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Boy meets girl. It’s the way romances usually begin . . . and while we all love a happy ending, it’s the #MeetCute that wins our hearts.

How did you two meet?

The #MeetCute Books each have a unique answer to that query. Some might make you swoon, others might make you giggle . . . and some may make you blush.

Twelve authors. Twelve stand-alone contemporary romance novels. Twelve stories that will make your heart beat a little faster.

Because it’s all about the #MeetCute.

Man vs. Ocean. A battle for love will make one fierce fighter learn to sink or swim. 
Cael "The Viking" Erickson: I wasn't trying to find the girl of my dreams inside a campus coffee shop. In all honesty, I never thought I'd see her again. But I do, and she's my sparring partner's little sister. She only wants to be friends, and like an idiot, I agree, because it's the only way I can get close to her. Neither of us is ready to be in a relationship. And she's right, I have my own issues I'm sorting through.
Ocean Anders: I didn't think there was a man like him left in the world. He's fierce, loyal, and kind. He's everything I want in a friend and everything I desire in a lover. Yet, I can't be who he needs me to be. There are two sides to every coin. One side of me seeks the attention he's willing to give, the other side reminds me of all my demons. But this Viking is willing to brave the storm to get to the heart of me
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Chapter 1
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Cael

I’ve been staring at my fucking shoes for the last five minutes. Stop moping. You’ve no one to blame but yourself. Trying to pretend that shit is fine doesn’t help one bit. Everything is fucked. I don’t need some head doctor playing around upstairs to tell me that. I know the rules. I broke them. I always suit up before I play, but that night, I did the dumbest thing in a never-ending line of dumb things. The fucked-up thing about the entire mess is...I don’t even remember how it all happened. I just know I’m in the center of it. All I see are white lines reflected on a mirrored backdrop. All I hear is heavy bass in the background. And then there’s the female in front of me, who I came to know as Tiff, telling me she’s good. That I’m good. That we’re good. If I could hit the rewind button and record over my stupid-ass mistake and erase the last three months, I would. The juice was so not worth the squeeze. 

Three months ago, I was in the clear. Three months ago, I wasn’t going to be a father. Three months ago, I never would have thought, I’d have to up and move to another state, enroll in a school I didn’t want to be in, and face the possibility that I may never get another shot at the prime time in the octagon. Someone upstairs clearly hates my guts. 

I straighten when I hear the barista call my name. It’s faint, but I catch it. I look up and clash with eyes the color of honey. They narrow slightly with what appears to be a smile. And then the color changes. The hue of her eyes lightens slightly with hints of gold and yellow and an underlying tone of amber.  I’m too caught up in her gaze to check out the rest of her. I feel stripped. Bare. She has a one-way ticket to my soul, and we haven’t even spoken yet. My eyes drift over her face, taking her in.

Damn.

Her entire package is an enticement. 

Beguiling. 

Yeah, go figure that shit. I have a vocabulary. But my brain isn’t firing on all cylinders. It’s the only word that comes to mind. In an instant, our whole lives play out in HD—or maybe it’s 4K because the images are clear as fuck. Our connection. Our insatiable need for one another. Marriage, babies, grandbabies, all of it. I recall every single memory as if it’s all real. 

Damn. That’s some crazy shit right there. I don’t wife anyone. One night with them, sure. I’m all about that. My normal game is to get in and get out. Sometimes, I go back for seconds, but never a three-peat. There’s no pussy good enough out there to have me coming back for more.  I’ve never felt anything like insta-love. Not even close. My dick gets hard when the wind blows ten degrees in either direction. I’m a man. But this feeling is different. Stronger and stranger all at the same time. It’s immediate and electric. It radiates outward as if reaching for her, to ensure that our connection doesn’t break. The last person I considered taking the next step with turned out to be a backstabbing whore. I don’t trust women. But something in my gut tells me I can trust this one. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Head out of the clouds, Erickson.

