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  Chapter 1 Hookup

1. Hookup

<<.Riley.>>

'Nice… Your turn West… Quick! I don't have the entire night.'

He grabs my waist to pull me closer and I scream.

.

--Present Day --

.

It's almost Seven in the evening, and I am freaking out. I have not finalized a damn dress yet. This date will blow up in my face if I don't calm down.

I am sure I have something to wear. Something comfortable enough. I am a little skittish right now. Because I am planning to have — sex. After like… almost two years.

"Are you sure you don't want me to tag along?" Natalie, my bestie, asks me for a millionth time and I roll my eyes while browsing my closet for a dress.

"If you want to cheat on Jacob and hook up with some new guy… Then you are most welcome… if not, then no. There is no need for you to come with me." I tell her, trying to sound casual, but I am annoyed. After that incident, everyone treats me as if I cannot take care of myself. Yes, I am freaking out a little. But it doesn't mean she has to shove it in my face.

Natalie crosses her arms and scowls. "I don't need to cheat on him. I am happy! And content."

"Yeah, I am sure she is having lots and lots of phone sex," Ira, my roommate, laughs at her and Natalie scowls harder. Her boyfriend is not in the same city. Considering her huge sexual appetite, we all know it is hard for her.

I turn and quirk my brow at Ira.

"Somebody didn't come back last night." I drawl while throwing some useless clothes out of the closet onto the floor.

"Oh my God! Don't tease me about phone sex when you are having full on action in your life." Natalie smacks her arm.

Ira is Natalie's childhood friend. I chose not to be roommates with my own best friend because I couldn't stand the pity in her eyes. So I was surprised when I ended up with Ira instead. To this day, I suspect there was some foul play in it.

"What the hell!" I mutter under my breath, when one more short length dress finds its way to my hand. I don't like short dresses.

Finally, my eyes fall on a maroon dress hidden in a corner and I exclaim, "Oh God! It's perfect!" It's a floral knee-length, v neck dress. I feel the soft fabric on my fingertips. Soft and cozy. Just what I like.

I think to myself, smiling.

"It's a full sleeve!" Ira makes a face and my smile falters.

"It's a little chilly today, and she is always cold. So I guess it's for the best." Natalie offers a reply, and I am thankful.

Mom says scars on my back and arms are not visible anymore. But I think otherwise. If I can see those, I am sure others can too. Last thing I want is to talk about how I got them.

"So, are you still coming?" I smirk at her while removing my clothes to wear the dress.

"Told you, NO!" Natalie grumbles.

…

When I am about to get in the cab, Natalie gives me a kiss on the cheek and whispers, "Don't push yourself…"

"I won't." I tell her quietly.

"You don't need to worry about anything.... He is perceptive and good in bed," she tells me and I shake my head.

"Better than Jacob?" I ask, to suppress my resentment.

She is anxious, and I know it. But she needs to realize her worry is getting to me.

"Nooo! Obviously not!... But he will take care of you. If you know what I mean." She winks at me.

Natalie had a date cum hookup package arranged for me. I couldn't risk hooking up with someone unknown. I have seen this guy around in a few classes, so I am fairly confident and looking forward to enjoying my evening. Hopefully, I will break this stupid celibacy tonight.

…..

The cab pulls over in front of the restaurant and I see him waiting for me already. He paces towards the cab and opens the door for me.

Such a gentleman!

"Thanks, Nicolas!"

He rolls his eyes. "For God's sake! It's Nico! I told you over the phone." He complains and I laugh. We have talked over calls a few times to make sure we can at least hold a normal conversation.

We enter the restaurant and take a table in a corner for some privacy. I glance around and take in the surroundings. It's a darkly lit restaurant with beautiful patterns of blue and red spotlights. The dark walls are decorated with posters and music equipment. Music is very light, as if they don't want to suppress the chatter.

Nico orders some food for both of us. Because just like my clothes, I take forever to choose my food.

We talk about college, and career plans while enjoying our food. Conversation somehow falls at why he isn't into relationships.

"It's just not my thing! I don't like being bound to someone. Believe me, I have tried and cheated once." he admits casually.

"Oh!" I say, flabbergasted by his sudden admission.

"It was messy." He says, and I see a flicker of regret on his face. "I was wrong, so I thought I should try not to get into a relationship If I can't be faithful." He shrugs.

"Bold of you to admit that," I say.

"Nice of you to keep calm and not walk out yet," he laughs.

My eyes widen.

"Have you admitted this to girls before?"

"Of Course yes… you are not that special Riley." He smirks and I laugh.

"What was the worst reaction you got?"

"Oh, well…" he says ruefully. "A girl threw her drink at me. Even though it was only a hookup setting, not some date…"

I gape at him. "It must be a sore topic for her," I say, and he nods.

"I… admit it openly to make sure I don't do it again. It's a pleasant reminder why relationships and I don't fit together…" He says, taking a sip of his drink.

