When they got you?” I ask, realizing that’s what sounds odd.

“Oh, we’re adopted. Mom and Dad got us when we were nearly three,” she says, her voice trailing off on the last word as though she’s too sleepy to speak.

“You should sleep,” I say quietly. “But I want to see you this week.”

“Uh huh,” she murmurs.

“How ‘bout tomorrow? I’ll come pick you up from work.”

“Okay,” she says, her words distorted through her yawn again.

“Okay, go to sleep, baby. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Bye, Smoke,” she whispers, her voice slurred and barely audible, but I hear her and my heart thumps excitedly in my chest.
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When my alarm bursts to life the next morning I feel like I’ve barely slept. My eyes are gritty, and my body is sluggish and tired. Groaning, I remember the late-night texts and call with Justin; he’s the reason I’m so tired. I’d wanted to talk to him though. I’d been waiting for him to turn up at Blade and Nikki’s, but he hadn’t, and I’d been disappointed.

Their house was beautiful, a mix of modern and comfortable. We’d all sat outside on their patio, eating and drinking until the sun went down, and the fire pit was lit. It was the most chilled-out night I’ve had so far in Archer’s Creek, and I’d both loved it and hated it at the same time.

I fit in with these people, with this town and this weird family they’ve created here, but this isn’t my home. All of this is temporary and in just a couple of weeks, I’ve got to get back to reality. Normally, when I’m away from the hustle and bustle of New York for too long, I get homesick. I long for the city, for the familiarity of my home, my life. But this is the first time since I stepped off the plane, that home has really crossed my mind.

I have a home at my parents’ place and a home in New York, but something about being here feels right too. Maybe I could look for a holiday place out here? Somewhere to use to recharge when I need to. But if I’m going to invest in property anywhere, it should be in New York. I could buy an apartment or maybe a brownstone, move out of my place and away from my roommate’s drama.

The great thing about being freelance is that I can literally work from anywhere as long as there’s electricity and WiFi. I could pack up and move to Jamaica if I wanted. So why am I considering buying a home in this little backwater town?

The faces of the new people I’ve met all jump into my mind. I’ve made more friends in Archer’s Creek in the last six weeks than I have in New York in the last six years. I’ve had more down time in the last six weeks than I have in the last few years as well. I took this contract with the sole purpose of earning a load of money and boosting my resume with a consultancy position. But somehow, my job, the thing that’s been my sole focus since I graduated from college has taken a backseat.

I’ve found a life and friends in this town, and as I glance down at my cell gripped tightly in my palm, I think that maybe I’ve found a guy that I like too and all of it has been a result of Rosie and the club, and this town.

Al picks me up from outside my hotel and I’m so glad that it’s his day to get coffee when he hands me a huge cup and a delicious looking chocolate croissant dusted with sugar. “God, I love you,” I groan, after my first sip of coffee is gone and I’m heading for my second bite of croissant.

Al chuckles. “I take it you needed that today?”

“So much,” I mumble, my lips pressed to the cup.

Dropping me off at the curb, I wave to Al then make my way into the office. Unlike most days, I don’t lose myself in the code, time doesn’t zoom by, and I don’t look up to find that the day is gone. My eyes drift to the clock every five minutes and the day drags. By lunchtime, I can’t sit at this desk for a minute longer, so I grab my cell and some money and head out for an energy drink and some junk food.

The bright sunshine immediately perks me up and five minutes later, I have a broad grin on my face and most of the lethargy has gone. This is what I miss about working from home: the freedom to set my hours and not be answerable to anyone. My freelance work tends to be project based, so once the task is assigned, I just have to have it done by the completion date. No-one cares if I work all night and sleep all day; they don’t care if I take a three-hour lunch or if I don’t start until midday.

Working in the Winters Inc office has reminded me why I don’t want to work for a corporation. Grabbing a burrito and two Red Bulls I slowly walk back toward the office and my thoughts drift to Justin.

I hadn’t expected to hear from him. I’d assumed him not turning up at Nikki’s was him avoiding me again. It hadn’t occurred to me that he might be at work. When his text had come through last night, I hadn’t been asleep. I’d been tossing and turning since I’d crawled into bed, my thoughts plagued by him.

I can barely admit to myself how pleased I was when I saw it was him messaging me. For a moment I was worried he’d been trying to score a booty call, but instead, he’d been cute, almost awkward. I have no idea what we’re doing, if we’re doing anything at all. But this side of him, this caring, sweet side is incredibly tempting.

My thoughts wander and before I’m fully aware of what I’m doing, I’m climbing the steps that lead to the Winters Corp building. I don’t really feel like working today. I want to have Al drive me to Archer’s Creek to visit with Rosie or Nikki and then maybe see Justin. Who am I kidding? I want to see Justin. Rosie didn’t mention any plans for this weekend, but I’ve been at her place so much since I got to Houston, maybe her and Park are planning a quiet weekend alone.

I could message Nikki or Dove to see if they want to meet for dinner, but it seems unfair to expect them to come to me in the city when they all live together in the same town. The office is buzzing with noise when I walk in and no one even lifts their heads to acknowledge my arrival. It’s not personal, geeks like us tend to get engrossed in our work and the outside world becomes obsolete.

The last few weeks, I’ve been working with the coders and trying to help them understand the finesse that is required on their code before they can take it to market. Dan was right, his staff are all incredibly talented, but they lack experience. Even Tony who graduated in the same class as me, hasn’t had enough front-line involvement to fully understand what the final product should look like.

I’m doing what I can and I’m hopeful that the knowledge I’ll leave them with should help. But I think the only reason Dan offered me this consultancy contract was to get me in the door and then try to convince me to take a full-time position.

Settling back into my desk, I lift the lid of my laptop, pull out my burrito and start to eat. Clicking into my email, I browse the new ones and my eyes fall on an advertisement for a property listing. I’d signed up to a couple of agencies when I was considering renting a short-term lease rather than staying in the hotel. My fingers move without thought and I click into the mail and scroll through the property listings. The majority are apartments in the city, but then I see it, a listing for a double story townhouse, with exposed brickwork, and grey windows and doors. Clicking into the full listing, I select the location tab and see that the house is located in a suburb north of the city and grossly overpriced.

Suddenly curious, I click into the search bar and google ‘Property listings Archer’s Creek’. The search engine immediately returns with thousands of entries, the first being Creekside Realtors. Like Alice down the rabbit hole, I know I should stop and turn back, but I don’t, instead I click the realtor’s website and a moment later I’m scrolling through houses and apartments for sale in Archer’s Creek.

I don’t exactly have money put aside to buy a house, so I’ve never really considered what my budget would be, but in comparison to the price of the other house I clicked on, Archer’s Creek property prices are much more reasonable.

Spotting a cute little single story house with siding painted a dark navy-blue, and with white windows, I click into the picture gallery and lose myself in the fantasy of buying it and making Archer’s Creek my home. It’s a ridiculous idea, but it’s just real enough to make me imagine what it would be like.

I could see all of my new friends whenever I wanted. I could have my sisters or brothers or parents to come and stay with me. I could have a home with a garden and maybe a pool, somewhere there are no cold, snowy winters. I could make a life here. I could be with Justin.

Justin. How had any of this become about him? We’ve only shared one kiss that wasn’t angry, frantic, or violent, and yet here I am considering him in my hypothetical house purchase. Time to end this fantasy before it even begins. I live in New York and I love it there, don’t I?

I get absolutely nothing done the rest of the day, wasting time reading and rereading some of the revisions the guys have done to the code from my suggestions. My mind refuses to absorb anything useful and when six pm rolls round, I’ve thoroughly wasted an entire day.

Rolling my neck from side to side, I pack up my laptop and slink out of the office feeling like crap. My muscles are tired, I’m sleepy, and all I can think about is having a hot bath then climbing into bed.

Pushing through the shiny glass door and out into the street, I’m on autopilot, heading for where Al is always waiting for me.

“Riley.”

Someone calls my name, and I lift my head and search for the source. Justin is sat astride his bike, lazily looking at me, a cautious smile tipping up the edges of his full lips.

“Hey,” I say, turning away from where Al is parked and moving toward Justin as if my body were on strings and he was reeling me in.

“You ready?” He asks, his voice low and raspy, careful.

“Ready for what?”

“Dinner,” he replies simply.

“Err.”

“I asked you last night; you said yes.”

A vague memory that feels like a dream drifts into my mind. “I did, didn’t I?”

“Get on,” he says, nodding his head to the back of his bike.

“Riley.” Someone calls from behind me.

Spinning around, I find Dan standing behind me, his arms folded across his body, his lips twisted into a scowl.

“Hi, Dan,” I say with a smile.

“Is everything okay?” He asks, his eyes darting behind me to Justin.

“Oh, yeah, everything’s fine,” I reply.

“Do you know this man, or shall I call security?” Dan asks, his voice becoming a little haughty.

Without turning to look, I sense the moment Justin climbs off his bike and moves to stand behind me. I can feel his body heat scolding me; almost, but not quite, touching me.

“No that’s fine, this is…” I pause, unsure what to call Justin. Friend feels wrong. I mean we’ve had sex more than once, we’re not friends, but it’s not like we’re together either.

“I’m Smoke, Riley’s man,” Justin says, his arm wrapping around my waist and pulling me back into his huge, warm chest.

I watch emotion fill Dan’s face; first shock, then sadness, then revulsion. It’s the last one that makes me tip my head back to rest it against Justin’s pec and lift my hand to slide it along his arm that’s wrapped around my middle. I never promised Dan anything; we had a couple of dinners and shared a handful of lackluster kisses. I’m not his and I never have been. I’m not Justin’s either, but I refuse to let Dan judge me or him.

Dan’s lip curls as he looks at us, his eyes narrowing coldly. “I’ll see you in the morning, Miss Prince.” Then he turns and strides quickly to his car where the driver is waiting with the door open for him to climb in. Moments later, his car pulls away from the curb and I exhale slowly, feeling a little shell-shocked.

Justin’s arm around my waist tightens. “Come on, sweetheart, let’s get out of here.”

I nod and his arm loosens, sliding away from me, until only his hand is still resting on my hip. He turns me, leading me toward his bike. “Wait,” I call. “I have to tell Al I don’t need him.”

“Who the fuck is Al?” Justin growls.

“He’s my driver; he’s just over there,” I say, pointing to the town car and the aged driver who’s standing by the side of the car watching me, an amused smirk evident on his lips.

Justin reluctantly releases me, and I walk to Al, my huge biker shadow following closely behind me.

“I take it you don’t need a ride back to the hotel?” Al says, his eyebrows lifting in question.

“No. Thanks, Al. I’m sorry I kept you waiting about all day. I forgot I made plans.”

“I’ve told you before, this is my job. Janette’s been over the moon because I’ve been home early every day since Mr. Winters assigned me to you. You going to introduce me to your friend?” Al looks at Justin behind me.

“Al, this is Justin,” I say, glancing over my shoulder then back to Al. “Justin, this is Al.”

Justin reaches around me and offers his hand to Al and the older man leans forward and takes it.

