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      VIPER

      War Brothers MC

      I’ve got one month to convince her to be my wife . . .

      Until I laid eyes on Sophie, I never planned on marriage. All that changed after our hot night together in Vegas.

      Now she regrets our impulsive Vegas wedding and is demanding a divorce. But I’m not signing the papers. Hell no! I’ll give up every single one of my womanizing ways for a woman like her.

      Sophie thinks I’m only infatuated by her looks, except I see how everyone underestimates her. I’m not intimidated by her wealth, her modeling career, and the trail of broken hearts she has left behind. What we have is different.

      I’ve lived my whole life unable to feel anything thanks to my rough childhood, but for Sophie I’ll risk everything. Her rich father and the jealous women in my club aren’t going to stand in my way.

      If she wants a divorce, she’ll have to spend one month with me at the War Brothers clubhouse. Sleeping in my bed.

      Then we’ll see if she still refuses to say I do . . .

      Grab your copy of Viper now.
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            A NEW HORIZON

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena

      

      “You have reached your destination,” my phone’s GPS app says. I pull over, mount the curb, and cringe at my terrible driving skills. I scan my surroundings and sigh in relief—no one saw that. It’s late afternoon. Despite using a navigation app, I still got lost and could have arrived earlier.

      The two-story redbrick house is average looking. It will be my new home in Crown Village, a small coastal town with a lake and beaches. I already know I’m going to love it here. My previous town just didn’t feel like home.

      Closing my eyes, I recall the first time I told my parents I was leaving.

      Mom’s mouth is wide; her eyes bulge and then narrow. “No! You’re not leaving.”

      I clench my shaking hands in front of me. “I got a job as a waitress at a respectable restaurant.” I smile, thinking if my parents see how happy it’ll make me, they’ll be happy.

      “Why are you moving away from us?” Dad asks. “You gave up college . . . now you’re taking up another waitressing job away from us and your sister?” His disapproving glare slices through me like a blade.

      I frown. I’ll miss my sister, Ava, but that’s about it. I shake my head to get rid of these thoughts—I need to stay positive.

      Two girls in bikinis, with towels around their shoulders, rush out of the front door of the house and dash past across the lawn. They’re probably going to the beach; it’s not far. That’s what the ad said, at least. I’m renting a bedroom in a shared house because that’s all I can afford in this town. It’s so expensive here.

      When I step out of the car on shaky legs, the breeze swirls around me, flicking my hair. I inhale the fresh, salty air. I could get used to this. I had to escape my small hometown and experience life while I’m still young. A sudden flicker of nerves makes my heart pump in my chest. I roll my shoulders back. “Pull yourself together,” I mumble under my breath.

      After closing the car door, I walk across the lawn and stand by the front door. I knock. “Hello,” I call out. It comes out as a strangled whisper, so I clear my throat to try again. “Hel—” is all I can say before the door opens right into my head. Pain ricochets through my forehead and nose.

      “Sorry,” the guy in the doorway says. He chuckles.

      A girl opens the door fully. “Are you alright?” She’s attractive and also wearing a bikini, and her blond hair is tied back in a super high ponytail.

      “Yes,” I say. I smile tightly, even though it still hurts. “I’m Elena. I’m supposed to be moving in today.”

      She gives me a big smile. “I’m Lucy. The owner told me about you. Your bedroom is the first one you see when you get up the stairs. I’ll go get your keys.” She darts away.

      I swallow and look at my feet, conscious of the guy’s eyes on me.

      “Want to join us at the beach?” he asks.

      When I look up, I try to focus on his face so that I don’t stare at his body. He’s wearing only shorts.

      I peer back at my car. “I’ve got to get unpacked . . . but uh, thanks.”

      He nods. “Maybe next time,” he says, and smiles.

      Lucy comes back with an outstretched hand. “Here are your keys.”

      I take them from her.

      “The small one is the key to your bedroom. Just lock it when you leave to go anywhere, because we have parties occasionally. The big key is to the front door.”

      “Thanks,” I say hesitantly. Is she insinuating that there are thieves or that random people will barge into my room when they are over? I consciously make a note to lock the door 24/7.

      “I’ll see you later,” she says, then I watch as the two walk away in the same direction as the other girls went.

      I return to my car, open the back door, and retrieve my heavy suitcase. I tow it along on its wheels while I proceed to the house. The front door opens on the living room, which is furnished with weathered green couches. A few beer bottles are scattered on the tables. The house is basic, with white walls, worn floorboards, and the bare minimum of furniture. As I walk in further, I see the kitchen toward the back and a staircase to my left.

      I drag my suitcase over to the stairs. I go up one stair, pull . . . two stairs, pull . . . My suitcase is so heavy. This is going to take a while.

      I’m breathing heavily when I get to the top, but at least the door is only three steps away. I knock first, just in case Lucy directed me to the wrong room. Silence. I push the door wide and see a white metal bedframe with a mattress on top, a white chest of drawers, and a nightstand.

      Two and a half hours had passed by the time I’d dragged my suitcase and bags of clothes, shoes, books, and toiletries up the stairs and unpacked. I’m straightening the spines of my books when I hear laughter and talking coming from outside the house. The voices move inside and the front door bangs shut.

      I step out of my room to hear a guy say, “I wonder if that girl is still here or if she bolted after seeing us.” He laughs. “The look on her face and what she was wearing . . . it looked like she was going to church.”

      I glance down at my long dress with three-quarter sleeves and my ballet flats. What’s wrong with my outfit? To be fair, I have worn this dress to church on Sundays many times, but still . . .

      “Her name’s Elena. I’m sure she’s in her room,” Lucy says. She looks up the stairs. Her friends follow her gaze until all eyes are on me.

      I give them a small wave. I’ve always been socially awkward.

      Lucy waves me over. “Come down and have some pizza with us.”

      My stomach growls, reminding me I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I go down the stairs and approach her.

      “Come on, I’ll show you around,” she says with a bright smile.

      I clasp my hands in front of me and nod.

      Lucy steps over to her friends, who have taken a seat on the couches. “Everyone, this is Elena,” she says. She points to the three attractive  girls. “These are my friends Cindy, Jasmine, and Lia. They all live here too.” Cindy and Lia have blond hair, and Jasmine has black hair. The girls give me a friendly smile.

      Two guys are fighting over the remote. Lucy points at one and says, “Jeremy is my boyfriend.” It’s the guy I saw this morning and who made fun of my dress. He snatches the remote and then smiles at me.

      “Justin is Cindy’s boyfriend,” Lucy says, gesturing toward the other guy. He salutes me.

      I follow Lucy toward the kitchen. The kitchen cabinets are cream, but with plenty of scratches. A broken cupboard door hangs crookedly. It’s clear that no one is taking care of this house. I suppose it’s perfect for people our age.