He is honest. I like that.

"What about you? Why are you still single…" He shoots me back a question and I give him a naughty grin.

"What makes you think I am not in a relationship?"

He laughs. "Oh, come on! I am not blind Riley. I haven't seen you with any boy ever since we joined college.I am sure you have been single for more than a year and a half."

"Come on, tell me the real reason." He coaxes. "I am surprised how boys have left you single for this long… "

I smile and admit truthfully, "I am still not over my ex."

And the fact that he raped me.

Rape or whatever it was…

My heartbeat quickens and my mind unwillingly goes towards the same night. The last time we had sex… The consensual one. One that wasn't forced.

"I think we should call it a night." I blare out to force myself in the present.

The last thing I want is to fall into that rabbit hole of terrible memories.

…

A/N: Thank you for giving this book a chance. This story is a standalone spin-off for 'My Hot Forbidden Neighbor.'

There would be no abuse. But this story can turn dark with some grey and questionable things, and I will give Trigger warning if necessary.


  Chapter 2 Failed Attempt

2. Failed Attempt

<<.Riley.>>

The tension in the air is palpable, and my heart is beating fast. We are in the lift and he is standing too close. A shiver passes down my body when he places his palm on my back. I had completely forgotten how it felt. The thrill of the unknown. Eagerness and nervous expectation of spending intimate time with someone.

Why didn't I try this sooner?

As I enter his apartment, he pulls me closer. I hesitantly look around.

"My roommates aren't home tonight," He says and leans in for a kiss. I kiss him back, and my whole body tingles. He tastes like the mocktail we drank. I laugh into his mouth. He pulls away and chuckles.

"What's so funny?"

"You taste like oranges." I giggle. I think I am too nervous.

"And you sound drunk even though we didn't have any alcohol yet."

He pulls away and drags me along with him to the kitchen. He opens the fridge and takes out two beer bottles.

"I- I am okay…" I shake my head when he offers me beer.

He shrugs. "Are you okay with me drinking?"

"Yea! No problem."

My eyes flicker at a bowl of strawberries on the counter, and my heartbeat quickens. I swallow hard. Maybe drinking wouldn't be a bad idea. It might take the edge off. I grab the bottle before he can put it back in the fridge.

He laughs and takes a swig of his drink while leaning on the counter. I take a sip too, unsure if drinking will relax or spook me.

He keeps his eyes on me while taking sips, and I want to curl myself. His gaze is too strong.

He puts the bottle on the counter, then grabs my arm to pull me closer.

"You are damn beautiful…" He says and puts a strand of stray hair behind my ear.

I look at his face and smile. He is handsome too. I am sure girls fall for him all the time. He picks a strawberry from the bowl and places it on my lips.

I could deny him. It's been a while since I had a strawberry. I could tell him I don't like those. I could make an excuse that I have allergies. But that's absurd. This night is about doing things I stopped doing. I will come out of my zone.

So I lick my lips and suck on it.

"Fuck… looks like you know your way around a cock," he says, in a low husky voice, and yanks me closer. I fall onto his body and his hard cock pokes at my hips.

"I have been hard the whole evening," he admits and I open my mouth to take a bite. As juices spread inside my mouth, he leans in to taste it. It's an open mouth hungry kiss. Passionate even. I moan as the heat pool between my legs.

This is going well.

He traces my body with his palms, exploring me, and I enjoy his warm, muscular hands wrapped around me. He pulls the hem of my dress up.

I pull away and whisper, "Not here…"

Not in the kitchen.

He nods and drags me towards his bedroom.

"Someone is impatient, "I quip, and he chuckles.

He tries to turn on the lamp, but I pull him for a kiss. We don't need to turn on the damn light. I want to get naked tonight. It would be better if the room is darker. We fall into his bed as he tastes my lips. He hovers over me and I can see his face in the light pouring into the room from the window. He rubs his cock into my hips and I gasp.

I close my eyes to take in all the sensations. How good it feels and how I have been craving for this. Just stay calm. I take a deep breath as I feel a sense of accomplishment.

I lie on his bed as he straddles me.

He touches the hem of my dress and asks, "Do you want me to do it?"

I open my eyes in alarm.

What? I thought I heard him say…

Fuck breathe…

"Yes," I tell him.

He pulls my dress up above my waist. I wiggle to remove the dress, but he leaves it above my breasts instead.

"Bloody hell!" he says as he sees my lacy bra and thong. He squeezes my breasts in a tight hold and says, "Nice assets you have…"

My heartbeat quickens and breath turns frantic.

How- How is it possible?

Did he say that?

No. I shake my head. My mind is making it up.

Breathe…

Fucking breathe Riley…

I unbuckle his belt, then unbutton his jeans with shaking fingers.

I will be fine.

He removes his jeans, and boxer shorts, and I widen my legs for him. He pulls my panty aside and nudges me with his cock.