“It’s Smoke, but Riley refuses to use my actual name,” Justin says.

Al looks to me, his eyes glittering with affection and humor. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. She’s refused to sit in the back seat and actually be driven since the moment I picked her up from the airport.”

Justin chuckles and I stare between the two men, surprised that they seem to be instantly getting on.

“You two have a good night then,” Al says. “Riley honey, call me if you need me. If not, I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Night, Al,” I say, watching as he climbs back into the sleek black car.

“He seems like a decent guy,” Justin says, curling his hand around my hip and guiding me back to his bike again.

“He is,” I say, standing placidly as Justin straps a helmet onto my head, then climbs onto his bike and holds out a hand for me to follow suit.

I stare at the bike, at him and his outstretched hand, then when I can’t think of a single reason why I don’t want to get onto the back of his bike, I take it and climb on behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist.

I feel the tension seep from his muscles the moment my fingers grip onto his shirt. Before I have a moment to second guess my decision, the engine flares to life and we pull off and into the line of early evening traffic.

This isn’t the first time I’ve been on a bike; I had an ex with a sports bike who would occasionally take me out on the back but riding with him was more necessity than pleasure. Riding with Justin is exhilarating. The wind rushes past us, the world flying by, and there’s not a single thought in my head except that this is the most free, the most quiet, the most at peace I’ve ever felt.

I don’t know how long we ride for, or where we go, but when Justin slows and turns into a quaint restaurant, the facade lit by oil lamps that glow bright against the now darkening sky, I’m smiling widely.

We roll to a stop in the small parking lot at the back of the restaurant and I wait for Justin to cut the bike’s engine before I use his shoulders to steady myself and climb off. My knees feel a little weak as my feet hit the floor, but my body is full of endorphins and I feel amazing. “That was incredible,” I gush, excitedly.

Justin’s gaze is serious and intense as he unbuckles my helmet, lifts it off, then claims my lips with his. The kiss is slow and sweet, and combined with the adrenaline from the ride and the beautiful night, I swoon, melting into his body and gripping his shirt to keep myself upright.

Yet again, Justin is showing me a different side of himself: the bike, the kiss, the possessive cavemen proclamation that we’re together that I haven’t really allowed myself to think about yet. Everything is pointing to the fact that I’m a stupid judgmental bitch and he is nothing like I assumed he was.

When he pulls back, I don’t open my eyes. I take a moment and bask in him, and how it feels to be this close to him. Allowing my eyes to open, I find him looking down at me, his eyes hooded and filled with lust. My stomach tightens and heat starts to build within me. “You should have come in the truck,” I say with a wink.

My words shatter the intensity and he blinks, then laughs. “Not tonight, you little horn dog,” he says, placing my helmet on the seat of the bike and dropping his arm across my shoulders. He leads me onto a terrace, set with tables with white table cloths and candles burning in glass hurricane lamps.

A waiter gives us a bright smile and tells us to sit wherever we want. Justin leads me to a table for two, pulls out my chair, then sits down opposite me. I stare at him. He should look entirely out of place here, but somehow his huge hulking body looks comfortable and relaxed in this romantic environment.

“You’re not what I was expecting,” I say, the words slipping out before I can swallow them back.

I expect him to take offense, or at least scowl, but he smiles. “What were you expecting?”

“For you to be an asshole,” I say, my words a little too honest around him now that I’ve finally stopped lying.

“I am an asshole,” he says, smirking again.

“Maybe, but not to me.”

His expression sobers and he leans forward, toward me. “No, not to you.”

Staring at him intently, I try to figure him out, but he refuses to be put in any of the boxes I expect him to fit into.

“You’re not what I was expecting either,” he says, breaking the tension that seems to have descended over the table.

“What were you expecting?” I ask, repeating his words back to him.

“For you to be nicer.”

I flinch, his words hitting their target. I don’t want to play this game anymore, so I let my eyes drop.

“Riley.” The single word is filled with regret and I lift my head and flash him a fake smile.

“I was a bitch. I’m sorry and I’ll try not to do that anymore.”

I don’t know when he moves, but the next thing I know he’s kneeling at my side. This huge, beautiful guy is on his knees on the floor for me, but it shouldn’t be him apologizing, it should be me. His palm cups my cheek, his thumb lifting my chin up so my eyes are forced to meet with his. He doesn’t say anything, he just presses his lips to mine, quick, hard and punishing, then he stands up and moves back to his chair.

The waiter arrives a moment later, welcoming us to the restaurant, handing us menus and taking our drinks orders. When he leaves, I sigh, lean my elbows on the table and rest my head on one of my hands.

“What are we doing here, Justin?”

“Can’t you just call me Smoke?” He asks, exasperated.

“I can’t,” I say, my face scrunching up in a grimace.

“You did yesterday,” he says, a cocksure grin twitching at the edges of his lips.

“A gentleman wouldn’t mention that.”

“I never said I was a gentleman, baby,” he purrs.

My mind tries to wander to what happened between us in his office, but I slam the mental door shut, close my eyes for a second, and clear my throat. “You never answered my question.”

Justin sighs, then leans back in his seat, relaxed. “We’re having dinner, Riley, just dinner.”

“Just dinner? Then what was all that back at my work?” I ask. “I’m Smoke, Riley’s man,” I say mimicking his voice.

His laugh is loud and free and his face splits into a wide amused smile. “Is that what I sound like?” He asks, his voice shaking.

“Yep, exactly like that,” I say, my face expressionless.

Another bark of laughter escapes him and for some reason the sound of it makes me relax. Settling into my chair, I lift my face from my hands and tilt my head to the side. The waiter arrives, delivering my Martini and Justin’s soda. We both thank him, then place our food orders, waiting until he leaves to speak again.

“So what’s it like being a triplet?” Justin asks.

“What’s it like being a human?” I retort, then sigh. “Sorry, it’s just the moment I tell someone that I’m one of three they always ask the same question. But in answer it’s fine; I’ve never been any different so being a triplet is just normal to me.”

“Do you get on with your sisters? Anna and Tiffany?” He asks.

My mouth falls open and I blink. He remembered their names. I’m sure I only mentioned them in passing and he remembered. “We get on great, they’re my best friends.”

“Do they live in New York too?” He asks, lifting his glass to his lips and taking a drink.

“No, Tiffany still lives in the town we grew up in near Ann Arbor and Anna’s in Massachusetts at Harvard med.”

“Do you miss them?”

“Every single day. Anna isn’t that far from me, but her work schedule is insane; she’s doing her residency and she works like an eighty-hour week. Tiff is a full-time mom to my niece Tilly and she’s expecting her second baby in a couple of months time.”

“Do you go visit her much?” He asks.

“Not as much as I’d like, but we can only be apart for so long until it starts to affect us. I know a lot of people think the connections that twins and triplets share is bullshit, but at least for us it’s not. Tiff’s been exhausted with this pregnancy and both Anna and I have felt it. If we go too long without being close to each other we all start to become depressed and after a while we all get sick. The moment we’re together again we feel better.”

“Holy crap. Not gonna lie, that weirds me out a bit.” Justin says.

I laugh. I can’t help myself. “I know. It’s so crazy, but it’s true. I was supposed to be going home for a visit when this contract came in, but the money was just ridiculous. I couldn’t say no. I’m going to have to try to swing a visit back soon. I can feel the distance between us.”

Our food arrives and for a moment we both just eat, the silence not awkward or uncomfortable. “What about you? Any brothers or sisters?” I ask.

Justin shakes his head. “Nope, just me and my mom. Not sure who my dad is; he was gone before the line turned blue on the pregnancy test. My mom’s pretty amazing though; she’s more than enough.”

“Does she live in Archer’s Creek?”

“No, she’s in Walnut Grove, a couple of towns over. She moved in with her boyfriend about a year ago.”

“Do you like him?” I ask.

“Bob’s a good guy, he treats my mom well, and he’s got a good job, so Mom doesn’t have to work anymore. Her health’s not been great for years, but she’s happy and that’s all I can ask,” he says, softness coating his expression as he talks about his mom.

We spend the rest of the meal just talking, asking each other questions about the other’s life, getting to know one another. It’s nice, normal, and unexpected, and when we arrive outside my hotel, I’m not ready for the night to end.

Justin kills the bike’s engine and I climb off, unfastening the helmet and handing it to him. Hooking the strap of the helmet over the handlebars, Justin climbs off and steps toward me. My hotel is behind me, my room and my bed only a handful of floors above us.

Anticipation zings through me as I tip my head back and look up into his handsome face. I want him. My body is eager to touch him, to explore without the anger that’s fueled our last two encounters. Stepping into his body, I lift one hand and place it palm down on his chest. “Do you want to come up?”

I watch as several different emotions flash through his expressive eyes, then he closes his lids, hiding the window into his thoughts from me. Tipping his head back he inhales, then exhales slowly, shaking his head, his lips pinched tightly together.

When he looks down at me and opens his eyes, I can already see the regret swimming in them. My heart flutters, and I drop my hand, taking a step away from him. Reaching out he catches me, stopping me from retreating any further.

“I really fucking want to. Fuck, I really fucking want to, sweetheart; but I’m not going to.”

“Okay,” I say, my tone clipped.

“No, no, don’t do this. I don’t want to come up to your room because I don’t want you to convince yourself this is only about sex. We both know that the sex is fucking unbelievable, but I want more than just your body, Riley. I like you. A lot. Not gonna lie, that is freaking me the hell out. But what I do know is that when you find something worth fighting for, you fucking fight. This, us,” he says, pulling me into him, until my chest is pressed against his. “It’s worth fighting for, and I don’t want to fuck it up. I want to spend time with you. I want to get to know you, Riley, and see if this thing between us could be treasure, precious and rare; the kind you only ever find once in a lifetime.”

My mouth falls open and I stare at him. He thinks we could be treasure. I’ve never had a guy look at me the way Justin’s looking at me right now. I never even knew it was possible for someone to look at you as if you were the answer to all of their hopes and dreams. I’m terrified and shaken and yet this sense of rightness is there right next to the fear. I want to take this risk with him. He’s everything I should be running away from, but somehow he’s pulling me in, tying me to him, and I’m useless to resist.

“I’ve got to work tomorrow, but can I take you out again on Wednesday night?” He asks.

I nod, not sure I can form words.

His smile is blinding, wider than I’ve ever seen before. His fingers touch my chin, tipping my face back and leading me toward his waiting lips. This kiss is soft and sweet and full of so much hope, I can almost taste it. When he pulls away from me, I’m not ready for the kiss to end, so I twist my fingers into his shirt and try to pull him to me again.

“Fucking treasure,” he whispers, his fingers tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

His lips touch mine again, a barely-there kiss that does nothing to assuage my need for him. “Come up with me, we can talk afterwards,” I say, with a flirtatious smile.

“I’ll see you on Wednesday,” he says, lifting my hands from his shirt and placing kisses on the back of them before he takes a step back and turns to climb onto his bike.

Sighing heavily, I turn to leave, looking back at him over my shoulder. “Goodnight, Smoke,” I call.