A jolt pulls me from whatever spell I’m under, and the temptress smiles at me. I swear the world stops moving. It shifts on its axis. No, that’s not it, it tilts. Like when I’m at the top of the rollercoaster, and anticipation sets in as I fall. I can’t breathe, and even though my heart is pounding a million miles per second, it’s exhilarating as fuck. Reality sets in because rollercoasters are not a sure thing. There’s a high probability that the train can jump off that track and plummet me to my death. But I willingly get on the ride and take the risk. I look down and notice that our fingers are touching the same cup of coffee. I frown. Whoa. All of that with just a touch. My brain must have gotten knocked loose in my sparring match yesterday. 

“You’re holding my cup,” she says in a throaty purr. It’s the kind of voice guaranteed to bring a man to his knees. Who is this girl? Her voice is melodious and a bit raspy as if she’s trying to clear her throat while speaking. 

“My bad,” I say. My own voice has changed. It’s a mangled mess of confusion. I can’t stop staring at her. The back of my neck is tight. I’m wearing a sweater, but I swear there’s a chill in the room. I’m shaking. For long seconds, we stand and stare at each other. Neither of us moves. Neither of us speaks. I should say something...anything, but I can’t string a damn sentence together. If we were in a movie, this would be the perfect moment to cue the romantic music. Sprinkle some butterflies flitting about, or a fucking halo hovering over her head. We’re having a moment. A true moment. At any second, it can all go to shit, or this woman could become my everything. Damn, this is crazy. 

“It’s not bad. At all. But, seriously...not your drink, big guy. I could be wrong, though. You look like an Anders.” 

I shake my head to dislodge the stupid words swimming in my brain. I want to tell her she’s sexy, beautiful, and that I’m ready to give her the keys to my kingdom. But none of that comes out of my mouth. 

“No, I’m not Anders, but you don’t look like an Anders either.” The name is familiar, but she can’t be related to the Anders I know. He’s never spoken of a sister, and he’s from Peru—by way of adoption. This beauty is of African descent. And something else. 

“Well, I am. That’s me.” She nods at the bold writing on the cup. 

“Your name is Anders?” I ask. I haven’t met any girls on campus with a name like that. At least I know I’ll be able to find her again. 

“Possibly. I could be getting this for a friend. You said it yourself, I don’t look like an Anders.” 

She’s right. She doesn’t. I don’t know much, but I know names and the ancestry behind them. Have to. I’ve researched the hell out of my family. Became obsessed for years until I finally met my asshole parents. Not that they’re any better than my foster family. But Anders is a Nordic name. There isn’t a drop of Norse in her that I can see. Her skin is brown, her hair...silky black. Her honey-colored eyes hint at a meshing of nations. What they do not say is “I have Nordic ancestors.” But I could be wrong. She’s dressed in a pair of black joggers with black and white Converse sneakers. A black sweater that’s long in the back but cropped in the front graces her top half. There are silver letters across her perfect breasts that spell out: #WTF. She has on a grey beanie, and her long hair hangs straight, covering one side of her face. An enchanting face. Her nose is pierced with a rose gold stud, her lips are plump, and her jaw is delicate. Everything about her speaks to a beauty beyond reproach. Helen of Troy comes to mind. Because I’d stow her away and keep her for my own. Steal her from her man and not think twice about it. The vibe I’m getting from her is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt. What I like most, is that I can’t tell if she’s wearing any makeup. There is a natural glow to her that appeals to me. Another first. All the girls I’ve dated thus far cake that shit on so much, I’ve had to take to buying tons of pillowcases. 

My next thought is: maybe she’s getting the drink for someone else and has no intention of giving me her real name. The angel in front of me gently tugs the cup from my hand and starts to back away. 

“Excuse me, what’s your name?” I ask. 

She turns the cup towards me so I can see the name again. But all it says is Anders. 

“Can I get your number?” 

A grin tugs at the corner of her lips, and she shakes her head. “If I give you my name or number, you might stalk me. I can’t have that. Too many of them on my dance card as it is. But I’ll catch you later, Viking.” 