      “Pots, pans, cutlery, and cups are stored in the cupboards and drawers,” Lucy says. “The grocery store is only a short drive away. Write your name on things in the cupboard and stuff like milk so that no one gets confused about who it belongs to.”

      I follow Lucy back to the loud voices in the living room. Lucy sits on Jeremy’s lap, and I take a seat on the single chair.

      “Where are you from?” Lucy asks. Everyone quietens and all eyes lock on to me.

      “I’m from Meadowbank. It’s a small town around a thirty-minute drive from here.” My hometown isn’t anything to be embarrassed about. I need to be independent from my parents, and I thought a beach town would be a great place to move to.

      “Oh yeah. It is small. It takes what, five minutes to travel through?” Lia asks sarcastically.

      “Something like that,” I answer.

      “What brought you to Crown Village?” asks Jasmine as she twirls her long black hair around her finger.

      I was lonely and bored. “I landed a job at a restaurant.”

      “Which one?” asks Lia.

      “Crown Village Seafood Restaurant.”

      “Our friend Cameron works there. His parents own it. The food there is so good,” says Justin. Everyone else nods.

      “So good, but so expensive,” says Cindy.

      There’s a knock on the door. Both guys stand up and hurry to the door. “Pizza’s here!” Justin yells out.

      “Where do you guys work?” I ask them.

      Cindy’s face contorts. “I don’t work. I’m at college studying economics.”

      “I’m studying tourism,” Jasmine adds in.

      “Jeremy and I are studying business management,” says Lucy. “Justin, engineering, and Lia, social sciences.”

      “So, you all study and don’t work?” I clarify.

      “Yep.” Lucy nods, and I feel an inch tall. Their parents must pay for everything.

      The boys walk in and place the cardboard boxes on the table. When they open them, a heavenly smell wafts out. Jeremy takes two large slices and sits back down before he crams as much as he can into his mouth. As I take a small slice of pizza and a napkin, I marvel at just how different I am from them. While they’re out partying and sleeping in, I’ll be working.

      After my belly is full, I say good night and go to my room. I lock the door before I lie down.

      I could have been like them. Going to college was an option for me. I got the grades for it. I considered majoring in English, but in the end I wasn’t certain. I wasn’t going to get into that much debt without being one hundred percent sure what career I wanted. I thought I was doing the smart thing. Taking time off to consider my options. But according to my parents, I have the brains, so I should be going to college and making something of myself, not just being a waitress on minimum wage.

      My phone beeps. The message is from Henry, my ex-boyfriend, who I broke up with a while ago. We had been together since high school. He got into a college on the East Coast and intended to live on campus, but I didn’t want to have a long-distance relationship. Besides, we had grown apart long before we broke up.

      The breakup had been amicable, and we still talk occasionally. I’m glad that there’s no bad blood between us and that we can still be friends. We’ve been close for so long.

      
        
        Henry

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        How did the move go?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Good thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      At least someone cares, I think to myself.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ve met my roommates, they seem friendly.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s awesome. I look forward to hearing about it all.

      

      

      

      

      

      I go back to my home screen. No phone call from my parents, asking if I arrived safe or if I’ve settled in okay. They were less than pleased about me moving and said I’m making a mistake. I wanted—no, I needed—to get out from under my parents’ judgement.

      When I was searching for jobs, I saw a position as a waitress being advertised in Crown Village. Excited by the opportunity, I immediately applied. I was tired of being comatose, living but not alive. My roommates seem to be friends with the restaurant owner’s son, so that’s a positive considering they seem like a friendly group of people.

      I pick up my reading glasses and put them on, then grab a romance novel from the nightstand and start to read. Soon I’m lost in stories about love, book boyfriends, and happily ever after, which are far better than my reality.
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            TRYING TO BE OPTIMISTIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena

      

      Gazing at my reflection, I gather my long blond hair and tie it into a bun before I apply tinted moisturizer, mascara, and strawberry lip balm. I expel a breath. This will have to do. I’m wearing a black three-quarter skirt and a white blouse.

      Knock, knock. “Come on, I’m busting to go to the toilet.” Jeremy’s voice filters through the bathroom door. If these boys are going to live here, sharing one upstairs bathroom with seven people isn’t going to work.

      I push the door open, and he darts in and starts peeing in the toilet before I can even close the door behind me. I shudder. Gross!

      “Tell Cameron I’ll see him tonight,” he calls out.

      Back in my bedroom, I slip my handbag over my shoulder before I leave. I lock my door and go downstairs.

      It’s quiet compared to last night. When I woke up at two a.m., I could hear their voices and music. Empty pizza boxes and beer bottles and glasses from last night are scattered across the coffee table. I hope this isn’t a daily occurrence, but I suspect it might be.

      In the kitchen I pour water into a glass and take my anxiety medication out of my bag. I swallow my daily dose: two tablets. I’ve been on anxiety medication since high school, when I put so much pressure on myself to do well that my hands would shake.

      “I’ve got this,” I say, trying to convince myself that I’m confident before I head out the front door.

      I walk to my faded yellow Mini Cooper. It’s older than me, but despite a few bangs and scratches from my driving, it gets the job done. My seat creaks as I get in and settle while I open the GPS app on my phone. “Don’t let me down,” I mumble. My GPS says it’s a seven-minute drive, but I’m leaving early, in plenty of time before my shift starts at eleven.

      My heart beats faster the closer I get to the restaurant. The town’s main road runs along the beach. The water is calm, and it lazily laps the shore. I see small shops to my left and palm trees scattered along the sidewalk.

      The restaurant is just up ahead. As I approach, a car leaves an angled parking spot nearby. I put on my blinker, and after several attempts and a car horn blasting, I reverse park. When I get out of the car, I see that I parked a little too close to the line for comfort, but I ignore it and make my way to the sidewalk, trying to control my breathing with slow breaths.

      The restaurant appears modern, with floor-to-ceiling windows and a deck that wraps around the outside. A black sign with gold lettering proudly displays the name of the restaurant and my new place of employment: Crown Village Seafood Restaurant. It’s fine dining, and I hope I’m not out of my depth. I’m not the most graceful person. I think the manager at my last restaurant gave me a good reference to get rid of me. I accidentally broke several plates and glasses. I always apologized, but I’m lucky I kept my job as long as I did.

      A Closed sign hangs on the door, but when I knock lightly, a young man appears. He opens the door, and I say, “Hello, I’m Elena. I’m supposed to be starting today.” I try to sound confident, though I don’t feel it.

      The man’s eyes roam my body, making me shift uncomfortably. His smile widens when his eyes reach mine. “Hey, sorry,” he says and opens the door further. “Come on in. The name’s Cameron.”