Smiling, he shakes his head. “Sweet dreams, baby.”

I’m not sure how I do it, but I walk away. That night my dreams are full of him and romantic words and when my body shatters into orgasm, it’s with his name on my lips.
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I’m either the cleverest or stupidest motherfucker on the planet. Riley fucking Prince just asked me to go up to her room, more than once, and I turned her down. I have no idea how that just happened, or why on earth I let the woman that I’m craving more than anything else in the world walk away from me again when I could be up there, losing myself in her.

I don’t know where all those fucking words came from. When I opened my mouth, they just poured from me. Every ridiculous, romanticized thought that’s sprung into my head since the moment she first mouthed off at me came out. I said we could be treasure.

I’m not sure if I should be mortified at all of the bullshit or sit my ass down on the curb and try to figure out how the hell I just found my woman and then turned down the chance to really make her mine.

She’s supposed to be going back to New York in a couple of weeks, but I’ve watched her slowly become part of this world and I don’t think it will be hard to convince her to stay. That is if she’s feeling half of what I’m feeling.

Climbing back onto my bike, I start the engine and use the noise and the vibrations of the machine beneath me to center my frantic mind. What the hell am I feeling for her? I know I want her. I know that’s not something I’ve ever really experienced before.

She makes me want to prove to her that I’m not who she thinks I am, that I’m not a douchebag who will hurt her just because I can.

When she climbed onto the back of my bike tonight, something settled inside of me. I’ve never even considered having any other woman ride with me; that was something I always planned to save for my old lady, so she would know that she was the only person I’d share this life with.

Have I really decided that Riley is that person? The answer comes instantly. Yes. She’s the most complex, confusing woman I’ve ever met. She has a body to die for, an attitude that would rival any biker I’ve ever met, and she is fucking perfect.

Perfect for me, perfect for this life, just perfect.

I want her to be mine. No, I need her to be mine, and I’ll fight to convince her that I should be hers.

Wednesday takes forever to arrive, and when it does I spend the day counting down the hours until I can go to her. I texted her yesterday morning, but didn’t get a reply until late afternoon. She’s a terrible texter and I got one-word answers and delayed messages all night.

I’m hoping she isn’t over-thinking things. Riley strikes me as the type of girl who can talk herself out of anything given enough time. I don’t want to give her a chance to end this because her mind is running at ten thousand miles a minute and she’s convinced herself that I’m going to hurt her.

At just after four pm my cell beeps signaling a new text.

Riley: If we’re still on for tonight can you get me from my hotel instead of the office?

Me: Sure, what time?

Riley: Whenever you want, I’m ready when you are.

An eager grin spreads across my face and I’m out of the door, my keys in my hand a minute later.

Me: Be there in twenty minutes.

I make it in eighteen minutes and by the time I pull up to the curb outside the hotel, she’s already sat on the wall waiting for me. By the time I slow to a stop, she’s walking toward me, a scowl plastered across her lips. I open my mouth to ask her what the matter is, but without a word, she uses my arm to steady herself and climbs on behind me. I watch her warily as she takes the helmet I offer her, then she wraps herself around my back and rests her cheek against me.

Reaching for her hand, I squeeze it, then pull forward and into traffic. I don’t know what’s happened, but she’s using me for comfort, or at least that’s what it feels like, and right now, all I want is for her to be okay.

I don’t know her well enough to know what will make things better for her. Hopefully soon I will and when she has a shitty day, I’ll be able to help. But right now, I can only do what always centers me, so I drive. I push my bike forward and let the road slip past us with no real destination in mind. I ride for the sake of riding and hope that somehow the peace this makes me feel will somehow pass through to her too.

An hour later, I pull into a rest stop that has a diner, motel, and bar and kill the engine. Riley doesn’t let go of me and I wonder for a minute if riding was the wrong thing to do. I was trying to help, but maybe an hour stuck on the back of a motorcycle was actually a stupid idea.

“Baby,” I call quietly. “You okay?”

She doesn’t speak, but I can feel her nod against my back.

“Climb off,” I say, then wish I’d kept my big mouth shut when her hands slide away from my waist and her heat leaves me.

I watch as she undoes the helmet, and places it back on the seat. Her long hair is shielding her face from me and I can’t stand it another minute longer, I need to see her eyes. They’re so expressive, and without seeing them I have no idea what’s going on inside her head.

Climbing off, I move to her, reaching up and tucking her hair behind her ear, then tipping her face up so I can see her. Her eyes are full of anger and sadness. Has seeing me done this to her?

“What’s the matter? Has something happened?”

“He fired me,” she spits out.

“What?”

“Dan Winters, the owner of the company I’ve been working for. He fired me today.”

“Can he do that? I thought you only had a couple of weeks left on your contract?”

“Exactly!” she cries, throwing her hands up into the air for emphasis. “I do. My two months is up at the end of next week, but today he called me into his office and told me that he was terminating my contract early. He didn’t even explain, he just said that they no longer required my services.”

“What the fuck? Are you going to lose out on any money?” I ask, anger starting to bubble up inside of me.

“No,” she says on a sigh. “I’ve spent most of the day on the phone to Pierre. He arranged the contract and there’s a payment clause in there that states that if the client terminates the contract early without due cause, then they still have to pay in full. It’s not the money that bothers me, it’s that I think I got fired because he saw us together the other night.”

“What?” I roar. “That little motherfucker from the other night is the one who fired you?”

“Yep. I have never, ever been fired from a job. I’m good at what I do, really good. I’m in demand. I’m booked for projects two years in advance. He has no reason to fire me.”

Her last few words are little more than a whisper and I pull her into my chest and wrap my arms around her, holding her tightly. She’s angry, but she’s sad as well. I know how to deal with her anger, but her sadness is what compels me to make it better no matter what.

I hold her tighter, dropping a kiss against the top of her head. “Want me to go kick his ass?” I ask against her hair.

She laughs and I’m so fucking grateful for the sound.

“No,” she says, lifting her hands and pushing them between us, forcing me to loosen my hold on her.

“Want a Martini?” I ask.

She nods, her eyes still a little downcast and sad.

Lifting her chin, I press a soft kiss to her lips, then pull away. “Let’s go get you a drink, baby.”

I guide her to a table close to the wide French doors that spill onto the patio area to the back of the bar. It’s fairly empty with only a couple of tables filled and a bored looking server comes straight over to us.

“What can I get y’all?” She asks, her eyes focused on the pad in her hand not on us.

“A Martini and a beer please,” I say.

She nods, her pen scrawling along her pad as she walks away.

“So he didn’t give you any reason; just fired you?”

“He called me into his office as soon as I got there this morning and the moment I sat down in front of his desk he thanked me for my work and said he no longer required my services. No explanation, nothing, just thank you and fuck off.”

“What makes you think him firing you has anything to do with him seeing me pick you up the other night?”

Riley pauses, biting her lip before she answers. “Back when I first got to town, we went to dinner a few times.”

My eyes narrow and I look at her, watching as she avoids eye contact with me. “You fuck him?” I ask bluntly.

“No,” she cries, outraged.

I shrug, risking her anger because I need to know why that motherfucker would fire her because he saw us together. “So what happened?”

“Nothing really. There was some flirting, mainly on his side, and a few kisses.”

“You kissed,” I say, the words feeling like razor-blades coming up my throat.

“I watched a girl in nothing but a bikini thong grind on you and play with your dick for an entire afternoon,” she hisses.

“Did you and he, have something going on?” I ask, feeling violent even thinking it. She’d told me she had a boyfriend when she rejected me, but then she’d told me it was a lie. Did she have something going with her fucking boss?

“No, not at all. He kissed me a couple of times. We had absolutely zero chemistry and I haven’t seen him apart from in the office since then.”

My shoulders relax and I exhale slowly. Thank fuck! It’s a lot easier to claim what’s mine, without having to deal with a rich-as-fuck boyfriend I’d need to get rid of first.

The server arrives with our drinks and the moment hers is placed in front of her, Riley scoops it up and takes a long drink. When the alcohol hits her throat, she sighs and visibly relaxes. Apparently, the way to my girl’s heart is through a Martini glass. I’ll have to remember that.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I say, wanting to reach for her, but unsure how she’ll react to me touching her right now.

“I’m just pissed, you know? I was leaving at the end of next week. Him sacking me now is just a kick in the teeth.”

She lifts her glass and takes another long drink.

“Sure you don’t want me to go kick his ass?”

Her laugh is light and I’m grateful. “No, his dad is a billionaire. I bet he’s got like assassins or whatever just waiting for someone to kill. I’d rather that not be you.”

“Oh, so you don’t want me dead?” I tease.

“No, alive is better.”

“Why’s that, baby?”

“Well, ‘cause I doubt you’d be that pretty as a corpse,” she says with a smirk.

“I’m not pretty,” I say mock sternly.

“Sure you’re not, prettyboy,” she teases again.

“Hey.”

She laughs and her eyes scan the bar and the patio as if this is the first time she’s noticed where we are. “It’s pretty out here,” she says.

“I know, it’s a great view. You can see clear across the state from up here.”

Her sigh is full of sadness and I want to reach for her, to pull her to me. Instead, I decide to try to distract her. “Puck wants you come in and show him where you found that weird code on the online banking page.”

“Who is Puck and does he not have a real name I can use? I don’t know who decided that you should all have these stupid nicknames, but really, Daisy, Blade, Smoke, and now Puck. I have no idea how you get anyone to take you seriously.”

“Because we’re badasses.”

“Course you are, sweetie,” she replies in an indulgent tone.

“You are not good for my ego.”

She smiles. “You don’t need any help with your ego; it’s so big I’m amazed you can fit through most doors.”

I clutch at my chest dramatically. “You wound me.”

Her giggle is like music to my fucking ears. “Come on, let’s go see Puck,” I say, draining my glass and placing it back down on the table, tucking a twenty-dollar bill beneath it.

“You still didn’t tell me who he was.”

“He’s our computer expert. He does all of the technical online stuff for Sinners Security, plus he’s a kick-ass hacker. He can find anything he wants off the internet, so he knows how to make sure our clients online presence is safe,” I tell her.

“Oh, okay. What’s his real name?”

I laugh, then scrunch my face up. “I actually have no fucking clue. He introduced himself to me as Puck. I never asked what his real name was.”

“God, boys are stupid,” Riley says, drinking the last of her drink and placing her glass back on the table.

Standing, I reach for her hand, linking our fingers together and pulling her behind me. I wait for her to tug her hand free, but she doesn’t, following me to my bike and climbing on behind me.

Having her ride with me again feels just as right as it did the first time and now all I want to do is take her back to my place and devour her in my bed.
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The warm sun is shining down, the wind rushing past us, and it’s the first time I’ve been able to pull in a full breath since Dan uttered the words. “I appreciate all of your work so far, but we no longer need you to fulfil the rest of your contract.”

I have never, ever been fired from a job. Every single game I’ve worked on in the last few years have always asked me to be a part of their next project, but Dan fucking Winters just fired me with less than two weeks left on my contract.