Fuck. 

She knows who I am. 

I do a double-take as I watch her disappear into the crowd. That doesn’t make any sense. Most females would be jumping at the opportunity to get my attention. Ecstatic if I asked for their number. This chick is completely unfazed. I have a crap-ton of confidence when it comes to pulling a girl. I don’t hurt for attention, even though nine times out of ten, I’d rather be without. But this girl isn’t just any girl. No...scratch that, this woman is unlike any I’ve run across before. She’s everything that I’m not. Light to my dark. Heaven to my Hell. The fire in my gut. But I’m not going to chase her. I’m in a college coffee shop, which means, we’ll meet again. And when we do, I’m going to do what my ancestors did before me. Conquer. 

~
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Cael

I’M LATE AGAIN. SECOND time this week. Atlas, whose fighting name is Titan, is my sparring partner, and we both fight in the same division. But late is late. This is my last chance to prove I’m not a fuck-up. The phone call I received earlier put me in the foulest mood, and I’m ready to put hands on someone. Anyone. 

“Late again, Cael,” Titan says over his shoulder. He’s about to start his warmup. Twenty-five minutes of sprints. Which means I’m not just late. I’m really late.” 

“Phone call I had to take.” 

“Don’t tell me, tell Coach.” 

Evolution is a high-end gym. There’s everything from Muay Thai, to boxing. It’s the best gym in the city. It’s also the only one that will take me. I’m considered a risk, but Coach is cool despite my past transgressions. 

“You’re late, Erikson,” Coach calls out from behind the ring. He’s standing off to the side, watching two middleweight-class fighters going at it. “Move your leg, Tyler. Don’t let him trap you. Move. Move.” 

I make my way over to the ring, still pissed about the phone call. I knew it was coming. My life wouldn’t be its normal shit if it didn’t. Someone always wants something from me. Any other time, I’d blow them off, give them the finger. But this time...it’s my fault. And I can’t. She likes to call me every Tuesday to give me an update. I’ve come to dread Tuesdays like the Black Plague. 

“Yeah, Coach, got it. Had to take a call.” 

“Do it on your time, not mine. Now get changed and head to the circuit room.” 

Shit. That means plank jacks and heavy bag burpees. My body is already shutting down at the idea of being in the circuit room. I am going to be in so much pain when my workout is over. I head to the lockers, change, and make my way back to the seventh level of Hell. I don’t even wait for the green light, I just go. I hate this part of training, but it’s enough to get me through the drills and take my mind off the other shit that’s weighing my shoulders down. 

Coach doesn’t allow music in the gym. He says it breaks your concentration. My only soundtrack is the guys’ heavy breathing, their grunts, and the sound of the punching bag when it meets skin or glove. I start with the heavy bag burpees. I assault the bag with varying punch and kick combos as I jump up. After the first hit, I feel the rush in my blood. The second and third reps get my heart pumping. By the time my five minutes are up, I’ve got a light sheen of sweat covering my body, I’m heated, and I feel great. Almost fifty reps total. But there’s more to come. The entire time I’m going through the motions, I can’t help but think of the girl in the coffee shop. I wonder what she’s doing. If she’s thinking of me. And if she is, whether her thoughts of me are good or if she thinks I’m worthless like the rest of the world. I wish she didn’t know me. I would have liked the opportunity to show her that everyone is wrong about me, that I’m worth taking a chance on. The only people in my corner are Coach and Atlas. 

Depending on other people isn’t something I do. But I’ve come to rely on Coach and Atlas. Those two haven’t let me down yet. Sometimes, you know when people are good. I’ve not met many in my twenty-four years. That blessing was never bestowed upon me. Not until I moved to New York. 