      I carefully enter. My stomach rolls like crazy.

      “You’re more beautiful in person,” he quips, and I pause. “I had to check out your Instagram profile,” he says casually, and then he laughs when I don’t answer. “My father makes me ensure I’m hiring the right people; he can’t hire someone whose behavior will reflect poorly on the business. You know . . . our family restaurant’s reputation is important.”

      As I exhale, my shoulders sag an inch. “Of course,” I say and smile. He was doing his due diligence for his family’s business.

      “Come take a seat,” Cameron says, glancing at the closest two-seater table.

      He sits down opposite me, and I can’t help but notice that he’s handsome, with brown eyes and hair and a broad smile.

      “Thank you for giving me this opportunity. I appreciate it.” More than he will know—it allowed me to get out of my hometown.

      His eyes light up. “It’s my pleasure. About the restaurant, we serve seafood, obviously. It’s fine dining, so the customers expect professional service. Your role at the beginning is to bring out food to the designated tables. Simple. I need you to smile and be professional and approachable.” His eyes trail me again. “What you’re wearing is perfect.”

      I clasp my hands together and sit up straight, trying not to show how nervous I am.

      He takes a menu from the table and passes it to me. “We serve primarily high-quality, locally sourced and sustainable seafood and produce, and our prices match our ethos.” He glances down at his watch. “The chefs and waitresses will arrive soon to prepare for lunch. I’ll have one girl show you the ropes, and you can shadow her today. If you have any questions, just let me know.”

      His phone rings and he pulls it from his pocket. “Hey,” he answers and puts a finger up at me, signaling he’ll be a moment. I nod and give him a small smile before he walks toward the rear of the restaurant and enters a door that I assume leads to the kitchen.

      As I wait for him to return, I survey the restaurant. Tables are separated evenly around and ringed with elegant chairs with timber legs and plush fabric seats. The real beauty is the full view of the ocean.

      Members of staff come in through the front door; the men smile at me, and a bald one gives me a friendly wave. They head to the back of the restaurant. Women dressed similarly to me walk in, but they pay no attention to me. Not that I’m anyone important, but I was hoping to make a few friends while I’m here.

      Cameron’s been gone for a while, so I pull my phone out of my bag. When the women start setting up the tables, I stand up to help just as Cameron reappears and the front door opens.

      “Mel, good to see you’ve turned up.”

      A girl around my age with a short pixie cut walks in. She gives Cameron a big smile, walks to him, and gives him a kiss on the cheek.

      I’m surprised at the affection. I hope Cameron doesn’t expect that from me.

      “Miss me, did you?” she purrs.

      “Always,” he says playfully, and then he turns toward me. “Elena is new. She’s shadowing you today.” He turns back to Mel. “Be nice,” he says sternly.

      That is not an encouraging sign.

      Cameron walks away and Mel moves toward me, her eyes scanning me up and down. “I can see why he hired you.”

      I clear my throat. “Why do you say that?”

      “He only hires attractive waitresses.” Her eyes drift over me again. “Come with me. I’ll show you where to put your things.”

      As I walk behind her, I notice that she’s dressed like me, although her skirt is a lot shorter than mine. I tap her on the shoulder and lower my voice. “I don’t have to kiss Cameron on the cheek, do I?” I recoil at the thought.

      She laughs. “No, but it’ll do you a lot of good to be very friendly to him. The tips here are worth putting up with him. I encourage it, though, because I usually get the best shifts when I do.”

      I’ve already decided that that won’t be happening. I guess I’ll have to deal with getting the crappy shifts.

      We walk past the tables, then through the large doors and into the kitchen area. Mel puts her bag on a shelf. “Put your bag up here.”

      As I put my bag away, Mel’s phone beeps. She pulls it out, then laughs when she stares at the screen and types.

      “Boyfriend?” I ask, making small talk.

      She waves me off, then puts her phone away. “No, a guy from this dating app I’m on.”

      I blink a few times, unsure how to reply. “Cool.”

      Butterflies perform acrobatics in my stomach as I make every effort to take in Mel’s instructions on the details of my job. Cameron was right. It doesn’t seem too complicated, and I try to remember table numbers and the menu.

      Apart from Cameron watching my every move, my first shift is a blur of friendly faces and the delicious aroma of food wafting through the restaurant. Once the last patron leaves, I help clean the tables and then grab my bag. Cameron leans against the wall close to me, making me take a small step back.

      His eyes flick over me before he says, “How was your first shift?”

      “Good, thank you.”

      He smiles. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the same time. Can you also work the evening shift tomorrow?”

      More shifts, more money. “I sure can. I live with Lucy and the girls. Jeremy said he’ll see you tonight.”

      Cameron’s brows lift. “You live with Lucy?”

      I nod.

      “Looks like we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other. Are you coming out to the diner too?” he asks.

      I’m not sure how I feel about seeing my boss at my house. “Early night for me tonight. Have fun though.”

      I follow Mel outside and glance around one last time. “Are there any other staff members I haven’t met yet?”

      “Only a couple of girls that do casual shifts,” Mel answers.

      At my last restaurant there was both waiters and waitresses. “Aren’t there any waiters?”

      She opens the door and we walk out. She flashes me a smile. “You noticed that, huh? Cameron reckons women bring in more customers—therefore, more money—but I think he just likes to perve on us. I saw Cameron’s got his eye on you.”

      A sense of unease twists knots inside of me, despite my attempts to stay optimistic. I don’t want any special attention. I want to do what I do best—blend into the background. My introverted self doesn’t enjoy going out to socialize. I’m happy being at home reading a book.

      A loud rumble makes me jerk, and I pivot to the sound of motorcycles passing us. I count seven black bikes that, even for a person who knows nothing about bikes, look high-end. Their black and chrome parts shine in the sun. The men driving them, who are wearing matching vests, seem scary.

      “That’s the War Brothers MC,” Mel says after they pass us. “They’re the hottest men in town.” She lets out a long sigh. “What I wouldn’t do to become a sweet butt.”

      I turn around to face her. “What’s a sweet butt?”

      “The women who are allowed to live there with the men. They help at the clubhouse doing cleaning and cooking, but they’re in it for the sex and to live there rent-free. I’m so jealous!”

      I’m disturbed by that revelation and realize I grew up very sheltered.

      Her phone pings, and she pulls it out and smiles. Her eyes return to mine. “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      “No.” Henry and I are just friends now. He has always treated me well, but our connection seemed more like a friendship than a romantic relationship.

      “Have you thought about setting up a profile on a dating app?” she asks enthusiastically.

      I shake my head. “I recently got out of a relationship. I’m not interested. Anyway, aren’t the guys on them only after sex and hooking up?”