"Remind me to be gentle with you Riley…" He groans as he tries to find his way inside me. The moment his tip touches my folds, my whole body freezes and my vision blurs with wetness pooling in my eyes.

Nico looks at me, alarmed, and says something. But I cannot make it out. All my senses are fogged. When I blink, I see his face. The one who is not in the room. The one who is not in my life but still makes me miserable.

….

I don't know how or when Nico realized something was terribly wrong with me. Was it my tears or my breathlessness?

I don't know, and I don't want to know.

Right now, I am sitting in his car and he is driving me to my dormitory building. Every time he glances towards me, I feel I will melt into a puddle with shame.

To my relief, he doesn't ask me anything and drops me quietly. I shouldn't have tried this tonight. I ruined his evening too.

Will he tell others how pathetic I was tonight?

I am not sure what triggered me.

His dubious choice of words or the taste of strawberries in my mouth? or the fact that I wasn't even naked.

…

When I reach my room, I see the light is still on and my stomach churns. I don't want to talk about it. Ira will ask me how the date went.

What will I tell her?

I open the door and see Natalie on my bed. Ira is asleep.

"Did he call you?"

She shakes her head.

"I know you don't like it, but I was anxious," she admits hesitantly.

She doesn't ask me anything. Probably my face says it all.

"I don't want to change," I say as I climb into bed with her.

Then I hug her tight and break into sobs. She stays quiet and strokes my hair while I cry for a long time and finally fall asleep.

To my dismay, he creeps into my dreams to haunt me.

……

–That day–

"You wouldn't mind a nice fuck, sweetie, would you?"

"Please, no…"

"Do you want me to do it?" He asks, and I try to move away from him.

He grabs my arm tight and pulls me closer. The wound on my arm is hurting. My whole back hurts.. I cry harder in pain.

"I am really really trying to make it easy for you… You aren't even naked yet."

"Please, I swear to God I wouldn't say a word…"

"I am being really gentle with you right now. If I was heartless, I would have let my men rape you, then ask your boyfriend to do it again anyway… So fucking cooperate and stop crying like a bitch…"


  Chapter 3 Fair Punishment

3. Fair Punishment

<< . Mikolaj . >>

I walk out of the family courtroom, only to see my ex-Wife silently crying in a corner.

Good!

She deserves this. After six months of back and forth, she has finally gotten what she deserved. I pass through her and she blocks my way.

"What did I ever do to get this treatment, Miko?"

I raise my brow at her.

"Oh well, many things… sleeping with my business partner was one of them." I tell her, amused.

"I never mistreated Jessie... You think cutting me out of her custody is a fair punishment? By doing this, you are punishing her too."

I ignore her and keep walking towards the parking lot. She tags along with me, determined to talk.

"Please, I am sorry. Don't cut me out of her life. I cannot live without her."

Her pleas are pointless. When I cut my enemy, I cut them deep. No apologies do it for me. I like my enemies dying little by little every day.

I stop and look at her coldly. "She needs to be around someone who can teach her better ethics as a woman. I will not allow some whore to raise her."

Her face crumples.

"You never loved me," she cries. "Why does it matter if I cheated? You never cared about me. We were in a loveless marriage. I was dying for your attention. I went where I found love, Miko." She sobs harder.

It annoys me. She is implying I am the problem. Hard to love.

Fuckin Women.

They want everything. Don't they?

They need money. A Big house. A good fuckin bank balance and when you work hard, pour your sweat and blood into work for them. They cheat. All this empire I built over time. For her and my family. Wasn't this enough?

I cared for her. Wasn't that enough? Was it too hard to divorce me before opening her legs for others? Was it too much to ask for? I fulfilled my duties, and I expected her to fulfill hers. I honored her and expected the same from her.

"Well, you are successful, Rose… Now that you finally have my attention, I will break you… until there is nothing left of you and your fuck toy — Callum. I hope he is ready for what's coming for him."

"I will prove that you faked that evidence, Miko… Everyone knows I can never be negligent towards Jessica. You will be in shit when we prove our innocence." She snarls.

Sometimes I love her determination. Little does she know, determination is not enough to win against me. In my world, you do not have a chance if you are afraid to get your hands dirty. I played a game to trap her and she, on the other hand, doesn't know how to be nasty.

That is where I won and she lost her precious daughter. Our daughter.

"Good luck. I will wait for your move," I say and get inside my car.

As I drive towards my office, I cannot help but snort. The only dirty thing she did in her life was to sleep with my business partner. She made me look bad in front of everyone, as if I have no control over my woman. I never felt this humiliated in my life!

Now that I have punished her, I need to follow through my trap for my business partner, Callum. To burn that scumbag into the ground. It's amusing how she didn't defend him. Not even once.

Callum's betrayal stung me just as bad as Rose's infidelity. He was my battle buddy. A brother. We fought together in Iraq. After coming back, we built our business together. So a deception was the last thing I expected from him.