My workout lasts thirty minutes before I look up and catch sight of Coach eyeing me from his spot by the ring. Sweat drips down the sides of my face and soaks my shirt, and I see Titan heading my way. He’s a huge beast of a man. The sides of his head are shaved close to the scalp, with his name scrawled on the side. The tips of the longer parts are blond while the rest is a dark brown. He has just as many tattoos as I do, if not more. He’s originally from Peru and has a killer smile that women go crazy over. Like the hottie in the coffee shop, his last name is also Anders. I want to ask him if he has a sister, but I don’t. I know I’ll see her again. I just don’t know when. 

“Yo.” 

“Hey,” I say, sitting up on the matt. 

“I’m heading over to Beats. My sister’s playing there tonight.” 

I guess that answers that question.

“You mean there are more of you?” I joke. Shit. Could she be his sister? He is adopted. 

“Yeah, three more, plus my folks.” He’s grinning from ear to ear. It’s obvious he has genuine affection for his family. A small part of me wishes for that, but then I’m reminded of the shit life I’ve been dealt. 

I grin back before saying, “You need a wingman or something? Or are you asking me out on a date?” 

“No, bitch. I’m asking if you want to hang out with me while I support my little sister.” 

My lips tilt into a half smile. Something tells me tonight is something I don’t want to miss, and I’m hoping my instincts are spot on. 

“Yeah, man. I can do that. Let me talk to Coach first, and I’ll meet you there after I shower.” 

“Cool.” 

We slap hands, and then Titan walks out, gym bag in his hand and a smile on his face. I don’t know what the dude is happy about. In less than a week, he’s fighting the number two contender. That’s not something anyone smiles about unless they have a death wish. Axel Jones trained with Anderson Silva. Dude’s a beast. Titan is twenty-three-and-oh, and fifteen of them are knockouts. And not just TKOs. The man packs a serious punch. His ground game is pretty decent, too. 

Coach is waiting for me in his office when I walk in. 

“Have a seat, Cael.” 

I take the metal chair in front of his desk. He doesn’t have a nice couch or a lounge area in his office like my last gym coach did. Coach Vale is all about running a lean facility. He doesn’t want us comfortable; he wants us out there working our asses off. 

“You wanted to talk?” 

“You sitting in my chair?” 

I don’t answer the question. Instead, I spread my legs and rest my elbows on my thighs. 

“Sit up straight, Cael. I got shit to say, and even if you don’t like it, I’m saying it anyway. I must have watched your last fight a hundred times. One hundred times, boy. It wasn’t until the sixty seconds between round two and three that I almost turned my television off. Someone up there is looking out for you.” 

Coach looks up at the ceiling as if there’s someone really up there watching me. I still don’t talk, though, I know he’s not finished. 

“More than ten thousand fans came out to see you fight Ray Melbourne. You were dejected in that octagon, and he was relentless, hungry for the win. He was fighting his heart out. Ready to finish you. I know you thought about quitting. I could see it in your eyes. Saw the defeat. But at the last second, you blinked and centered yourself. You became determined. It set in, dug into your soul, and took root. You absorbed straight left hands to the face, knees to the body, and had your legs kicked out from under you more times than I could count. I thought the fight was over. But every time you got knocked down, you got back up. I could only shake my head, knowing a better coach probably would have stopped the fight. But then you were saved by the bell. 

“You came out fighting like a bull. You switched it up. I was drained just watching you.”

Coach stares deep into my eyes, and he’s right. I had considered giving up that night. Melbourne and I were both undefeated, but he wanted the win more than I did. I wanted out. I wanted to drown myself in my sorrows. All because of a girl who tricked me. One night was all it took. I’m pulled back into the conversation when I hear Coach say, “Hear this, I’m only going to say it once. I know you can do this. But you need to do what I tell you. Listen. Show up on time for fucking practice. If I believe in you, you damn well better believe in yourself. 

“This is not just your life, son. Not anymore. Everyone expects you to fail, to fuck up. I know you won’t, but you need to remember one thing: you will always have to fight. You have to fight to live, to love, and to make sure your baby has the life you intend for it to have, which had better be a damn good one. Make your kid proud. Leave them the kind of legacy that screams success.” 

Damn. Coach is bringing the fire. 