      “No, you can put what you’re after on your profile. Everyone’s rich here. You have to agree that it would be lovely to go out and be wined and dined for a night. It’s whatever you want it to be.”

      I shrug. “It doesn’t interest me.” I just moved here. I have next to no experience with guys and the thought sends my heart racing.

      She tilts her head. “You’re weird, you know that?”

      I chuckle. “Yes, I’m well aware.” I’ve always been shy; I can’t help it. I live vicariously through the books I read.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says over her shoulder as she walks away.

      “See you then,” I reply and walk over to my car.

      A new town, a new job, and an unspoken hope for a new beginning.
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            THE BET

          

        

      

    

    
      Axle

      

      Viper, Cash, and I are hanging out at the clubhouse bar. The music is pumping, and one of my favorite bands, Motionless in White, is playing. I join in, singing to the chorus.

      “Shit, you sound terrible,” Viper says, smirking.

      I sing louder just to spite him, using my hand as a microphone. I scream at the end until he throws a dirty tea towel at me and scores a direct hit to my face.

      I gag, rip it off, and throw it back at Cash, who’s standing behind the bar. “That stinks!”

      He laughs. “It shut you up, didn’t it?”

      Viper’s squinting at me. “Can you hear your own voice?”

      I nod. “Sure can.”

      “Then you must hear how shit you sound.”

      I gasp dramatically. “You must have a hearing problem then,” I say to Viper, fighting off a grin.

      He shakes his head as he chuckles.

      “Did I just hear something dying?” Reaper, the president of our club, is walking toward us with an expression of disgust on his face, which makes all of us laugh.

      “You mean the sound of an angel,” I clarify.

      “If the angel was being brutally murdered,” Demon chimes from the pool table, where he’s playing a game with Twitch.

      I roll my eyes. “Well, I’ve got to entertain myself somehow.”

      The other men return to their conversations. Grace sashays over to me, giving me a flirtatious glance. I groan. Prime example number one of why I’m bored—no more casual sex with the stage-five clinger. I shake my head. “Not now,” I call out to her over the music, loud and clear.

      She pauses, but then keeps walking toward me while Viper chuckles next to me. I grit my teeth and plaster on a smile, trying not to lose my shit at her.

      “Oh, come on, baby,” she coos, pushing up her boobs, which are about to burst out of her bra-like top.

      She’s hot . . . amazing body, but she needs a big fucking wake-up call. We will never be anything but fuck buddies. My nonexistent patience vanishes. I raise my voice and stress, “I said, not now.”

      Her eyes widen. She fakes a tight-lipped smile and retreats.

      I blow out a breath. “Fuuuck! I’m trying my best not to be a dick because she’s a sweet butt and lives here, but she’s making it really fucking difficult.”

      Viper looks at me with a raised brow. “What’s up with you lately?”

      “She’s in full stage-five-clinger mode. Even started asking me if I would ever get married.” I shake my head while Viper laughs.

      He cringes. “That’s heavy. She realizes she’s living at a motorcycle club, right?”

      “Exactly. I knew I had to stop the casual sex right away. Next she’ll be poking holes in condoms, trying to get pregnant.”

      Viper throws his head back, letting out a loud laugh as Cash asks, “Does anyone want another drink?”

      “Another beer,” I say.

      I thought going for a long ride on my Harley today with all the club members would lift my spirits and calm my restlessness, but it was a temporary fix. “We need to have a massive party here. Spread the word for chicks from nearby towns and girls who recently moved here for college.”

      “I’m keen,” Viper replies, upbeat. “Is that’s what’s up your ass? You want new pussy?”

      I shrug. “This town is pretty small, and we’ve been through a lot of the women here.” A lot.

      He raises his brow. “What exactly are you after?”

      My eyes wander over the women in the clubhouse, and I grimace. “The opposite of them,” I say, and tilt my head toward the sweet butts. Vera, Grace, Candy, and Mercedez are dancing to the music and rubbing up against each other.

      “I don’t want an easy girl. I want someone to keep my interest . . . I want . . .” My lip twitches. “Innocent.”

      Viper puffs out a breath of air. “Keep dreaming. Have you ever even met a nun?”

      I chuckle. “She doesn’t have to be a nun.”

      “Virgins want relationships. Good luck finding one that doesn’t.”

      I don’t want a relationship. She doesn’t have to be a virgin either. A challenge is what I’m after. Viper has a point. Biker parties aren’t the place to find someone like that. But then inspiration strikes. “I’m going to go on one of those dating apps.”

      Viper’s eyes brighten. “That is going to end up being some great entertainment. You’ll have to show me who you find on there.”

      I pull my phone out and search for dating apps.

      One hour later, I’ve signed up to three. The chiming of message notifications makes my smug grin stretch wide.

      “See . . . the ladies flock to me.”

      Viper shakes his head, trying to smother a smirk. “Not the lady you’re after.”

      My smile vanishes.

      “Did you put on your profile that you’re a member of a motorcycle club?”

      “Yeah, of course I did.” It always attracts the ladies.

      “Idiot! Delete that part, and don’t use any photo of you that shows your cut,” he says while pointing at my War Brothers MC vest.

      “Do I have to take a picture with my hair parted on the side like a good boy as well?” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

      He chuckles. “No, I’m just saying if you want to attract a different type of woman, you’re going to have to change it up a bit, at least for the first part, anyway.”

      This is going to be harder than I thought. I crop one of my photos so that it shows only my head and shoulders and nothing about being in a motorcycle club, and I change my occupation to mechanic. Even though I’m not qualified as one, I’m just as skilled.

      Next I browse profiles, choosing women within a two-hour drive from here. I’m not driving any further than that to see them. I want to open the net as wide as possible because I’m sure the women who live here know my face. A few of the women who have matched with me are local. “Nope”—swipe. “Nope”—swipe. I delete their requests.

      An hour later, as I’m flicking through the women on the app, I find a pretty little thing with long blond hair and a sweet smile. “Fucking perfect.” In her profile picture, she’s wearing jeans and a fancy long top. I click on her profile. There’s not much information about her. Just that she works in Crown Village at a restaurant. I’ve never seen her before. I frown when I see she doesn’t have any other photos.

      “Do you think this one’s a catfish?” I ask Viper. I give him my phone.

      “Ohhh,” he says, amused. “She’s hot! You’ll never know until you talk to her.” He zooms in on the picture and laughs. “You’ve found your nun.”

      “Why do you say that?” I ask.

      “She’s wearing a gold cross around her neck.”

      Excitement buzzes through me. Fuck yeah. That’s a sign right there!

      I’m halfway through my beer when my phone chimes. When I look down at it, my heart jolts. “She matched me!” I cheer. “If I spend some time with her, that should make Grace leave me alone too. I’m just saying . . . two birds, one stone.” Grace can move on to one of my brothers.