“I’ll have my assistant book you on the next flight back to New York,” he’d said. How I hadn’t launched myself over the table and screamed in his face I’ll honestly never know, but somehow I’d managed to calmly advise him that I’d make my own travel plans.

I’d walked out of his office with my head held high, hugged Tony goodbye, packed up my belongings and left. Al had been waiting for me outside the office, a look of sadness and regret etched all over his face. “Did you know?”

He shook his head. “I got a call to come pick you up fifteen minutes ago. I guessed something was going on then. What happened?”

Scoffing, I tug my purse further onto my shoulder. “I was just advised that my services are no longer required.”

Al hisses through his teeth, then steps forward and pulls me into a comforting, fatherly hug. “I’m so sorry, honey.”

“I don’t get it. He fought so hard to get me to come here, and now he’s firing me. No explanation, just go away.”

His arms hold me tighter and I pull in a shuddering breath, then pull back, moving out of his embrace. “Are you allowed to take me back to the hotel, or have you been instructed to only take me to the airport?”

“Mr. Winters can go fuck himself, I’ll take you wherever you want to go,” Al says, his voice harder than I’ve ever heard from him before.

I can’t help the laugh that bursts from my lips. “Thank you, Al. But if you can just take me back to the hotel, I’ll get myself a room for tonight and then decide what I’m going to do next.”

“You give that guy of yours a call, make sure he comes and looks after you.”

“What guy?”

“Big guy, rode a pretty sweet bike, seemed awful sweet on you the other night.”

“Oh, Justin.”

“Oh, Justin,” Al mimics. “Yeah, Justin. I’m guessing he’s the reason you’re not heading straight for the airport.”

“We’re not together.”

“Sure looked like you were together when I met him and he was making sure Mr. Winters knew you were taken. Sensible guy that man of yours, girl as sweet and pretty as you, he needs to make sure every man in a fifty-mile radius knows you’re taken,” Al says with a knowing smile. “I did exactly the same when I met Janette.”

“Al, you sound like a caveman.”

“There’s a little caveman in all of us, honey,” he says with a wink.

The roar of the engine pulls my thoughts back to the present as the bike slows and we roll into a parking lot out the front of an old warehouse. We park up and I follow Justin across the lot and toward a nondescript door to the right-hand side of an old, industrial building. A small sign over the door says Sinners Security, but that’s the only indication of the building’s inhabitants.

Justin opens the door for me and I step inside and pause, my eyes scanning the cavernous space. The room is a mix of industrial metal storage units and modern office furniture. I recognize a few of the guys that are milling about from the club; although they look a little different decked out in cargo pants and weapons holsters.

“What kind of security do you do here?” I ask, surprised and a little alarmed by how many guns are currently in the room with me.

“We cater for everything from personal protection, to rapid response teams, to night guards. A few of the brothers are ex-military and when they started the business a few years back they had the knowhow and experience to be able to cover anything from asset recovery to hostage situations. These days they have a few divisions that each specialize in their particular expertise.”

“Holy crap,” I whisper.

“Were you expecting a couple of overweight mall cops?” Justin asks with a chuckle.

“Well kind of, yeah.” I admit.

He scoffs lightly, shaking his head in amusement, then his hand reaches for mine and he tugs me forward. “Come on, Puck’s pit is this way.”

“His pit?”

“You’ll see,” Justin says, leading me down to a door in the far corner of the space. He knocks twice then waits.

“Come in,” a voice shouts from inside.

Justin opens the door and I immediately understand why he called it a pit. The room is dimly lit, almost all natural light blocked out. Monitors fill two of the walls and an array of computer equipment fills the rest of the room.

A guy is sat at the cluttered desk inside and when he turns from his computer screen to look at us lurking in his doorway, he smiles brightly.

“Hi, you must be Riley. I’m Puck.”

The man in front of me looks like he should be in a fantasy film. His white blonde hair is almost to his shoulders, unruly, with half of it pulled back and held by a band at the back of his head. His face is angular and regal, and his eyes are an intense, eerie silver-gray color. He looks like an elf from The Lord of the Rings, like Orlando Bloom as Legolas.

I’m fairly sure my mouth has fallen open, but I just can’t help myself. Men don’t look like him in real life; he looks photoshopped. Then his brows pull together and something shadows his features. All of a sudden his face morphs from ethereal to dangerous and I feel myself press back into Justin behind me.

Shaking myself, I offer him a brittle smile. “Sorry, yes, I’m Riley. Nice to meet you.” I push out my hand to him and he takes it, gripping me gently. The danger evaporates from his expression and he smiles again.

“Thanks for coming in. I’d normally have looked into this stuff at Beavers myself, but I’m neck deep in a security project for our biggest client and I just haven’t had a minute. Could you show me where you found that code on the bank’s page so I can have a deeper look into it? You have a good eye; you’re right, it’s definitely a different code style to the rest of the commands, but I want to see it in situ,” Puck says, gesturing for us to come inside.

I shuffle into the room, careful not to touch anything, then look up to Justin, his huge body almost completely filling the doorway.

“Justin, I’ll need you to log back into Beavers account page please,” I say.

“Oh sure,” Justin says, moving into the office even more cautiously than I did, and quickly opening up the online banking page. “Here you go, baby,” he says, moving back to the doorway the moment he’s done.

The term of endearment throws me and I glance at Puck, heat rushing to my cheeks. I like Justin, a lot, but we literally just admitted that we have feelings for one another, were we at the cutesy pet names stage already?

Pushing my wayward thoughts aside, I point to the chair in front of the desk. “May I?” I ask Puck.

“Of course,” he quickly replies.

Sliding into the chair, I navigate through the banking pages and access the code, moving efficiently back to the command that had seemed out of place to me when I’d found it before. “Here it is,” I say, looking up to Puck who is standing behind my left shoulder. “The command itself appears to be pointless, just going around in a circle, but the way it’s worded is different.”

Puck leans in, his body crowding me slightly as he reads over my shoulder. “Here,” I say, pushing out of the chair and letting him take my place. He stares at the screen for a minute, his head tilted to the side, then his fingers fly across the screen, typing commands so quickly that I can’t keep up.

Within seconds, he’s hacked into the bank’s mainframe and I gasp at how fast he just breached their security. I look at Justin and find him watching me, an amused smirk on his face. He crooks a finger at me and I find myself across the office and in front of him a second later.

The moment I’m within reach, he hooks his hand around my hip and pulls me the rest of the way until I’m pressed into his chest and his lips are on mine. Just as quickly he turns me in his arms, my back now pressed to his front, his huge hand across my stomach, his thumb beneath my shirt rubbing circles on my skin.

Goose bumps pebble where he’s touching me. I try to focus on what Puck’s doing, but my mind keeps drifting back to Justin. How his warm chest is pressed against my back, the way his huge palm is hot and present and reassuring.

Puck is in front of us. There are guys in the main floor behind us, yet all I can think about is him. My breathing becomes audible. I can feel my heart beating, too fast, too insistent.

“Baby,” he whispers against my ear, his thumb sliding lower, to the waist of my shorts and dipping beneath the fabric.

I swallow my gasp, closing my eyes and placing my hand over his to still his movements. “You need to stop,” I whisper.

“What if I don’t want to?” His voice is barely a rasp.

Squeezing at his arm, I feel his soft chuckle as it vibrates through his chest. He knows how he’s affecting me, but I’m affecting him too. I can feel how hard he is, his dick pressing up against my back, and I roll my hips grinding against him. His laughter dies and I hear his soft groan against my ear.

“You need us any more, brother?” Justin says, his voice gravelly.

Puck’s eyes never move from the screen in front of him, but he shakes his head. “Nope, I can take it from here. Thanks.”

Justin’s arm tightens again, but this time he uses his grip to turn me. He moves to my side, walking us both out of the building and to his bike. Neither of us says a word as he straps on my helmet and waits for me to climb on behind him.

He starts the engine, and the rumbling of the bike makes my already heightened senses come to life even more. We move and the wind seems louder, the road flying by as we ride. I don’t know where we’re going, but I don’t care. The anticipation, the way my body is humming and alive; I don’t want this to end.

I want to cry when he slows to a stop and parks in a space outside an apartment building. I want to yell at him to move again, to start his bike and give us back this feeling. Only he doesn’t, he pulls his keys from the ignition and holds his hand out for me to take. When I place my hand in his, I feel tingles along each of my fingers. When I climb off, my legs are shaking as my feet hit the floor, my breathing feels ragged, and I can feel my heart beating, racing inside my chest.

“This is my place,” Justin says, his voice rough and low.

My eyes look from him to the building behind him.

“We don’t have to,” he says and I look to him, finding his eyes unsure, hesitant.

Without speaking, I reach for his hand, entwining my fingers with his and pull him forward. Glancing over my shoulder at him, I see his smile, the happiness and laughter clear on his face. Before I’m even aware of what’s happening, he bends and lifts me into the air, depositing me over his shoulder, his even pace becoming a jog as he rushes us toward the door.

I giggle, glad that the intensity of only a moment ago has been shattered. Reaching down, I swat at his ass playfully. “Hurry up,” I urge, and his pace increases. Pushing open the doors into the clean, but dated lobby, he waves at an older lady who is collecting her mail from the boxes against the far wall. When he pushes the button for the elevator, the doors slide open immediately and he strides in, pressing a button, before the doors close and we begin to move.

“We should have taken the stairs,” I crow, lifting my head from its hanging position and bracing my hands against the base of his spine to push my entire torso up.

“Yeah, but then I wouldn’t be able to do this,” he says, his voice mischievous as his warm hand glides up my thigh and under the hem of my jean shorts. His fingers skirt with the edges of my panties and I curse that I put on boy shorts instead of a thong.

Holding my breath, I wait for his fingers to move higher, but the ding of the elevator reaching his floor interrupts us. “Ummm,” he says, the noise torn from his throat. Then he moves, his steps hurried as he strides down the hallway to a door halfway down. “Get my keys,” he rasps.

I fumble, searching his pockets until my fingers wrap around metal. Pulling them free, I lift my hand to offer them to him, and when his skin touches mine I shudder with excitement. I hear the key turn in the lock, the door open, and then he carries me inside, kicking the door shut behind him and finally lowering me to the ground.

My body slides down his, achingly slowly. My breasts graze across his shoulder, then down his body until my feet are on the floor. I can feel his chest moving up and down as he breathes, feel his arousal pushing at my stomach.

This moment now, it’s more than just lust, more than sex, and more than just me. This is about us and taking a step, crossing a line that I don’t think I’ll be able to take back if what I find on the other side isn’t what I expect.

I want him, I want the right to touch him, and right now, in this moment when his body is flush with mine and his eyes are on me, the world quiets, the planet stops spinning, and the stars collide.

“This is more,” he says, his eyes earnest and filled with something that makes the breath catch in my throat. “If we do this now, it’s more, Riley, more, you get that.”

My thoughts still, and I let my heart guide me. “I know.”