“You got it? I don’t work with losers.” 

“Yeah, Coach.” 

“Good, now get the hell out of my gym. Carrie wants your ass home before midnight. She’s making those brownies you love shoveling down your throat.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

~
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Cael

THE CLUB IS LOUD. IT’S a scene I’m very familiar with. It’s also one I’ve avoided for some time. But I’m comfortable in this space. I shouldn’t be, but I am. The push and pull of the beat of music are in tune with my heart. The person in the booth knows what they’re doing. Ramping the patrons up one song at a time. The people are in sync with the sound, waiting for the next track. The bar groupies, as I like to call them, hang out by the alcohol, but they’re just as affected by the spins, bobbing their heads to the beat. The lights go dim before they flash brightly in sync with the thrum of the music. I spot Atlas over in a corner with a guy and two girls. I walk over and lift up my chin at Atlas. He returns the nod before looking at the others and gesturing for them to make room. 

I’m hesitant at first. I was hoping it would just be him and me. I don’t need people crowding me tonight. But I remember that Atlas is as much a celebrity as I am, and he doesn’t have a crowd. Not really. People are milling about within proximity, but they’ve yet to approach. They stare, some of them smile and point. Most of them are women. A few men give chin lifts as I pass by, trying to act unaffected but still acknowledging me. Atlas manages to stay low-key, something I’m trying to do. Not very many people know me here in New York. I’m not as big-time as I was back in Vegas. But, occasionally, I get caught off guard by a fan or a hater. People either love me or hate me, there’s never an in between. 

“Hey, man.” 

“Yo. This is my man, Little Anthony, but we all call him Timberwolf—or Timb for short. That’s his girl, Amber, and this is my best friend, Kizzie.” 

“No Sena tonight?” I ask about Atlas’s model girlfriend. She’s pretty, but she’s also plastic. 

“Nah, she’s doing a shoot overseas somewhere. Kizzie and I grew up together.” Atlas puts his arm around the beautiful dark beauty sitting next to him, and she smiles up at me. Her hair is a riot of curls tipped in red, and her smile is dazzling. Timb has his arm around his girlfriend Amber, who stares at me as if trying to place me. Timb is dressed in a UA sweatshirt and skinny jeans. He’s clean-shaven, and his hair is pulled back in a ponytail. He reminds me of that old-school rapper, Drake. But with longer hair. 

I give chin lifts to everyone at the table. It’s Anthony who speaks up first. 

“Hey, man, I saw your last fight. You fucked that dude’s world up. Although, I have to admit, I was worried there for a minute.” 

I grin. “Yeah, I was worried, too. You a fighter?”  The guy is certainly built like one. He’s more like a middle-weight, but he has some bulk. I know there is a wrestling team on campus, even though Atlas and I practice at Evolution, I’ve yet to see anyone there who actually goes to school with us. 

Anthony shakes his head. “Nah, man, you could say I’m a lyricist.” 

“You rap? Anything I’ve heard?” 

“Maybe, I’m mostly underground right now. Haven’t hit the mainstream yet. But I’m working on it. You come out to support our girl?” 

“Yeah, Atlas’s baby sister.” 

Kizzie answers for the group, a smile on her face. “Yeah, Osh is great. She’s DJing tonight, but that’s not the show we’re here for.” 

“Oh? What else?” 

Atlas looks my way before grinning. “Just wait, man, it’s gonna be fucking epic.” 

A beautiful older woman, who I didn’t see earlier, is standing behind Atlas. She smacks him on the head playfully before sitting across from him. A man is with her, a tall guy with tats and a scowl. He scoots in next to her. 

“Watch your language, Atlas.” 

“Sorry, Mom, I didn’t see you there.” 

The woman now sitting in the booth is beautiful. She may be older, but her skin is luminous with a soft glow to it. Her skin is a bit lighter than Kizzie’s with red undertones. Her hair is long with spiraling curls, and she’s piled it on top of her head in a way that’s messy but sexy. I recognize the tall guy standing next to her. It’s none other than Sven Anders, the famous photojournalist. He’s actually from the same village my mother was born in.  