Just like my wife, I had laid a trap for him, and he stepped into it. Now he is frantically trying to find a lawyer to save his ass. I have managed to buy out most of the best lawyers and no one wants to defend him.

God knows how long they had been sleeping behind my back.

…..

I park my car at Josef designs & construction and make my way towards the lift. My father founded this company three decades ago. Lift door opens and a pleasant view of the new tropical design office welcomes me. It's been a while since I visited here. I am too busy with my combat contracts nowadays.

This renovation was approved by Jonas, My nephew. Just like his clothes, he wanted to give this office a casual vibe.

I don't mind as long as this place doesn't go bankrupt.

I make my way inside his office and see him leaning towards his secretary. A little too close. He whispers something, and she giggles profusely. I shake my head, amused, then clear my throat. They both look at me, perplexed.

"I will call you in later." Jonas tells her, and she makes her way out, waddling in her tight skirt.

"What was her name again?" Not that I care. But I need to know potential lawsuits.

"Ava."

I say, "I hope you know she can be a problem--"

He laughs. "Flirting never hurts nobody, Miko."

I shake my head at him.

There is no point in lecturing him. I remember my time when I was his age. There is something so thrilling about this time. You feel invincible. Until you realize you are not.

Jonas is my nephew and is barely 20. He came to the USA five years ago. I involved him in our family business when he was barely out of high school. Now that my marriage and my business are split at such a delicate time, he is undoubtedly helpful.

He hands me a file and says, "I have prepared everything just the way you want. But… Are you sure about it?"

It's Callum's fate.

"I am not." I smile at him. "But if we pull this off, He won't be able to guess what hit him."

Sometimes it's necessary to take risks.

We discuss the vital details and I explain to him some points he must pay attention to. Jonas lacks experience and sometimes he cannot see right through my plans. My plans to ruin Callum is a good way to teach Jonas how to be ruthless and cut throats when needed. Not literally. Although that could be a unique experience too. I did it once during my time in Iraq.

I have served for 12 years. My experience and connections gave me an upper hand to secure private combat contracts. People come to us when they need men with high combat skills. Mercenaries, as many call them, are professional soldiers for hire. They serve for the sole purpose of earning money. I like dealing with mercenaries. It gives me a sense of belonging.

"I miss my time in the military," I admit to Jonas ruefully while checking the files.

He raises his brow at my sudden admission. "So you could shoot the fucker?"

I chuckle. "Wouldn't that be nice?"

It would save me time and planning.

The evening, I figured out that Callum and Rose were fucking behind my back. I laid traps for them.

Like a little lost lamb, Rose stepped into it and was convicted for neglecting and endangering Jessica. I had to prove she was intoxicated while taking her home and she hadn't strapped her in the car seat.

So so fucking easy to tamper evidence. You need to know the right people and hand them the right price.

For Callum, however… It was a little tricky. First, I exposed some discrepancies under his account and kicked him out of the board. Then I leaked his military contracts into the media. Especially the ones which went wrong for one reason or another. Humanitarians took quite some interest in his human rights violations. Everyone knows that in war and in life & death situations, it's hard to avoid collateral damage. But try telling that to the news hungry journalists. They can character assassinate even Mother Teresa. Then Who the fuck Callum is?

Fucking Nobody.

He was sued by the families of victims and is struggling to keep out of jail and escape hefty fines. Even if he manages to get away from the conviction, he cannot recover his reputation even in a lifetime.

While he is busy with lawsuits, I am exploiting this time to buy his shares. Slowly and steadily. It's straining our pockets a little. But I value sweet revenge more than money.

Jonas receives a text and declares,"Callum has secured a lawyer." He frowns and adds,"A small time… but a good one?"

"Oh!" I am not concerned.

I glance at my watch and tell him, "It's time to leave or I will be late." and Jessi will freak out.

He glanced at the clock and said, "Shit, I will be late for my lecture, too."

His college schedule is quite sporadic. But his ability to handle this place in his free time is quite impressive.

"Meet me at my place with this new lawyer's details. We will discuss the rest there."


  Chapter 4 Enemy's Daughter

4. Enemy's Daughter

<< . Mikolaj . >>

I pull over in the parking lot of The Kids Academy, a fancy daycare of my daughter, and walk inside to pick her.

She comes running towards me, screaming. "Daddy!!"

I pretend to stumble behind with her force and she giggles.

"Easy girl.." I say as I pick her up.

"Did you eat donuts again?" I ask her while fixing her hair. Her hair is as wild as her mothers. I push the guilt away. I cannot show weakness If I want to punish her as she deserves.

"Yes. Easter's donuts… I eat him too."

"'His. Not him." I correct her and put her in the car seat.

Easter is her 'this week's best buddy'. She is speaking more and more complex sentences nowadays.

"Mommy see me." she says and my jaw clenches.