      Viper throws his head back. “Ha! The only way you’re going to get into that pussy is in your dreams!”

      I pull at my cut, then mockingly run a hand through my hair like he usually does. “We all can’t be as pretty as you.”

      He laughs. “She looks young and classy. Take another look at her picture! Her clothes cover most of her skin. I’m sure she has a chastity belt on too. I’m telling you—she will never go out with a biker.”

      The photo of the innocent woman glows from my screen.

      “You want to make a bet on that? I guarantee I can get into a relationship with her, and I’ll take it one step further and make her fall in love with me.” Because I’m pretty sure that’s the only way I’ll be getting into those sweet panties. I can’t help myself. I’m spurred on by the thrill of the gamble and of getting with someone I’ve never been with before.

      Viper’s smile widens and his hand shoots out. I grip his hand and shake it. “Easiest money I’ve ever made,” he says confidently.

      My eyes tighten. “You’re wrong, and I can’t wait to wipe that smug smile right off your face.”

      “Don’t forget,” he remarks with a cocky smirk, “she probably won’t have sex till marriage.”

      My eyes bulge and I swallow hard. “She better not! That’s old school anyway.” I wave him off. “No one does that anymore.”

      “Yeah, they do,” he says, and chuckles. “And here’s another thought. You’ll be talking to her through messages. How’s she going to understand your dyslexic ass?”

      A sigh escapes me. I’d forgotten about that. I’m going to have to download an autocorrect app on my phone to double check everything I write because I’m terrible at spelling—well, anything related to writing and reading. I’m good at fixing shit, which is why I’m a mechanic.

      “I’ll work it out. I’ve never seen her before. Her profile says she lives in Crown Village. She must have just moved here.”

      He shrugs. “Talk to her and find out.”

      “Oh, I plan to.” I might even get Twitch, our club’s tech guy, to stalk her online for me.
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            DATING APP

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena

      

      Focusing on the glasses of wine on my tray, I stroll to the table that ordered them. Nearly there . . . Someone at a table nearby scoots their chair out in front of me. I gasp, then trip over the chair legs. I stagger and, with a high-pitched clatter, the glasses of red wine shatter on the wooden floor. For a second I seem to regain my balance, but then I fall next to the wine and broken glass.

      My face is on fire as I assess the mess. When I look up, everyone in the restaurant is staring at me. “I’m so sorry,” I stutter, not sure who I’m apologizing to. “I’ll clean it up,” I say in a rush. I turn to the customers who ordered the wine. “I’ll get you another two glasses.”

      The woman who pushed out her chair doesn’t even apologize—she just turns her nose up at me and walks away. So rude!

      Then Cameron is by my side, wearing his customer service smile. “I’ll get you your drinks right away,” he says to the couple whose drinks are now on the floor. “Can you two clean this up?” he points to Mel and another waitress. Mel’s eyes widen and her mouth twists.

      “Sorry,” I mouth as Cameron grabs my elbow and ushers me away to the kitchen. I close my eyes when he turns to me, waiting to be yelled at.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I open one eye. I was not expecting that. “Uh . . . yes.”

      His eyes wander over me, and he smiles wide. “I’m glad.”

      Guilt pricks me. “I’d better go help them clean it up.” I take a step away, but he grasps my elbow again and with his other hand waves it off. “Don’t worry about them. I said they can clean it.” I glance at the door, then at him. He’s the boss, but Mel was scowling at us as we left. She did not look happy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After our shift, Mel and I take some leftover food in containers and go to the beach to eat it. Sitting on a chair, I slurp up my noodles. “This seafood marinara is to die for.”

      Mel smiles. “I love every dish on the menu.”

      “If I didn’t work there, I’d never be able to afford it,” I point out, remembering the eye-watering prices.

      “Cameron has taken a liking to you,” she teases. “You might be stealing my shifts.” Her voice is carefree, but I’m not fully convinced she means it.

      “No,” I say as I shake my head. “I just started. He probably felt bad for me. I embarrassed myself in front of everyone.” I take another bite.

      She giggles. “You certainly did.”

      I flinch.

      “Luckily, it’s not carpet,” she points out.

      “I agree.” It would have left a lovely stain.

      “I heard you live with Lucy and her sheep,” Mel says.

      I pause. My eyes widen at her nasty comment. “I live with Lucy and her friends, yes. Do you know them?”

      “People get to know each other quickly in this town. Cameron is always saying how hot they are. Were they bitches to you?”

      I slowly shake my head. “The opposite. They’ve been friendly since I arrived.”

      She frowns. “I thought they’d be like the mean popular girl group from school, you know.”

      Well, this is awkward. “Not at all.”

      She shrugs. “I’d say they talk about you behind your back then because you’re so . . .”

      My lips press into a line. I’m quite sure I have no interest in hearing what she’s got to say next. “Because I’m a bit of a nerd.” I finish her sentence for her in the nicest possible way.

      “Yeah . . . like night and day opposites. Soooo . . .” she says, peering at the ground, then back at me. “I may have done something . . . to, you know, help you meet new people.”

      My stomach drops. I don’t like the sound of that. “What did you do?”

      She winces. “Can I have your phone to show you?”

      My breathing speeds up as I cautiously offer her my phone. I try to think why she would need my phone, but I can’t think of anything.

      “Now . . . don’t be mad at me . . .”

      “O-kaaay,” I say.

      She passes me the phone. I frown when I see a picture of myself that was taken when my parents and I went out to dinner for my birthday last year. As I scroll down, it hits me. “You made a dating profile for me?” I screech. “I’m deleting it now!” I’m horrified.

      She grins a little. “Give it a chance. Live a little.  You should consider meeting new people.”

      I look more closely. She has Elena as my profile name; “Just moved to Crown Village, where I’m working at a restaurant. I’m looking to meet new people” is the bio.

      “What if my parents see this?” I ask, then flinch. Why should I care what they think?

      She gives me an odd glance. “I didn’t realize you were fourteen years old.”

      Annoyance simmers. “I grew up in a strict family.” I just moved here. It’s hard to click my fingers and change my thoughts after years of worrying about my parents’ opinions. I’ll be defaulting to that for a while.

      “And you still let your parents dictate what you do?” She chuckles.

      “I don’t get it . . .” I stare at her, confused. “Why would you do this? You’re already on the app, and you hardly know me.”

      Her pout makes me think I shouldn’t have said that. “I was trying to do a nice thing.”

      Oh dear. I think I offended her. I swallow down my irritation. I bring my phone to my face again. “Where’d you get this photo from?”

      “I got it from your Instagram account. See, fifteen guys want to connect with you already.”