When he smiles, my heart stutters a beat and I lift onto my tiptoes and kiss him. My hands drop to the hem of his shirt, tugging it up as his fingers do the same to mine. He drags my shirt over my head, and I push his as high as I can, until he pulls it off revealing his massive chest.

This is the first time I’ve been this close to him shirtless, and the tattoos that ripple across his skin are exquisite. Inhaling slowly, I brush my fingers over the image of a herd of stags running across his chest. “It’s beautiful,” I whisper.

He doesn’t respond, but he echoes my movement, brushing his fingers across my breasts, then moving behind my back and unclasping my bra. He slides the straps down my arms, letting my bra fall to the floor and revealing my naked breasts to him. Bending down, he pulls a nipple into his mouth, laving at the peak with his tongue.

A sound rises from the back of my throat and I whimper. His palm holds me steady on my back as he licks and sucks at my sensitive tip. I lean my weight into his hand, letting him hold me up as I bask in the sensation of his mouth on me.

Releasing my nipple, he peppers kisses all over my breasts, my neck, and finally my lips. His hands drop to my shorts, then I feel the waist loosen and the fabric drop to the floor. Justin scoops me into the air and carries me across the room, his lips never leaving mine.

His kiss tells me so much. That he wants me, that he craves this touch just as much as I do.

Grabbing for him, I hold him to me, my hands on either side of his head as I try to tell him that I want him too, that I’m starting to crave him, to need him.

I’m lowered onto his bed, Justin following me, crawling over me until I’m on my back, his body positioned above me. I allow my fingers to run down his spine and around his hips until I’m at the button on his jeans. Slipping it undone, I move to the next, then the next, until they’re loose enough to push down over his butt. His bare ass is right there in my hand and I squeeze lightly.

His chuckle vibrates against my neck and I squeeze him again.

“Oh, baby, you don’t want to start this,” he warns.

“Maybe I do,” I say squeezing him again, then giving him a light swat.

In the blink of an eye, his weight is gone and he flips me to my stomach. I squeal, giggles falling from my lips as Justin rips my panties down my legs and grabs a handful of each of my butt cheeks and squeezes. A sharp pain ripples through each cheek and I laugh louder. “Did you just bite my ass?”

“Not the only thing I plan to nibble on tonight, baby,” he says, roughly spreading my legs, before his tongue hits my sex.

“Oh fuck,” I moan.

He licks a hot, wet path all along my sex, then follows it with his fingers, finally sinking them into me as I moan and squirm.

“Oh, baby, so fucking tight,” Justin says.

“Oh God,” I gasp, my cheek pressed into the comforter. He pumps his fingers in and out of me and heat pools in my stomach. When he pushes my ass into the air, his tongue hits my clit, and I explode, white hot sensation overtaking me. Buzzing white noise fills my ears and stars appear behind my tightly clenched eyes. Pushing back onto his fingers, I ride out my orgasm as he slowly grinds his fingers in my pussy, and the heel of his hand against my clit.

With a heavy sigh, I fall to my side and Justin drops next to me, our mouths only inches apart. Lifting his fingers, he sucks them into his mouth and hums in satisfaction.

“Do I taste good?” I ask, my voice raspy.

“So fucking good.” Sliding his hand back between my thighs, he dips his finger inside of me then holds it up for me to taste.

With my eyes on his, I lean forward and pull his finger into my mouth; the slightly sweet but salty taste coating my tongue.

“Jesus,” Justin says, his pupils dilating as he watches me suck on his finger.

Leaning into him, I release his finger with a pop and push at his shoulder until he falls to his back. Slowly, I blink, looking at him through hooded eyes, then I shuffle down the bed until my face is level with his cock.

On the couple of times we’ve had sex before I’d seen how big he is, but fuck, this close his dick is colossal. Experimentally, I wrap my fingers around him and they don’t meet. “Fuck, how did this fit inside of me?”

“Climb on, baby. I want to feel you come around my cock.”

Instead of answering, I lick at the tip of his dick, watching as the muscles in his stomach tense.

“Riley,” he says, his tone warning me not to tease him.

But I don’t intend to, so in one long swallow, I take as much of him as I can into my mouth, hollow my cheeks and suck.

“Holy fucking shit,” he gasps, his ass lifting up off the bed, pushing him further into my mouth.

Licking the shaft, I slide his dick in and out of my mouth, sucking on the way down, then circling the head with my tongue. I enjoy being in control, the one with all of the power, but it’s short-lived.

Another giggle bursts from me as Justin hauls me up to his chest, then rolls us so I’m beneath him again. When I look up into his eyes, my laughter fades in the face of his intensity. Deep, soulful eyes stare back at me and I can’t help but lose myself in them. He settles himself between my legs, his hard cock probing at my entrance. I lift my legs and wrap them around his back, urging him forward, trying to guide his hardness into my eager, waiting pussy.

Justin rests his weight on his elbows, his arms caging me in, then he dips down and kisses me as he pushes himself inside my sex. Swallowing my gasp of pleasure and pain, he kisses me as he slowly slides in and out.

The first time we had sex, it had been fast and furious, the second angry and dirty. Now what had started as silly and fun has become real and honest and more. When his lips eventually part from mine, he buries his face in my neck, his cock filling me over and over again as I claw at his back, sweat coating our bodies.

“You feel fucking amazing, baby.” His fingers tangle into my hair, tugging my head back so he can nibble and lick at my neck. “God, it’s never been like this, so good, so fucking perfect”

Sliding his palm around my thigh, he pushes my leg higher, his cock hitting that spot inside of me that makes butterflies burst to life in my stomach and sparks of sensation tingle along my limbs. “Never wanted more until you, Riley; but you, you are so much fucking more.”

With each word he utters I fall further and further under his spell. I want to believe him, I want to be his more, and I dig my heels into his ass urging him to go faster, to thrust deeper until I come. My whole body braces for the orgasm I can feel building to consume me, and when it does, it shatters my nerve-endings and bathes me in unimaginable pleasure.

Justin follows me over the edge, his masculine growl sending a second shock-wave of bliss plowing through me, and when he collapses on top of me, his weight crushing me to the bed, I wind my arms and legs around him as tightly as I can, holding him to me and never wanting to let go.
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We haven’t left my apartment in two days and if I had my way we’d never leave again. Fuck my job and hers, fuck the club, my brothers, her family. Fuck the world, because the universe inside my home right now is all that matters to me.

She’s mine. I never thought I’d want an old lady, but I want it all with her. The last forty-eight hours have been a marathon of sex, sex, and more sex. My dick is worn out and wrung dry, but the moment she looks at me I’m rock-hard and ready for the next round.

I’ve had a lot of sex in my life, but what makes it different with her is that we can go from laughing to fucking, to dirty talking, to laughing again, and I love every single part of it. Riley is perfection. She can beg me to spank her ass, then blush at walking naked to the kitchen a minute later. She’s the perfect contradiction. Bitchy and Kind. Shy and dirty. Brash and quiet.

Riley Prince is the more that my brothers have been trying to tell me about and she’s mine. I still have no idea how we went from her being a cold bitch, to playing games trying to make the other jealous, to being a couple, but as long as this fucked up journey ends with her being mine then who gives a shit how we got here.

My cell phone has been buzzing on my kitchen counter on and off all morning, but I’m not ready for the real world to encroach on this blissful fantasy Riley and I are living right now. I know we can’t hide from reality forever, but maybe we could get away with a couple more days.

Riley’s cell phone battery died late last night, so it could be Rosie who’s lighting up my phone looking for my girl, but I’m not ready to deal with it yet.

Grabbing a couple of bottles of beer from the refrigerator, I make my way back into the bedroom where I’d left Riley naked and panting a few minutes ago. My dick perks up just being close to her naked body, and when I walk into my room she’s standing just outside the bathroom, her naked body hidden by my shirt that hangs almost to her knees.

“Hey, baby. I got you a bottle of beer; we drank all the juice and water already,” I say, as I cross the room and reach for her.

When I touch her hip, she’s stiff and unnaturally still. “Baby?” I call. She doesn’t respond.

“Riley?” I say, moving my hands to her shoulders and turning her to face me. When I can see her fully, I inhale sharply; her face is pale and both of her arms are wrapped tightly around her stomach.

“Riley,” I cry, panic washing over me. I rake my eyes over her, looking for something, anything. Is she hurt? She was fine a couple of minutes ago, only now there’s a fine sheen of sweat covering her pale face and a tremor is running through her.

Cupping her cheeks in my hands, I tip her face up, forcing her to look at me. “Riley, you need to tell me what the matter is. Are you hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital?”

Her lips part and a single word wrenches itself from her lips. “Tiff.”

It takes me a minute to understand. Tiff, Tiffany is her sister, her pregnant sister. “Did she call? Is she okay?” I ask her, my voice wavering.

Riley shakes her head. “I can feel it, something’s wrong; really, really wrong.”

My mind flashes back to the conversation we had about her sisters, how the triplets could feel the others emotions, pain, and exhaustion. Jumping into action, I race back into the kitchen and pull my cell phone from the counter. Swiping the screen to bring it to life, I rush back to Riley, handing her the phone. “Call her.”

She takes the cell and I watch her shaking fingers dial her sister’s number. Lifting the cell to her ear, I watch as she listens to it ring and ring, until it finally rolls onto voicemail. Her stricken eyes lift back to mine and I watch as a single tear escapes, rolling down her cheek.

“Try your mom, or your other sister,” I say, my tone authoritarian.

Her gaze drops back to the cell and she dials a different number, lifting it to her ear again. Someone answers on the second ring, and my held breath rushes from my lips.

“Mom, it’s me,” Riley says.

I can’t hear what her mom says to her, but I watch as Riley lifts a hand to cover her mouth and I see the tears that start to freely roll from her eyes. Unable to take it any longer, I close the gap between us and pull her into my arms while she listens to whatever her mom is saying.

“Okay,” Riley says, her voice cracking. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. I love you too.”

When she drops the cell from her ear, she collapses into me, her grief-stricken body folding into herself. “Tiff collapsed, she’s unconscious and bleeding. Mom just got the call, they’re on their way to the hospital.”

“It’s okay, it’s gonna be okay,” I say, stroking her hair and hoping to God that what I’m saying is true.

“I have to go. I have to get to her,” Riley says, her voice frantic.

“Okay, get dressed, I’ll look for flights,” I say, needing to be the calm to her panic.

I feel her nod against my chest and when I release her, she rushes across the room to find her clothes, pulling her shorts on as I click into the airline’s webpage. “Okay, the next flight to Detroit is in two hours, that will give us enough time to get to your hotel and pack a bag before we head to the airport.”

Riley nods, then a fresh batch of tears course down her cheeks and I cross the room and lift her up and into my arms. She curls into my chest and sobs, the emotion wracking through her body as fear and worry and pain consume her.

“Come on, baby. I gotta put you down so I can throw on some clothes and pack a bag, then I’m gonna pick you right back up again, and if you want I’ll hold you until we get to your sister and you can see for yourself that both her and the baby are gonna be okay.”