"She came inside?" I ask her in a calm voice. I removed Rose from the guardian list long ago. Jessie doesn't answer me and starts playing with the car toy in her hand.

"Jessie… Did momma come inside?"

"No.. she.. she is crying."

I grimace. She probably created some drama at daycare again. That bitch doesn't realize it leaves a terrible effect on Jessie if she sees her crying. The sooner she stops seeing her, the easier it would be for Jessie to forget her mother.

I reach home and cook dinner for both of us while watching the news. As expected, some reporters are bashing Rose real bad. Callum is taking good heat too.

I turn my head towards tv when a newsroom discussion about today's drama starts.

"I don't know. Mikolaj Josef is a hard man to read. It's surprising that every time anyone who has even a minor rift with him, somehow goes bankrupt," a reporter says and the panelist chuckles.

"Now Now! Be careful what you say! You don't wanna be enemies with him. Do you?"

I shake my head in amusement. These are all stupid tactics to ruin my name in subtle ways. Doesn't matter to me.

It serves me well if people are afraid of me.

No one can dig up dirt on me because I keep my tracks clean. I am not sloppy like others. I learned a salutary lesson when I was barely at Jonas' age. Since then, I have not slacked off.

After dinner, Jessie creates mayhem for quite a while in the entire house. Thanks to her double donut energy. Then she finally falls asleep around 7:30.

At 7:45, I hear a knock at the door, and I open the door for Jonas. I make a drink for both of us while he opens the compiled report.

"His name is Garrett. Never heard of him, but I have been told he is good," Jonas says and I frown.

Garrett?

It can't be him.

"Garrett Adams?" I make a vague guess.

"Yes."

I put my drink on the counter to open the file and see his photograph pinned at the top. My jaw clenches. I stare at the photograph for a while. It is indeed him. He looks old. Older than me. He is an enemy. The only one with whom I am not even yet.

Rose was right about one thing. I didn't love her. Because the only woman I loved was stolen away from me by this motherfucker 20 years ago.

I knew he was a small-time lawyer. Defending low lives, barely making a living. I turn a few pages to see if he is still married to her. Her photograph is pinned too. My stomach twists.

Lena Adams.

That's not her real name.

I still know her By Lena Kowalski. We were childhood friends and our families moved to the USA from Poland together. We grew up next to each other. She was supposed to be Mine. Now look at them, happily married even after this long. He was a bastard and she still chose him. There is a reason Callum and Rose's betrayal hit me to the core. Because it felt like I was living the same hell all over again. No wonder it stings even after twenty fucking years.

He not only took away Lena from me but also broke my family apart. My brother cannot step foot in the United States because of him. He is the reason Jonas had to leave his father behind in Poland.

I grab his photograph and look at it, thinking—He is so happy in his life— with a loving family.

I, on the other hand, was alone all those years. I had no family left in the States. Even my closest friend was taken away.

I didn't marry Rose until I was 35. Three years ago she bore me a daughter. Rose knew it was a marriage of convenience, but I cared for her. Never mistreated her. Never cheated on her. She needed a rich name and a lifestyle. I wanted a child. She always knew what she was in for. I am happy with Jessie in my life. Then why do I suddenly have a fire burning within me?

I have always got even with my enemies. Garrett got away from it because I was too young to retaliate. Too kind. Too hurt to even react. I left them behind when Lena got pregnant with his child. I wonder how old that child is now. I turn the page and see a young girl.

As beautiful as her mother.

She has her mother's eyes. Lips too. I read the information and something peculiar catches my eyes. My lips twitch.

Riley Adams

19 years old

A sophomore at Michigan university in the Business administration and management Program.

Same college and program as Jonas. This is a delightful surprise.

"Do you know this girl?" I ask Jonas and he peeks, then laughs.

"Oh yes… She is a dick tease."

"I want you to do something, Jonas."

"What?"

"Put in some effort and get into her pants."

He chuckles. "Okay… I can try. But why?"

I pick up a photograph of the three of them having lunch and laughing together.

"We won't buy him out. But twist his arm to make him do what we want…"

And we will use his daughter for this.


  Chapter 5 D!ck Tease

5. D!ck tease

<<. Riley .>>

Alarm buzzes for the second time and I peek at the clock, still half asleep. It is five past twenty in the morning. Ten more minutes!

I hit snooze, and a pillow hits my face across the room.

"OW!"

"Get your ass out of the bed. Right now!!" Ira hisses at me.

Oh God! My parents never hissed at me like this. Even when I hit snooze for an entire hour.

"When did you wake up?"

"The very first time your alarm started buzzing!" She says, annoyingly. I didn't know she could hear my alarm.

"I want to sleep!" I mumble and cover my face with her pillow to block her voice.

I hear the shuffling on her bed and I hold my sheet tight to prepare myself for her attack.

She pulls the comforter hard, and I fall off the bed.