      I blink slowly. I’m waiting for her to say she’s joking, but she doesn’t. “You didn’t . . .?” is all I can say because I’m reeling.

      “You need it. Meet some new guys. Have fun.” She glances away. “I may have already swiped yes on one of them.”

      My jaw drops. It just gets worse. “Who?”

      “A guy called Axle.”

      I scoff. “What an absurd name.”

      “I’ve been on the app for a while, and I’ve never seen his profile. He recently joined, like you. He’s from Crown Village, and he’s so sexy. Trust me, you want to talk to him.”

      “Well, why don’t you talk to him then?”

      She pauses, then says, “It’s my gift to you. I’ve heard he’s good fun.” Her critical gaze runs over me again, but then she smiles. “You’re not getting married to the guy. Just talk to him.”

      “How do you know him, and why do you say he’s fun?” I ask.

      “I’ve seen him around. It’s a small town.” She takes a moment before she says, “He sticks to himself and his group of friends.”

      “So he’s not some frat guy?”

      She laughs. “No, definitely not . . . quite the opposite.”

      The message icon at the top of the screen shows the number one above it. I hold my breath and let my finger hover over it for a second before I press on it.

      
        
        Axle

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, how are you doing?

      

      

      

      

      

      I just stare at the message.

      “See . . . it’s not the end of the world,” Mel points out.

      I get out of the message and click on his profile. He’s very handsome, and I’m sure he knows it. Short brown hair and a beard. His profile is minimal, like mine. It says he’s a mechanic and, according to his bio, “looking for someone special.” I melt a little at that. Maybe there are nice guys on the app after all.

      I can’t deny I’m curious to talk to him. No one as handsome as him has ever shown an interest in me. “But I’m not looking for another relationship,” I say. I shove my phone back in my bag with more force than necessary. He must have gotten my profile mixed up with someone else’s.

      When I get back to the house, it’s quiet. Everyone must be at class. After a shower, I lie on the bed. My stomach churns. I glance down at my bag beside the bed. I’m itching to grab my phone. My fingers tap on the bed until I can’t resist the urge any longer and give in to the temptation. I pull out my phone and with a deep breath, I unlock it and tap on the dating app.

      I look at Axle’s profile picture once more. I should just delete the app, but I can’t stop myself from responding to his message:

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m good, thank you. How are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the screen and place my phone on the nightstand, face down. I can’t believe I just did that. I replied to a stranger. I run my hand over my face. Mel could be right, even though it’s out of character for me. I should step out of my comfort zone and try to make friends.

      My phone buzzes on the table. Here goes nothing . . .

      
        
          
            
              
        Fantastic now that I’m talking to you [image: winking face]

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare blankly. I start typing and then delete it.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re beautiful babe. Your profile says you just moved here. Are you enjoying it?

      

      

      

      

      

      My face heats.

      
        
          
            
              
        The people are nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m nice.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh. I bet he’s nice to all women.

      
        
          
            
              
        How old are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Early twenties. How old are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Ha . . . don’t give too much away now. Early twenties.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        I’m getting banter and sarcasm vibes.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What brings a pretty little thing like you onto a dating website?

      

      

      

      

      

      I decide not to go with the truth.

      
        
          
            
              
        I want to make some new friends.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m an amazing friend. You’re so lucky you replied to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I giggle.

      
        
          
            
              
        Someone is full of himself.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Only stating facts, babe. I’m funny, I’m sexy as fuck, I’ll listen to all your problems, and I’ll be your shoulder to cry on. Trust me, we are going to be good friends.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile. Maybe the app isn’t too bad after all.
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      Axle

      

      All the men are outside cleaning their motorcycles. After replacing the back tire on mine, I hear a chuckle, then peer up to see Cash looking at me, amused.

      “What?” I ask him, wondering why he has that stupid look on his face.

      “Didn’t you just replace the back tire?”

      A smile curves across my lips. “Yes, I did.” I love doing power skids, burnouts, and wheelies. It’s who I am. The adrenaline rush is pure ecstasy.

      “Are you ever going to grow out of your daredevil ways?” he asks, though the smile pulling at his lips suggests he already knows the answer to that question.

      “Never! You should know that by now.”

      Cash and I spent years in the military together. It’s how we met. He knows me well. I’m always doing reckless things, especially on my motorcycle. I’ve never cared about my safety—I’m always searching for the next thrill.

      After cleaning my motorcycle, I step aside. “What a sexy beast,” I say.

      “Mine’s sexier,” says Viper.

      I laugh loudly. “You wish . . . My exhaust is louder.” My phone chimes inside my pocket. “Oh, look out, it’s the wife,” I say, ensuring Viper can hear.

      He scoffs. “Oh fuck off!”

      “It’s true,” I say smugly, then glance at Elena’s profile picture again. Dayum, she’s hot. She’s much too innocent for me, but I don’t give a shit. “Check it out yourself then.”

      Viper steps over to me and snatches my phone. I see him swiping and going through the messages.

      He laughs. “You sound like an absolute pussy. Though I guess that’s the point.” He keeps swiping. “Jesus, you have been talking a lot. Did you ask her how church was?”

      “Yeah, I did actually . . .”

      His eyes flash wide. “You didn’t?”

      I chuckle. “No, but I told her I liked her necklace. I told you Viper—you’re losing our bet.”

      “We’ll see,” he says. “Are we still organizing the party here?”

      I nod sharply. “We sure are.”

      “What did the messages say?” Cash asks as he steps toward us. The whole MC knows of my bet with Viper. I’ve been bragging about my charm to anyone who will listen. Viper’s going to lose. I’m going to make sure of it.

      “She just moved here,” Viper answers. “She works at a restaurant and enjoys reading.” Viper’s smile is huge. “She might be able to teach you.”

      “Really funny, aren’t you?” I say sarcastically to the prick.

      “Yep,” he says. “She’s into happily ever afters . . . you’re going to break her virgin heart.”

      Virgin? Shiiit. I don’t know whether it would be a good thing or a bad thing . . . not that I’ve asked yet. A weird sensation flickers through my chest. Perhaps it’s guilt, but it leaves as quickly as it came.

      Viper carries on reading, then peers back at Cash. “Axle makes a lame joke about him only reading motorcycle magazines. The nun has a sister blah blah blah. Just basic shit.” Viper passes me back my phone. “The messages mean nothing.”

      “It’s only been a few days,” I tease. She’s eating up all the attention I throw at her. This is surely going to be a breeze.

      “Until she finds out you’re a biker,” he mocks.

      I raise my brow. “That could be my way in. Good girls love bad boys.”

      

      
        
        Elena

      

      

      We haven’t stopped messaging. As soon as I finish work, I’m back on my phone. He’s addicting and charming. I smile stupidly at the screen.