“You’re coming with me?” she asks, her terrified eyes lifting to mine as I hold her to me.

“Of course I am.”

She nods, her lips trembling as if she’s holding back more tears and she wiggles so I lower her to the ground. I quickly pull on a clean shirt, jeans, and my cut, then throw a few changes of clothes into a bag. We’re out the door and climbing into my truck less than five minutes later. When we get to her hotel, she leads me to her room and when she opens the door, I spot her cases already packed and stacked neatly at the end of the bed. She opens the top case and pulls out jeans and a shirt, changing quickly, then closing the case again and trying to drag it behind her.

Taking both cases from her, I easily lift one in each hand and follow her as she walks out of the room without a backward glance. I want to ask her why all of her stuff was packed. Was she leaving? But now isn’t the time. This isn’t about me now, this is about getting to Ann Arbor and her sister.

We make it to the airport in record time and hand over our luggage at the check-in desk. Riley’s hand is gripped tightly in mine. She’s squeezing me hard enough that my fingers are numb, but I won’t let go. She needs me. Right now I’m an anchor; the only thing that’s keeping her from completely losing her shit. But I’ll be whatever she needs me to be.

Luckily the flight to Detroit is only a little under three hours and after buying a power bank, Riley’s cell is working when we step off the plane and she turns it back on. As she calls her mom for an update, I grab our bags from the reclaim and wait for her to let me know where we’re going and if we need to hire a car.

“How is she?” I ask when Riley lowers her cell from her ear.

“Still unconscious. Mom and Dad haven’t seen the doctor yet, but Tiff’s husband Chad said that they’re gonna operate as soon as they can to stabilize her blood pressure.”

I reach for her and she slams into my chest, wrapping her arms around my waist and clinging to me. Kissing the top of her head, I rub circles on her back, trying to reassure her however I can.

“What hospital is she at?” I ask.

“St Bernadette’s; it’s about an hour from here, but we need to wait for Anna. Her flight lands in twenty minutes.”

“Okay, baby, let’s get into the arrivals lounge and wait. I’ll rent a car and as soon as your sister gets here, we can go straight to the hospital,” I say, holding her to me as I turn her, pointing her in the direction of the exit as I grab our bags and load them onto a trolley.

Settling Riley onto a bench to wait, I head to the car rental desk and organize a car, then go back to my girl pulling her into my lap and holding her hand as we wait.

The moment Riley spots her sister, she’s off my lap and sprinting across the space, Anna breaks into a run too and the pair collide together, both of them broken and sobbing. I have no idea how this connection Riley shares with her sisters works, but the moment they touch they fit together like pieces so perfectly aligned they were never intended to be separated.

When Riley said they were identical triplets, that didn’t prepare me for seeing someone else with my girl’s face. The two women are literally identical, an absolute perfect copy of each other and I imagine as children they were impossible to tell apart.

Anna’s eyes widen when she sees me approach them, then narrow when Riley moves to my side, never releasing her hold on her sister’s hand.

“You must be Anna. I’m Smoke, Riley’s boyfriend,” I say reaching toward her and holding my hand out.

Anna looks from me to her sister then back again, suspicion clear on her face before she takes my hand, and shakes, her grip firm.

“I rented a car. If you’ve got all your stuff we can get going,” I say.

“I came straight from the hospital; all I’ve got with me is my purse,” Anna replies and I glance down, noticing the blue scrubs she’s wearing with comfortable looking clogs.

“Let’s go then,” I say, releasing Riley’s hand to grab the trolley loaded with our bags and head for the car pick-up point.

The girls sit huddled together in the back, their hands still tightly entwined, and fear etched across both of their identical faces. No-one says more than a few words as I drive as fast as I can without getting arrested, desperate to make this better for Riley. But there’s nothing I can do. Her sister’s fate is out of my control, so I do something that I haven’t done since my mom was sick. I pray. I talk to God or whoever the hell might be listening and I beg for Tiffany to be okay, for her baby to be okay. I plead and I barter and I promise anything I have, anything I am, for them to get through this.

When I pull into the hospital parking garage, I luck out with a space near the ER entrance and we all pile out. Riley reaches for me, even though she’s still holding her sister’s hand. I don’t pause. I pull her into my side, kiss the top of her head, and then reach over and squeeze Anna’s shoulder too.

The nurse on the desk directs us to a waiting room on the first floor and we’re silent as we all load into the elevator. When we enter the waiting room, an older man and woman leap to their feet and Riley drops my hand as her and her sister rush to their parents. Her mom pulls Riley in for a hug as her dad does the same with Anna. Riley mentioned that her parents had adopted her and her sisters, but there’s so much love in this room that the small issue of DNA isn’t even a factor with this family.

Her mom looks in her late-sixties, her frame slim, and her clothes classic and well-tailored. Her father looks older, his hair almost white and his skin wrinkled as if he’s lived his life laughing and smiling. When all eyes fall to me, I try hard not to look uncomfortable. “Hello, Mr. & Mrs. Prince. I’m sorry we’re meeting in these circumstances. My name is Justin Sanchez. I’m Riley’s boyfriend.”

Both of her parents look at me, taking in my tattoos, my size, and the leather cut I’m wearing that tells the world I’m a member of the Doomsday Sinners MC. I know what I must look like to these people, but I stand tall and proud. I’m not ashamed of who I am.

Her dad is the first to move. He drops his hands from Anna’s shoulders and steps toward me. “Jared Prince, it’s nice to meet you Justin,” he says, offering his hand to me.

A little of the tension seeps from me and I take his hand and shake it. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

When he steps back, he pulls Riley into his arms and her mom steps forward. “Hello, Justin,” she says coolly. “I’m Vivian Prince, thank you for helping my daughter get home.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” I say politely. My mom taught me manners. I might be a biker, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand the importance of being polite, even when you’re being judged.

With a nod, Vivian turns her back on me and pulls Anna into her arms. When both girls have hugged both of their parents, the questions begin.

“What’s happening?” Riley asks, “Have you seen Chad or a doctor?”

Vivian lifts her hand and covers her mouth, so Jared steps forward. “We don’t know any more than we did when we spoke to you earlier. Tiff collapsed this morning; Chad called an ambulance and they brought her here. All we know is that they planned to operate as soon as they managed to stabilize her blood pressure.”

“Where’s Tilly?” Anna asks.

“Chad’s mom and dad had her overnight, so luckily she didn’t see Tiff collapsing or the ambulance. They wanted to be here, but they didn’t want to upset Tilly, so we’re keeping them updated, or we will be as soon as we hear anything. Graham and Brian are both on their way, but their flights won’t get them here for a few more hours.” Jared says.

Riley looks to me, her eyes full of tears, and even thought I shouldn’t, I go to her and lift her into my arms. I know she’s in a room full of her family and they can support her, but I want to be here for her. When she buries her face into my neck and wraps her arms tightly around me, I know I’ve made the right decision.

“It’s going to be okay,” I whisper against her hair, then I carry her to a chair and sit down, keeping her curled into my lap.

When I look up, all eyes are on us, but it’s her mom’s gaze that’s the most intense. I get the feeling that this woman has decided I’m not good for her daughter already and we only just met. She has no idea who I am, but I get the impression that doesn’t matter to Vivian Prince.

Inhaling slowly, I choose to ignore her judgment. I don’t know the woman and right now all that matters to me is the girl in my arms and making sure that she’s okay until she can see her sister. Anna drops down into the chair next to me and she reaches for Riley’s hand, holding it tightly. When she looks up to me there’s something in her eyes that makes me think that I have at least one ally in Anna.

Up close, although Anna looks just like Riley, there are subtle differences that most people wouldn’t notice. Riley has more freckles, her nose is ever so slightly fuller than Anna’s, and while perhaps I’ll see it more when everyone is under less pressure, Anna seems to have less attitude than Riley.

We wait for almost an hour before a doctor comes into the room. “Mr. & Mrs. Prince?” He asks.

Riley scrambles out of my lap, moving forward at the same time that Anna and her parents rush to the doctor.

“Your son-in-law has asked me to update you on Tiffany’s condition. Your daughter was admitted with suspected placental abruption. This means that the placenta has separated from the inner wall of the uterus. We had to stabilize Tiffany’s blood pressure so that we could perform an emergency caesarean section to deliver her baby. We did encounter some complications, but I’m pleased to tell you that both Tiffany and her baby boy are fine and doing well.

There’s an audible gasp of relief from all of us. Vivian turns into her husband’s chest and Anna reaches for Riley, hugging her close. Standing back, I blow out a relieved breath. This isn’t my family, I’ve never even met Tiffany, but I still close my eyes and look up at whoever or whatever it was that watched over this family today and utter a silent thank you.

When Riley’s soft body collides with mine, I hold her to me, and when I look up and find Anna standing alone, I reach out and pull her to me as well. Her eyes widen for a second, then she wraps herself into my other side, one arm around her sister, and lets me comfort her too.

We stay like this as the doctor tells us that as the baby is a little small, they’ve taken him to the NICU so they can keep an eye on lung development and blood oxygen levels. Then he says that Tiffany is in recovery, but that her family can see her for a short visit as soon as she’s more awake. Then he leaves and we’re left to wait again.

Knowing that Tiffany and her baby are going to be okay, the tension in the room lessens. “Does anyone want a drink, or anything to eat?” I offer, needing to do something other than just sit here.

Riley and Anna ask for coffees, Jared a soda, and Vivian nothing. Riley’s mom is still clearly unimpressed with my being here, but I nod politely at her and leave the waiting room in search of a vending machine.

When I’m in the corridor, I take the opportunity to call Park and let him know the basics of what has happened and where we are, then I call Grits and tell her too. She tells me to be there for my woman and I can practically hear the grin in her voice as she calls Riley ‘my woman’. God really must be watching over me because rather than a vending machine, I find a coffee cart and manage to get good coffee for me and the girls, and a soda for Jared.

Pushing the door open to the waiting room, I find a guy I’ve never met before with my woman in his arms. He looks up at me as I enter, his eyes narrowing, but I ignore him, focusing all my attention on Riley.

“I got you a coffee, baby,” I say.

She smiles, freeing herself from the guy’s arms and moving toward me. Taking the coffee, I’m holding, she turns to the guy. “Brian, this is Justin, my err,” she looks up to me again then says. “My boyfriend.”

I swear to fucking God my heart skips a beat. This is the first time she’s admitted to anyone that I’m her boyfriend, and it feels fucking amazing. I can’t help it, I smile, my lips spreading into a wide, shit-eating grin. It’s inappropriate as fuck, but I just don’t care. If I could kiss the shit out of her right now I would, but I compromise by slinging my arm around her shoulder and kissing the top of her head.

“Hi, I’m Brian, Riley’s brother, it’s nice to meet you,” Brian says, holding his hand out.

Lifting my arm from Riley’s shoulders I take his hand, shaking it. “Nice to meet you.”

We wait again and it’s almost an hour later when a nurse lets the family know that they can go up and see Tiffany. Riley holds my hand tightly, pulling me with her, when I’d planned to let her have this time with her family.