“I’m everywhere, son. Now, introduce us to your friend.” 

Atlas rolls his eyes but makes the introductions. 

“Cael, this is my mom and pop. Yuri and Sven Anders.” 

Yuri tosses me a smile, and Sven looks over and gives me a chin lift. He’s watching the stage. A thick wall of smoked glass hides the DJ so I can’t get a good look, but I can see a skullcap bouncing to the beat of the music. She’s bumping We Are Your Friends by Simian when the music shifts to Afrojack’s Replica. Anthony excuses himself. 

“Show’s about to start,” Anthony’s girl Amber says before clapping excitedly. 

A waitress stops by and takes our drink orders. I ask for a water, as does Atlas. The rest of them order their beverages of choice. Yuri leans over and whisper-yells into my ear. “Have you ever been to one of my daughter’s shows before?” 

“No, ma’am.” 

“You’re in for a treat.” 

The music lowers, and Anthony starts to speak. I can’t see him, but I know it’s his voice. “Everybody make some noise for the most influential floetress of them all...Wave!” he yells. The crowd goes crazy. People scream and whistle. The patrons at the bar are all on their feet, clapping. I clap along with everyone sitting at my table. I’ve never heard of Wave; I’m not familiar with the underground scene, and I’ve only been in New York a little over a month. But she seems to be a big hit with the current crowd tonight. 

The lights go dark, and a hush settles over everyone. There’s nothing but silence, but the energy in the room is alive and humming. Then, a melodic voice starts off low, guttural, and pain-filled. 

There was a time when you were mine, and the world was our oyster. 

Pearls. 

The love you gave was pure and true. 

There was no one except me and you. 

Bliss. 

Now it’s now. 

You’re gone. 

So gone. 

I fade in vain. 

Confused by illusions, tatters and tears, pieces left, but you’re no longer there. 

I hold on. 

I hold steady. 

But still, I’m not ready. 

I’ve lost control. 

A memory pulls me down. 

I’m drowning. 

Drowning. 

Drowning. 

But I hold on. 

There was a time when you were mine, and I was yours. 

But that was then, and this is now. 

The song is crystal-clear. Loud, soul-deep, and vibrant. The entire club absorbs her words. She’s touched everyone, including me. There’s a pain in my chest for things lost. Never to be found. I’m not comfortable with the way her words accelerate my heart and increase my awareness. I feel bare. Open for all to see. Revealing my pain. A phantom ache because I’ve never had what she described. I’ve never felt any of it, but I know I will. It’s something I’ve come to expect. It scares me, because if someone can lay a person open in that way and then drift off, what does that say? What does it even mean? No one has ever wanted me. No one has bothered to stay the course and find out who I really am. They see the fighter, the partygoer, and the drug addict. They don’t see who I’m meant to be, who I want to be.  My parents didn’t want me, and the woman I took the time to be with used me. Twice burned, never to go in the direction of a serious, heartfelt relationship again. Then why are you so hyped up about this girl? 

Suddenly, I’m free of her spell and I see Anthony on stage, hyping up the crowd. Wave’s not finished yet. I can’t see it in her face, but I’m aware of her posture. The way she’s breathing hard, her hands at her sides gripping the sides of her pants. It’s my job to read people, I’m good at it. If I weren’t able to read my opponent, I’d regularly get my ass kicked. I can tell that singing that song drained her, but she’s feeding off the crowd’s energy. Soaking it up. Her shoulders straighten, and her gait is liquid as she glides across the stage. She’s exchanged the beanie for a hat. It sits low, casting a shadow across the top half of her face. The only thing visible is her smile. She’s scanning the crowd, searching for someone. Her head swings to where we’re seated at the table. She smiles, and I think she’s grinning at me, but she isn’t. She’s looking at her family.  Still, for one second, I feel it. A connection. An invisible cord that somehow tethers us
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