      
        
        Axle

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Where do you work, so I can come and say hi?

      

      

      

      

      

      I rub my arm. Messaging and meeting up are two very different things.

      
        
          
            
              
        I hardly know you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, then you can get to know me [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I want to see your pretty face and I’m dying to see your smile.

      

      

      

      

      

      I blush. If this is how I’m behaving over messages, I could only imagine how hard it would be if I met him. He’s a lot, but I can’t stop myself from messaging back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where do you work, then?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll tell you when you tell me.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re cheeky!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You have no idea. [image: winking face] At least give me your phone number, so I don’t have to message you on this app. C’mon, I want to hear your voice.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snicker as I stroll from my car toward work. I swiftly reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        You give me yours first and I’ll decide if I want to talk to you. I’ve got work. Talk to you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone away.

      “Hey,” Mel says as she falls into step with me.

      “Hey,” I reply cheerfully.

      She tilts her head and points at me, her mouth gaping open. “You’ve been talking to Axle, haven’t you?” She doesn’t allow me to reply. “Tell me all about it! I want details!”

      I can’t help but smile back. “He’s really nice, very charming.”

      She scrunches her nose. “What did you just say? Did you say he’s nice?”

      I inch back, surprised at her reaction. “Yes, he is. He wants to meet me, but I’ve just started talking to him.” I can’t stop the thought of my parents’ disapproval if they knew I was considering meeting up with a stranger.

      Her eyes dart away before she glances back at me. “Did you want me to meet up with him first to, you know”—she smiles—“check he’s decent.”

      I give her an odd look. “I thought you have met him?”

      She shakes her head. “Only seen him and heard about him from others.”

      “Um, no, thank you. I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet.”

      We walk inside the restaurant, put our bags away, and put on our aprons. Cameron walks toward us, his eyes sparkling. “Good to see you, ladies.”

      I give him a tight smile and squirm under his gaze as his eyes run up and down our bodies.

      Mel steps to him and kisses his cheek. “Hey,” she says in a flirty tone, but his eyes stay on me.

      “Hello,” I reply to Cameron. I need the money, and apart from his wandering eyes, he’s a kind boss and he gave me an opportunity to leave my hometown. He could be a lot worse, and I’ve made a friend in Mel.

      “How’s it living at home with Lucy and the gang?” he asks with a smirk and a raised brow.

      “They’re out a lot at college during the day and partying at night, so we haven’t crossed paths often, considering I’m working.”

      He chuckles. “They sure love to party. Study hard, play hard. You should come to one of the parties. It’ll be fun.”

      I draw back. “I’m not a big party person.” Or a big socializing person. My kind of big night is staying up late to finish a book.

      His eyes flash and his smile widens. “Well, we’ll just have to bring the party to you. I’ll get the girls to organize a party at your house.”

      Oh fantastic! I force a smile, but deep down I’m dreading it. At least at someone else’s party I can leave when I want to. If it’s at our house, I’ll have to lock myself inside my room. “Oh, you don’t have to worry about throwing a party for me.”

      When he leaves to go talk to the other waitresses, Mel leans in close to me. “I told you. He’s got his eyes on you.”

      I put that uncomfortable thought to the back of my mind.

      She laughs. “He’s flirty and sometimes can get a little handsy, but just think of the money.”

      My head whips to her, my eyes bulging. “Handsy?” I squeak.

      She brushes me off with a wave. “Don’t stress. It’s only minor touches; like, he doesn’t grab my ass or tits or anything. Just sly feels—like, he brushes against me, stands too close and touches my hip and stuff. Nothing you can’t handle. Trust me, I’ve had worse.”

      My breathing and heartbeat have accelerated. I’ve got to find a way to be polite to Cameron while ensuring I don’t flirt back to provoke him and I’m firm if he does touch me. I can’t lose this job. I don’t want to go back home. I’m learning and getting a bit more confident in the position each day.

      I work hard during my shift, and when I finish and am walking out the door, I pull out my phone and see Axle’s number in the dating app messages. I’m in two minds about it. What if he ends up being a stalker or some guy who won’t leave me alone? Then he has my number. I guess I could block it.

      I wish I had my sister, Ava, or someone apart from Mel to talk to. I want to talk to Ava so bad . . . but I’m not sure if she’d even answer my call. We used to be so close, but everything changed when she met her husband. I need someone to talk some sense into me because I’m clearly not in my right mind.

      When I arrive at home, I dash up the stairs. I shower and then lie on my bed. The reason I moved here was because I needed a change. My life never moved forward in my old town. My heart surges as I try to decide whether to call Axle.

      I heave a sigh. Just do it! I give in to my intrusive thoughts, pick up my phone, and dial the number.

      “Hello,” a husky voice answers. There’s loud music in the background, and I freeze. My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. It gets quiet. “Hello . . . Elena?”

      “Hi.”

      He chuckles. “About time you called,” he says playfully.

      I can’t help but smile. “I was at work.” Did he miss talking to me? I shake my head. Don’t be ridiculous.

      “Hold on a sec, I need to go to my room.” It makes me wonder where he lives and if he’s living in shared accommodation like me.

      There’s a shuffling sound of movement, then a bang, as if a door was slammed closed. The music quietens. “Are we going on a date tomorrow?” he asks boldly.

      I choke on nothing. “A date?”

      “Yeah . . . a date . . . with me. Come on, I know you want to,” he purrs.

      He’s a massive flirt. I’m in way over my head.

      “Does your silence mean yes?”

      I chuckle nervously. “I’ve only just started talking to you. I can’t meet you yet.”

      “Why? We’re friends, remember? Friends spend time together.” He pauses. “Are you too good for me? That’s not very nice, you know.”

      I huff. “I am not too good for anyone.” Damn it, a wave of guilt washes over me. “I’m a nice person.”

      “Prove it!”

      Still uncertain, I say, “I’ll think about it.” It’s a big risk on my part.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he’s quick to respond.

      I gape. “I never⁠—”

      “See you tomorrow, Elena,” he cuts in, his tone seductive. He hangs up and I’m left staring at my phone. He must be joking . . . He doesn’t know where I work.

      I put my phone down. Surely, he won’t find me. I pick up my reading glasses and book and open it at the bookmark. I try not to think of Axle, but my thoughts keep drifting back to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            SURPRISE!

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena

      
      My phone chimes, waking me up. I groggily bring it to my face and see a message from Axle.

      
        
        Axle

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Babe, I hope you had a great sleep. I’m excited to see you today [image: winking face]

      

      

      

      

      

      I shift and sit up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Morning. I think you have me confused with another woman.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not talking to anyone else. Are you talking to another guy?