When we reach the room she’s in, a guy exits and is immediately engulfed in hugs from Riley and Anna. I’m quickly introduced to Chad, Tiffany’s husband, then he lets everyone know that he’s going down to the NICU to check on his son. This heralds more hugs, tears, and congratulations.

When Chad leaves, Vivian and Jared head in to see their daughter first, while we wait outside. The nurse told us that we could only see her for a short visit as she needed to rest, so after a few minutes the door opens and a teary-eyed Vivian walks out first.

Brian, then Anna, file into the room next and Riley pulls me as she walks forward, but I stop. “You go on in see your sister, baby. I’ll meet her another time, this is just family.”

“You sure?” she asks.

I nod and smile lightly. “Go, baby, do your triplet thing so she can get better quicker.”

She smiles back at me then rushes into her sister’s room. The last thing I see before the door shuts is the three identical women holding each other like nothing else in the world exists to them.

Turning from the door, I find Vivian watching me, her eyes narrowed. Jared is walking down the corridor, his cell to his ear.

“Thank you for getting her home, but you don’t need to hang around if you need to get back to Texas,” She says coolly.

Does this woman seriously think I’d just leave? “That’s okay, I’m happy to stay for as long as Riley needs me.”

“She’s with her family now.”

“I know that,” I say, not giving her anything else, just moving to the side of the corridor and leaning against the wall, my arms crossed as I wait for my girl.

“How long have you known my daughter?” Vivian asks.

“I met her the week she came to Houston.”

“So you’ve only been together for what, six weeks?”

“No, ma’am, us being together is a recent thing,” I admit.

“And yet you dropped everything to fly here with her.”

“Yep.”

“Why?” she asks, her head tilted to the side as though she’s trying to look into my mind.

“Because she needed me,” I say simply.

“Do you have a job?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What do you do?”

This time when I answer I make sure I’m looking her straight in the eyes. I want her to know I’m not ashamed of what I do. “I run a strip club.”

This woman’s poker face is fucking unbelievable, not even a flicker passes over her when I tell her what I do.

“You’re a member of a motorcycle club?” She asks.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did you go to college?”

“I did my first year at Notre Dame on a football scholarship, but my mom got sick so I quit to move home and take care of her.”

This time I actually get a reaction from her and she opens her mouth to say something, just as the door opens and Riley, Anna, and Brian file out. Riley walks straight into my arms and I hold her close, grateful to have the inquisition her mom was forging interrupted.

I’d like her mom to like me, but I can’t control other people’s prejudice or judgment and it looks like her mom has decided that I’m not good enough for her daughter before she’s even gotten to know me.
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My sister is okay, she’s okay. Her son is okay. I have a nephew. Justin is my boyfriend. He’s met my entire family and I’m pretty sure my mom hates him.

I have a boyfriend.

My mind is swirling with thoughts, but all that really matters is that Tiff and her baby are okay. I’ve never been more scared in my entire life than I was this morning when I felt her pain, and I felt it, I felt it all, and so did Anna.

But she’s okay, I reassure myself. She’s fine and my nephew is fine, they’re both fine.

Justin. He has been everything. He got me here, he got me to Tiff, and he’s literally and metaphorically held me up when I was falling apart. No guy I’ve ever known would have gotten on a plane, come with me, held my hand and held my sister while we were scared and upset. Justin did this after us only being together for a handful of days.

I was so wrong about him.

The moment Anna, Tiff, and I were together again, even though it was in a hospital room, I could breathe. I need my sisters, we need each other, and we’ve gone too long without being together. We only got to spend five minutes with her, but the moment I walked out of the room, all I wanted was to be in Justin’s strong, reassuring arms again.

Chad arrives just as we’re all about to leave. “The baby is okay, small, but they said his lungs are really well developed considering he’s eight weeks early.”

None of us ask to see him. We know that Tiff hasn’t even seen him yet, so we’ll wait to meet him, until she has her moment with him. Both of them could have died today. I could have lost my sister.

Barely stifling a sob, I bury my face into Justin’s chest and cling to him. How did he become the only person I want to be comforted by in a room full of my family?

“Mom,” a voice calls and we all turn to look at the man rushing down the corridor.

“She’s fine, so is the baby,” My mom says to my other brother Graham as he grinds to a stop, panting.

“She’s okay,” he says, his voice shaking.

“She’s fine, son,” Dad says, placing his hand on Graham’s shoulder. “She’s just in there.” He points to the door to her room and Graham immediately pulls it open and walks inside.

Five minutes later, he comes back out and pulls us in one by one for bone-crushing hugs. When he gets to me, he pulls me in, then looks at Justin over my shoulder. “Who are you?”

“Graham,” I admonish. “This is my boyfriend, Justin.”

“Boyfriend,” Graham says narrowing his eyes and glaring at Justin. “What the hell?”

Smacking him in the stomach with the back of my hand, I move away from my brother and wrap my arms around Justin’s waist. I don’t know why, but I feel like I need to show everyone that we’re together, united or something.

“Tiffany needs to sleep, let’s go home,” my mom says, instantly defusing the tension between us.

“I should find a hotel,” Justin whispers.

“No.”

“Baby,” he whispers again.

“No, you can stay with me. I don’t want you to go to a hotel,” I cry, gripping his shirt tightly. I don’t know where this clingy neediness is coming from, but I don’t want him to leave me. I need him.

“You’re more than welcome to stay in the den, Justin; the sofa converts into a bed,” my dad says, offering my boyfriend a smile.

“Thank you, but you guys need to be together as a family,” Justin starts.

“There’s no need for a hotel; you’ll stay with us,” my mom says, using her voice that we all knew not to argue with as kids.

Apparently, Justin recognized that tone too, because he nods at my mom. As one large group we move toward the elevator, only parting when we get to the parking garage so we can find our respective cars. Both of my brothers got cabs to the hospital, so they climb in with me and Justin while Anna goes with our parents.

The atmosphere in the car is tense and silent. Me, the youngest of five is in a car with my biker boyfriend and my two big brothers. Fun. Locking eyes with Brian in the rear-view mirror I silently beg him to do something to diffuse the situation and like the great big brother that he is, he does.

“So, Justin, where are you from?” Brian asks.

“Born and raised in Houston,” Justin says.

“So how did you and my baby sister meet?” he asks.

“Do you remember my friend Rosie from college?” I ask Brian, turning in my seat to look at him.

“Redhead right? She came to visit one summer?” Graham says.

“Yes. She lives with one of Justin’s friends, we met through them.” I say.

When we reach our house, I watch as Justin takes in the large suburban home, almost identical to the ones on either side on it, on our quiet road. We all file out and my brothers grab their bags while Justin grabs ours, following us up the path to our front door.

The house did originally have six bedrooms, but when our parents realized that Anna, Tiff and I would usually all end up in the same bed, they took down the walls between the three smallest rooms and created one big room that the three of us shared.

When I push open the door, Justin follows in behind me. I look at the room through his eyes. Three twin beds, pushed along three separate walls. Each area displays the difference in our personalities and styles, our own space, but close enough to the others that we are still together.

A huge mosaic of photographs fills a section of wall, pictures of us from the age of two, right up to earlier this year; the last time we were all here together. Pictures of us as a family, our friends, our boyfriends, our lives.

Justin places my bags at the side of the bed that he correctly guesses is mine and then moves to look at the pictures. He smiles at photos of the three of us as ruddy-faced toddlers, gawky tweens, and graduating teenagers. Then he turns to me and crooks his finger, calling me to him. I rush to him and he lifts me up, bringing my lips to his.

I sigh against his mouth, his touch soothing me. “Thank you,” I whisper.

Lowering me to the floor, he looks down at me, his brows furrowed. “For what?”

“For coming with me, for literally holding me together. For dealing with my family, for dealing with me. How’s that sound?”

“Unnecessary,” he says, tipping my chin up with his fingers and taking my lips again.

“You’re making me fall for you,” I whisper.

His smile is blinding, bright, happy, and sweet. “Good.”

 

One Week Later

 

Tiff gets out of the hospital today and hopefully my nephew Oscar won’t be far behind. We’ve been here for a week and this weekend I should have been leaving Houston and returning to New York; only instead I’m living at my parents’ house while my boyfriend sleeps in my dad’s den.

My parents have the old-fashioned view that if you’re not married, you don’t sleep in the same bed under their roof. On the couple of occasions that I brought my ex home, we stayed at a local hotel because he thought it was ridiculous to abide by my parents’ rules.

Justin has stalwartly slept on the lumpy pullout bed for the last seven nights without a single complaint. He’s visited my sister in the hospital every day with me, played with my niece, charmed my sisters and brothers and I’m pretty sure I’ve fallen head over heels in love with him.

My mom’s reception toward Justin has been frosty at best, hostile at worst, but I don’t understand where her dislike of him has stemmed from. I’d like to believe that she’s not narrow-minded enough to judge him because he’s a member of a biker club and he runs a strip club. But I did that. I assumed he was an asshole because of his appearance and confidence. So maybe being a judgmental harpy runs in the family.

Justin has a job, a life back in Archer’s Creek, but he dropped everything to come here to be with me. He’s selfless and caring and so damn sweet. I can’t believe I ever thought he was anything like my douchebag ex.

Only I know I can’t keep him here forever, and I can’t drag him to New York with me either. He has to go back to Archer’s Creek and I’m starting to think that I want to go with him.

We haven’t spoken about what will happen when he has to go home. We haven’t really spoken about us at all. This past week we have behaved like a couple that have been effortlessly supporting one another for years, not a fresh out the box relationship of less than two weeks.

Justin is out in the yard with my dad. He recruited my boyfriend and brothers into helping him move one of the massive stone boulders that are part of a feature in my mom’s flowerbeds, and right now the four of them are shirtless and covered in dirt from digging out the soil from around the huge rock. I’ll be honest, sweaty and dirty Justin is a sight to behold, and behold it I have from my spot at the patio table near the kitchen window.

When my mom emerges from the kitchen with two cups of coffee, I stiffen. I’m pissed at her for the way she’s behaving toward Justin and she knows it. She’s been trying to talk to me for the last couple of days, but I’ve been avoiding this conversation, knowing that it’s going to end with her telling me how much she dislikes my boyfriend.

I’ve only ever brought one other guy home to meet my family and my mom wasn’t shy in sharing her opinion on him. At the time I was a little saddened by her thoughts, but for some reason I didn’t really let it bother me. Just the idea of her hating Justin sets me on edge because I want her to like him. I need her to like him, because the more time I spend with him, the more important he’s becoming to me.

“I know you’ve been avoiding me, but I’d like to talk to you, Riley,” my mom says, sliding into the chair opposite me, her back to the action happening at the other end of the garden.

Sighing, I turn to look at my mom. “I don’t want to have this conversation, and before you say anything, I need you to know that I really like him. I really like him, Mom, and I won’t sit here and listen to you tell me that you hate him.”

“I don’t hate him,” she says simply, lifting her coffee cup to her lips and sipping at it delicately.

“What?”