"What the hell! Ira!" I shriek.

She says while pushing me into the bathroom. "I wake up because of your freaking alarms, Riley! There is no way I will let you sleep again!"

I rub my eyes and look at myself in the mirror. In my defense, I try to wake up early so I can go for a run. My mood is better when I exercise in the morning.

"Now don't you dare get inside the bed! Or I will drag you like you did!" I tell her loud enough for her to hear while brushing my teeth.

"You can try," she drawls.

When I come out, I see her getting ready for her Zumba class.

"Be thankful I didn't throw my water bottle at you," She sneers and I roll my eyes.

"I was planning to sleep for an hour, but your damn alarm!"

"Stop being dramatic. It wasn't even ringing!" I tell her.

"It vibrates your entire bed, Riley! Is this an alarm clock or a God damn vibrator!"

That makes me laugh. With half-assed efforts, I change and put on a tracksuit. We get out of the room together. Ira leaves for the Gym and I warm up in the park the dormitory building.

After jogging for a while, I pick up my pace, then run around the campus with music blaring high in my ears. I run until I am totally awake and feeling ten folds better. I always loved the thrill of flying high. It was stupid of me to stop taking part in the competitions. Maybe I should get in touch with the coach and ask if I can start again.

Natalie still finds time to train and participate in races. We used to train together in high school. It was fun.

When I come back to my room, sweat runs down my face to my cleavage. Boobs are such a nuisance with exercise and sweating. I wish I could leave them at home before going out for a run.

….

After taking a bath and getting ready, I glance at Ira and ask her, "Are you coming with me?"

I am ready to leave for classes. She is ready too. But I see her clutching her phone tight with a worried expression on her face. Probably waiting for a call.

"I will be late. I need to speak with Liam."

Her brother.

"Oh.. how is he doing?" My last encounter with him was a little odd. I thought I saw them–

I shake my head. I probably imagined it or something.

"Fine," she says in annoyance. Ira hates the small talk. I walked out of the room. It's hard to decipher her mood sometimes. I quit long ago.

I'm in the same program as Ira. Natalie is in IT. Natalie and Ira are childhood friends. I only met Ira in college. We have grown close to each other in the past year. Initially, I was so closed off from everyone. But now I feel mostly myself.

Mostly.

….

As I walk through the hallway, I see some of my classmates standing in a group of boys. Nico is there, too. Our eyes meet and he gives me a smile and I nod back at him. It's been a few days since we went on that date. The guys circling him chuckle as I pass them.

"D!ck tease."

My face burns and I pace away from them faster. I am not sure if I indeed heard them call me this, or I imagined it. Oh My God. It's the second time it has happened. My eyes sting with shame.

A few months ago, I had seriously tried to date a guy. I couldn't sleep with him either. I didn't even want to kiss or touch him. Nico was rather a big milestone.

But what is the point? Look at me now. Center of everyone's mockery. Fucking never again. I think to myself as I walk faster. I am so done trying.

"Riley…" Nico calls me out and I pace away from him.

"Hey Hey! Please listen." He takes longer strides to reach me and touches my arm. I hate my short height and tiny legs sometimes.

I look at him. Tears of anger simmering in my eyes. I hate I cannot control my emotions sometimes. Natalie is a crier too, but at least she composes herself in front of others. Ira is a hard rock. And Look at me. Weak of all. No wonder they pity me and try to baby me all the time.

Sometimes I feel so much resentment against myself. I wish I was stronger.

"I am sorry.."

"About? I thought I ruined your night by being a D!ck Tease.. so I guess I should be apologizing. Shouldn't I?" I ask him and he winces.

"I didn't say a word to them… you know boys… they were asking details.. and… and I didn't know what was worse… telling them that nothing happened or lying that yes it did happen…" He says, with guilt in his eyes.

Of course. Fuckin boys.

We are in our second year of college, but still some of them behave like a bunch of high schoolers.

I blink and feel wetness seep down my face. Great! This is what I needed.

"I stayed quiet and they…" he trails off as he sees me wipe the tear away.

"Of course." I nod. "It's okay..."

"But at least shut them up if they say it again in front of you for f-ck' sake," I tell him, surprised at words coming out of my mouth.

"Sure I will.." he smiles.

"Are we okay now?" He touches my arm.

"We are okay." I force a smile and answer him.

"It was nice talking to you that day… Let's try to catch up sometime.…"

"Yea… sure.." I tell him, unsure how to reply.

Is he expecting to go on a date again? I am so done trying. I cannot take one more humiliation. While moving away from him, I think to myself.

"Listen.." he calls me out again and I turn.

Please don't ask for one more date, Nico…

"Don't tell Natalie… she will kill me." he says and I let out a laugh of relief.

"Yea sure…"

Natalie has quite some ruthless reputation on campus for dealing with bullies and mean students. I walk away from Nico and take my way towards my next lecture, only to bump into Jonas.