      

      

      

      

      

      My cheeks flush slightly, and a soft smile tugs at the corners of my lips.

      
        
          
            
              
        No, I’m not.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ve been ignoring the requests on the dating app, and I haven’t talked to anyone else apart from the people I live and work with.

      
        
          
            
              
        Great! What time are we meeting? When’s your lunch break?

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s persistent.

      
        
          
            
              
        How do you know I’m even working?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You always seem to be working.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to get to know you more before I meet you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Even though I’m curious, I’m not ready . . . my shy self may never be ready. I go back to the dating app again and tap on his profile. Short, thick brown hair, trimmed beard, full lips . . . and that jaw. He’s so handsome. In his photo he’s wearing a leather jacket.

      After changing into my workout clothes, I pull out my yoga mat, unroll it, and begin breathing work and stretches. Then I select the yoga app on my phone and begin following the directions of the voice on the app. I should take the time before and between my shifts to explore the town. I make a mental note to start tomorrow. I need to get out of my comfort zone, even though just the thought of it makes me queasy.

      When I finish doing yoga, I shower and head downstairs for breakfast. It sounds quiet again. I guess they’re sleeping off their hangovers. I woke up at three to loud voices. Everyone sounded drunk, and they mentioned the word party, so I assume they had just gotten home from one.

      Downstairs the girls are sitting on the couches. They’re in their pajamas, huddled under blankets, their hair ruffled. I try not to laugh at them. “Big night?”

      Lucy nods at me slowly. “My head hurts.”

      “At least you weren’t up vomiting,” says Lia, who appears to be a pretty shade of white.

      “You should come with us next time,” says Cindy.

      Jasmine laughs. “She won’t go to a party.” Jasmine is correct.

      “I seem to work the evening shifts anyway.” Not that I would. So many people drunk together in a small space . . . no thank you. I gaze at them. They look sick, and I’d prefer not to waste a whole day being hungover.

      “We’ll make Cameron give you a night off,” Lia replies. “How’s it working with him?”

      I pause. “He’s friendly.” I’m a little uneasy with him, but he could just be overly flirty, and that’s just the way he is, while I’m socially awkward, anxious, and overthinking everything. I smooth my skirt. “I’d better get going to work. I’ll see you girls later.” With a round of byes, I’m out the door and off to work.

      I reverse park outside. You’d think that after parking the same way every day I’d get better at it. I absolutely am not. Inside the restaurant Mel and Cameron are talking by the counter toward the back. She’s straightening his shirt. He shifts his gaze from Mel to me and his face lights up. It’s only me. I have no idea why he seems to get excited.

      “My girl Elena,” he says with a bright smile.

      My shoulders stiffen at the comment. I smile at both of them, say hello, and slip through the kitchen doors. As I’m putting my bag away and getting ready for my shift, I turn to find Cameron standing behind me. I jerk back.

      He grasps my upper arms. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “That’s okay,” I reply, though my heart thuds in my chest.

      “I got a message from Lia this morning. Am I working you too hard?”

      My face falls. She messaged him. “Oh no,” I stumble over my words. “They said I should go to a party with them,” I rush out. “I told them I work at night, but I didn’t say you worked me too hard.” It was my excuse to stop everyone from asking me. I didn’t know it would backfire.

      He laughs. “I’m joking. I’ll give you this Friday off. You can come with us. The parties here are fun. You’re missing out.”

      Dread fills me. I don’t like parties, and it doesn’t sit well with me. He’s giving me the night off only so that I can spend it with him and his friends. I glance away and fix my ponytail. “Maybe,” I say offhandedly.

      When Cameron walks away, Mel comes over. “Did Cameron say you’re not working Friday?” she asks quietly.

      “He did.”

      “I love my weekends off. You can work mine if you want.”

      I’m looking forward to my day off. She must notice my expression because she says, “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No, no, I’ll do it.” It’s an excuse for not going to the party, I guess.

      She smiles. “Awesome. Thanks. You don’t want to go to a party with them anyway. All they do is get drunk and hook up.”

      That’s why I don’t want to go. “Can you show me around town after our shift?” If someone else shows me, then I shouldn’t get lost. I’m hopeless with directions.

      “I’m busy . . . Maybe another time?”

      Disappointment hits me, but I smile anyway. “Yeah, perhaps next time.” I really have to meet more people.

      The lunch rush is busy. I haven’t stopped. Fortunately, no glasses were shattered. I’m wiping a table when I hear the front door open. The room goes quiet.

      “Oh. My. God!” Mel says in a high-pitched voice. Before I have time to look up, she rushes to my side, grabs my shoulder, and gives it a shake. “It’s him!”

      I frown. “Him who?”

      “It’s Axle!”

      Suddenly, I can’t breathe. I freeze as all the air is sucked out of my lungs in one big breath. How did he find me? I briefly gather courage before stealing a glance at him. He saunters in, surveys the restaurant. His face is passive until his eyes find me. A broad grin spreads across his face. With a confident stride, he approaches. My heart pounds with such force that it might crack a rib.

      Axle checks me out with no subtlety whatsoever. He’s wearing dark jeans, a fitted white shirt, and a vest. This is the part where I should run, but my limbs are frozen solid and my feet are bolted to the floor. Anxiety courses through my veins.

      Axle stands right before me. I swallow hard and stare up at his big hazel eyes and crooked smile. I’m so small compared to him.

      “Don’t I get a hug?” he asks cheekily, with a raised brow. “We’re good friends after all.”

      I’m trying to smile, but I think it might look more like a grimace. He’s flirting. Eek!

      He steps closer and leans in, and the scent of pine and cedar washes over me. His hot breath makes goosebumps travel up my arms. “You have no reason to fear me. I don’t bite . . .” He pauses. “Well, I do, but only if you want me to.”

      A shiver rolls through me and my jaw drops, hitting the floor with a thump because . . . he did not just say that. “How did you find me?” I squeak, finally finding my words.

      He chuckles. “It wasn’t difficult.”

      “I’m Mel,” a seductive voice comes from beside me.

      I forgot she was standing there. As I look out over the restaurant, I realize that all eyes are on us, and my cheeks redden.

      “Axle,” he says to her with a chin lift.

      I’ve never seen Mel smile so wide.

      “I was hoping to order,” he says before he glances back at me.

      “We have a seat available right by the window. The best view in the restaurant,” Mel’s quick to respond.

      “He’s not staying.” The words seem to fall from my mouth. I flinch. I didn’t mean to say that aloud. He’s caught me off guard, and I’m a blabbering mess.

      He raises his brow, his smile wide. “I want to spend some time at the place you work to convince you to go out on a date with me. So, yes, I am eating in.”

      I shake my head and lower my voice. “No, you’re not. I’m working.”

      “Is everything
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