“I don’t hate Justin.”

I’m fairly sure that my mouth has fallen open, but my body has gone numb. “You don’t?” I finally manage to squeak out.

“Do you know why I didn’t think Greg was the right boy for you?” She asks.

Looking at her, I wait for her to tell me, knowing that she doesn’t actually need me to ask for her opinion, she’s going to tell me anyway.

“Did you know that whenever you were together, he would move in front of you?”

I shake my head.

“He constantly forced you to be in his shadow, literally and figuratively. He didn’t move ahead of you to shelter you, or protect you; he did it so that people only looked at him. Knowing how important the bond you share with your sisters is, when you came to visit, he refused to stay at the house even knowing that would mean you wouldn’t get as much time with your family. He constantly tried to overshadow you and every other person in the room. If you had good news, he had better. If you achieved something, he would diminish it and talk about his achievements. He made you smaller and less important and I hated seeing you pushed out of the light.”

I gasp at the crack in my mom’s voice and when she reaches for me, her hand is shaking. She clasps her fingers over mine and squeezes.

“As a parent, I want you to be with someone who builds you up, not squashes you down, and Greg, he stamped on you. He squashed you until you started to stoop under his constant binding of you as a person.”

Shaking my head, I try to deny what she’s saying, but I can’t. The words laid out like she just did sting because of how true they are and I hang my head, ashamed that I allowed myself to be so influenced by someone else. I was raised by a strong woman to be a strong woman and I failed her.

She squeezes my hand again and I look up, tears filling my eyes.

“When I first met Justin, I’ll admit I assumed he was just like Greg. But I was wrong.”

Emotion fills my chest and I feel the first tear escape my eye and roll down my cheek.

“That boy has done nothing but tirelessly support you. He held Anna at the hospital, he encouraged you to be with your sisters, your family. He’s put up with my appalling behavior without saying a single word to defend himself, and he’s done all of this for you. I don’t know him well, but if what I’ve seen of him so far is a real reflection of who he is, then I’m over the moon that you’ve found someone so perfect for you.”

A sob bursts from my lips, and I lift my hand and cover my mouth. Until this moment, I had no idea how important my mom’s opinion was to me. For her to like him, to think he’s perfect for me, it settles something in my chest and cements the decision I’d already made.

“I think I’m going to move to Texas,” I say, my voice shaking from the tears and emotion.

My mom laughs so hard her entire body vibrates. “I guessed as much and I’m happy for you, baby girl. I know I don’t say it enough, but I’m so incredibly proud of the woman you’ve become. I’m privileged to be your mom, Riley.”

Launching myself at her, she opens her arms and encapsulates me in a tight hug just like she did when I was a little kid. “I love you, Mom,” I say into her shoulder.

“I love you too.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

 

I’ve got to go home. I’ve been in Ann Arbor for over a week and as much as I don’t want to leave Riley, I need to get back to work.

Whilst I’ve been gone, Puck figured out who was stealing from the club. Turns out that Shannon, the stripper I fucked once and who refused to accept it was never going to happen again, has a sister that works at the bank and between the two of them they’ve been skimming money from more than ten local businesses. Beavers was just the only one who noticed the money going missing.

I’m disappointed that I wasn’t there to see Shannon being hauled away by the cops. Witnessing that viper get caught would have been a pleasure to watch, but there was no way I could have left Riley.

Tiffany came out of the hospital a couple of days ago and although she lives down the street with her husband and daughter, she’s been here with her sisters all day while she recuperates. Either Anna or Riley have been to the hospital every day to see baby Oscar with Tiffany and her husband Chad and the doctors are so pleased with his progress, there’s been mention of him going home in the next couple of weeks.

Seeing the sisters together is a little freaky; they’re so alike but so different. Tiffany is sweet and caring, even recovering from surgery she still tried to fuss over her family. Anna is super intelligent and a little intimidating, but there’s an insecurity just below the surface that softens her hard edges. Then there’s my girl. Around her sisters and family she glows, and I feel lucky just to bask in her fucking presence.

Apart from some stolen kisses, we’ve barely touched since we got here and my body is on fire for her constantly. This week has given me the worst case of blue balls in the history of mankind, but fucking in her parents’ house, while her sister and nephew are in the hospital just isn’t an option.

Her mom pulled me aside yesterday and apologized for being a bitch. She told me that she was worried I’d hurt Riley. Then she told me that she’s fairly sure I’m in love with her daughter and so she’s not so worried anymore. When I’d just stared at her with my jaw hanging open, she’d laughed, tapped me on the cheek and welcomed me to the family.

My flight’s booked for this afternoon and I don’t want to go, but I have no choice. I wish I could beg her to come home with me, but I can’t; she needs to be here with her family. But leaving here, not knowing when I’m going to see her next is fucking killing me.

I returned my rental a few days after we arrived, so Riley is driving her dad’s BMW. When she slows to a stop in the drop-off line we both climb out, and she stands awkwardly at the side of the car while I grab my bag.

I’m not sure which one of us moves first, but she’s in my arms and I’m kissing her like I’ll never get the chance again. When someone hits their horn, we’re forced to pull apart. “I’ll see you soon, baby,” I say, brushing her hair away from her face.

She nods and I lower her to the ground, stepping back and grabbing my bag from where it fell to the floor. Cupping her cheek with one hand, I lean down and press a soft kiss to her lips, then turn and head for the airport door.

“Hey, Smoke,” she calls.

Slowly, I turn around, a smile forming on my lips at her use of my nickname. “Yeah, baby?” I drawl.

She looks at me, her lips parted, her eyes sparkling with want. “You are so much more.”
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Oscar came home exactly three weeks after his dramatic entrance into the world. He’s the most beautiful bouncing baby boy and the perfect addition to my sister’s perfect family.

Exactly a week after he came home, I kissed my family goodbye and headed to New York where I packed up all of my belongings and loaded them into a moving truck destined for Archer’s Creek.

Moving to the small town that’s filled with friends and Justin was an easy decision, and I have a realtor in place and a cute navy-blue house to view in only a few short hours.

When I walk into the arrivals lounge, it only takes me a second to spot him. Justin is far too large to ever be able to hide, even in a busy airport, and I take off at a run leaping into his waiting arms.

“Fuck, baby, I missed you,” he growls into my ear.

“I missed you too,” I whisper back, right before I kiss the ever-loving shit out of him, right here in the airport.

Justin thinks I’m here for the weekend, he has no idea that I’m not leaving on Sunday, or that my entire worldly possessions are currently partaking in a twenty-four-hour drive from New York City to the tiny town I plan to call home.

We only make it twenty miles from the airport, before he pulls over on a deserted road and fucks me in the truck, just like we had the first time we ever had sex. By the time we make it back to his apartment we’re both about ready to rip each other’s clothes off and the moment the door shuts behind us we do.

He takes me from behind bent over the back of his sofa, in his bed, the shower, then slow and sexy on the floor in the living room. When Saturday morning rolls around I’m exhausted and completely infatuated with the man asleep next to me in the bed.

“Come on,” I cajole, literally shoving him through his front door and toward the elevator.

“Why are we wasting time with other people? I don’t get you for that long. I don’t want to share. If they want to see you, they need to schedule in a time, say next fall or something,” he whines.

“Stop being a baby, you can have me all to yourself again in a couple of hours, I promise.”

He grumbles, but doesn’t argue again, not even when I suggest we walk the few blocks to the blue house. I haven’t told him that we’re coming to view a house I’m thinking about buying, just that we have to go out for a little while. He assumes we’re meeting people and I’m choosing not to correct him.

“We’re here,” I say, when we reach the house that is much bigger in real life than in the realtor’s picture.

“Here where?” he asks, searching the street for one of our friends.

“Here,” I say, pointing to the house. “Did I forget to mention that I’m moving to Archer’s Creek?”

“What?”

“I’m moving to Archer’s Creek. I saw this house and thought I might like to buy it, so today a realtor is going to show us around.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Justin shouts, his face all scrunched up.

“Nope,” I say with a smirk.

“You’re moving to Archer’s Creek?”

“Yep.”

“Like now?”

“Yep, everything I own is on its way here in a truck; should be here tomorrow.”

Before I can say another word, he lifts me into his arms and kisses me.

“You are a fucking pain in the ass,” he says against my lips.

“You wanted more, and this is more,” I say softly.

“So much fucking more,” he whispers just before he claims my lips.
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Riley ended up buying the blue house, and she moved in a little over a month ago. Technically, I still live at my place, but since she officially moved here, we haven’t spent a night apart.

My girl is bitchy and mean and she drives me crazy, but she’s also everything I never realized I wanted. From the moment we met, she has been more than I ever expected and I haven’t looked away just in case I miss something.

I haven’t told her I love her yet, but I do, and I know she feels the same way about me.

Meeting her changed my life. Only a few short months ago, I thought I knew women. I thought I had it all figured out, until I met her and she was nothing like she was supposed to be.

I don’t understand her; I doubt I ever will but that’s half the fun.

Riley isn’t easy, she isn’t predictable.

She’s more than I ever expected, she’s mine, and I’ll fight for the rest of my life to keep her.
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The day I met Justin I assumed he was an asshole because he had a pretty face and a cocky attitude.

I never considered that he could be more than he first appeared and I was more wrong than I’ve ever been.

I love him, though I haven’t told him yet.

Justin is so much more than I expected, so much more than I deserve, but sometimes what you shouldn’t want is exactly what you need.

We laugh and shout and fight, and it’s perfect because I’m his and he’s my more.

 

 

The End
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Holy crap, this is book six!!

 

This has been the book that didn’t want to be written, the only time so far that I have had no idea who my characters were and what was going to happen with them. I almost gave up on this book on several occasions, but I’m so glad I persevered, because I kind of love Riley and Justin.

 

After reading this book, I’m sure some of you will hate Riley. She’s a bit of a Marmite character, but I feel like I maybe need to stand up for her bitchy ways a little bit. I feel like at one point or another we’ve all been Riley. We’ve all been angry and pissed off and so we take it out on someone for no reason other than we can.

 

I promise in my head, Riley is lovely, and I really hope that some of that came through in these words and if they didn’t, then let me assure you that in the future as yet unknown for Justin and Riley, they live happily ever after, fighting and fucking and generally loving the crap out of each other.

 

Poor Sarah, who I think has gotten a mention in every book so far, has painstakingly listened to me talk plot, characters, and why this story has been harder than the others for months, and although I’m sure she’s pretty pissed off with me right now, I hope she knows how much I love her for her unending support.

 

To my awesome readers group The Archer Creek Groupies, thank you so much for listening to me chat shit, indulging my random posts, and generally being a part of this crazy journey I’m on. I appreciate each and every one of you, thank you xx

 

As always Andie, I apologise for the commas. Please don’t leave me. I wouldn’t survive without you.

 

Last but not least, Martin. I wrote another book, and you got a Porsche. Happy midlife crisis babe xo (six months too early).

 

If you want to know more about me or the Archer’s Creek series, then go check out my Facebook page.

 

Happy reading peeps x
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