"Hey Riley…" He drawls, and I almost roll my eyes.

"Hey Jonas."

Jonas is a typical playboy… 'Gorgeous' is the first word that comes to my mind whenever I look at him. But that doesn't matter right now. His gorgeousness doesn't hide the fact how much of an ass he is. He only talks to people when he needs some work done. Or some favor. The last time he talked to me was when… I try to think.. Nope! I don't even remember.

Oh wait. He asked me out for a date in freshman year.

Most times he has other girls at his disposal and girls happily oblige to do his assignments for him. They want to be in his good graces. He is the future heir of Josef corporation after all. A favor here and there could end up a consideration in a job application after a few years later. But considering how many peers swarm around him, I don't think he will consider any of them.

I can bet he will eventually tell them it's not in his hands. His company treats everyone fairly and they will only hire someone if they are worthy and shit.

I wish I could bet. I will be rich in no time.

Now it makes me wonder why he is standing in front of me, smiling?

"So… how's your assignment for business analytics going so far?" He asks and I eye him.

"Why are you asking?"

"Because dear Riley… we are project partners now…" he says and puts his arm on my shoulder as if we are long-lost friends.

Wait! What?

I shrug his hand and move away from him. "What?" I ask him, dumbfounded. "No.. I am not… I am with Ashley," I exclaim.

He gives me a sympathetic smile.

"I know I am hard to work with but she quitted your group.."

She what?

"But why?"

I turn to spot her. She is Natalie's roommate. It's easy to partner with her because we are in the same dorm building. It's easier to work even if it's late at night.

"Oh c'mon... I can be helpful…"

I look at him warily. Jonas is the definition of unhelpful. And Even if he tried to help, how would we manage our schedules?

He notices my expression and says, "Oh Riley you are such a heartbreaker… I am still reeling under the pain of the date you rejected a year ago… If you reject me as your project partner.. my heart will bleed all over again."

He puts his hand on his heart, faking a hurt. It's almost funny. But my cheeks burn because others are watching our exchange.

"You are not that special, Jonas."

He squints his eyes at me and I clarify. "I am not interested in dating anyone." That's why I rejected his date offer too.

"and about this project—" I don't want to offend the future CEO or director or whatever of 'Josef corporation'. I take a pause and form my words in my mind, carefully. "—Jonas, no offense… But you are kind of famous for not sharing the load."

He gasps and I roll my eyes. I am sure his charms work on girls. But he has to hear my peace of mind.

"I know you are probably busy with your family business but I have side jobs too.. so I need someone to work with me.. I don't have enough time to do the assignment by myself."

My family has been tight on money lately. I wasted all their savings and income on my counseling and laser treatment appointments. I stopped doing both when I realized I was draining them of money.

God, how naïve I was.

Now I am doing a part-time job at a diner and a babysitting job in the evenings. I cannot send them back money, nor will they accept it. But at least I can bear my own expenses.

"I need an equal partner… not some dead weight." I add to make sure he understands he cannot be a freeloader.

"Wow!" he says, and I frown.

"You can talk," he remarks.

What?

"Excuse me?" I look at him, confused. He tilts his head and fixes his blue-eyed gaze on me. I roll my eyes and try to focus on my notes, not his brunette curls falling on his face. I will talk to the professor about it.

"I never thought you could defend yourself. That's all…"

My face goes warm, and it becomes harder to breathe as I suddenly remember that I couldn't defend myself that day.

I was weak and pathetic that night.

I try to read the text written in my book to distract myself, but I cannot focus. I grab my stuff and walk out of class before I make a mockery out of myself by crying in front of everyone.

……..

–That day–

As Jacob leaves to meet Natalie, I smile. The relief on his face was phenomenal. He was uncertain, but happy that there was a sign to save their relationship. I am happy for him.

Sometimes I try to find signs too. I want to go back to my ex, West, so badly. But I know it's not right. He is a terrible human being.

I swallow hard and try to ignore that he was always nice to me. I know he still cares for me.

I shake my head. But I have to remember that I broke up with him not because he mistreated me… No… I broke up because I could finally see how he mistreated and tormented Natalie… and somehow, I was responsible for it.

I have to confront him. I think to myself and hail a cab. When I gave the Cab driver address for West's house, Little did I realize I will regret visiting him that evening my whole life.
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6. Project Partner

<< . Riley. >>

I hide in a corner at the library for the rest of my day. I am usually not this timid, but after recent freakout and flashback incidents; I have been a little on edge.

I'll be fine in a few days. I need to distract myself.

I am sitting in a padded booth, immersed in my book, when I hear someone whisper-shout, "Why were your clothes on the bed?" My head turns.

Is that Ashley? My traitor project partner.

I get up and walk out to see Natalie is sitting in the booth next to mine. Ashley is standing in front of her. The Library is huge. I hadn't realized Natalie was sitting so close to me.

"Seriously? you couldn't wait until evening to talk about it?" Natalie says with a haughty expression.

"I am sick and tired of you!"

Ashley, or Ash, as we call her, is Natalie's roommate. Right now, she is reprimanding Natalie for not maintaining her standards of their dorm room. Natalie has told me many times that Ash is A First-Class-Bitch.

She is usually nice to me. Will I get to see her bitchiness if I confront her about the project?

"Stop being my mother, Ashley." Natalie says indifferently.

She shakes her head and says, "I wish I could have a better roommate."

Natalie ignores her and keeps her focus on her book. I grab my bag and walk towards them.

"Hey Ash, I wonder why you quit the group without informing me?"

She rolls her eyes.

"Oh, come on! Don't go crying now… like your friend here!" she spats at me but looks at Natalie.

I gape at her.

'I swear to God If I ever see Ashley crying I will take a video and post it on Instagram,' Ira had once told Natalie.

I am suddenly amused remembering the comment.

"It's a freaking library. could you just shut your mouth and fuck off Ash!" Natalie tells her coldly. I look at Natalie's face and see it's swollen.

Don't tell me she has been crying too.

"We need to talk when you are in a better mood," I tell Ash as she walks away.

I take a seat next to Natalie and ask her, "Want to talk?"

She sighs and stuffs her books into her bag. "Let's sit somewhere else. Everyone is glaring at us."

I look around. "Yeah.. They are probably disappointed that the impending Cat-fight didn't happen." I say and Natalie laughs so loud everyone looks at us again. I giggle as we walk out of the library.

Fall is here, and it's chilly today. We sit under a tree and I ask her, "Is everything alright?"

She sighs and dismisses me. "Same old… I don't wanna talk about it… What about you?"

"Ashley has abandoned me in the middle of the project and they have paired me with Jonas."

Natalie tries to remember. She has heard enough stories from me and Ira to know most of the names.

"Oh… You mean that Rich dude who is doing us a favor by attending this college?"

"Yeah… and apparently, he decided to do me a favor by joining my project."

She chuckles, then takes a pause to think.

"He could be useful. I mean, you could become good friends. He can be a damn good connection."

I roll my eyes.

"This is what everyone thinks. And this is why he takes advantage of everyone. I don't know why he is even bothering to attend college if he has a job secured at his company."

"Job?" Natalie snorts. "He would be a damn owner!" She takes a pause, then adds, "He probably already is."

We laugh. It's nice to sit in the park with an icy breeze brushing off our hair.

"But seriously Riley. Just do the damn project with him. In business, every connection counts. Who knows? He could just remember you, after ten or fifteen years later and could just be helpful when you least expect him to be.. Never burn a bridge... My dad always tells me."

I nod at her, and she chuckles, looking at someone.

"Talk of the Devil," she drawls, and I follow her gaze to spot Jonas walking towards us.

"Shoot!"

I hope he doesn't ask why I walked away from the class.

He comes near us and sits next to us, uninvited. I give him a sheepish smile, and Natalie cocks her brow at him.

"Mind if I join you, Girls?"

Natalie nods and asks, "Care to introduce yourself, Mr. Playboy?"

He chuckles.

"Jonas Josef and you are?"

"Natalie Relish."

He squints his eyes at her, then tilts his head. "You… are the girl who cracked the Governor's Cyber Challenge"

She grins. "You mean to say that I cracked it in record time?"

He laughs.

"Yes! Of course. That was impressive."

"Thanks! Let me know if you guys need a hacker someday."

He laughs louder and my eyes pop out.

"Straight to the point!"

She shrugs. "Being polite never helped nobody." Then she glances at her watch and declares, "I have a lecture in five minutes. I should get going. Enjoy your study session guys. Don't pull each other's hair."

"Oh, I won't. But I don't mind Riley pulling my hair," He says and my face goes hot.

Was there an innuendo, or I just imagined it? I pull out my laptop to distract myself.

"We should decide what to keep after seeing each other's progress."

He frowns. "Project was assigned barely last week. You already started working on it?"

I sigh. "Yes. I had seven days to work on it. Are you saying you don't touch your work until…"

"Until it's due in a week or two," he provides helpfully.

I sigh miserably and ask him. "You work with your uncle after college hours. I cannot imagine you being this careless there.. Or are you?"

"I get tired Riley!" He complains and lies on the grass next to me.

No wonder he is painfully handsome. Sharp jawline, slightly curly hairs. Perfect thick brows and eyelashes dense enough to make a girl jealous. I tear my eyes away from his face and perfect muscular body to focus on my laptop.

"And I am attending college because my family is fuckin orthodox. They won't hand down their company to a college dropout."

My lips twitch to form a smile. I am tempted to mock him a little. But I remember Natalie's comment.

'Don't burn a bridge'

I keep my face straight and tell him, "I am busy and tired too, but I have little choice. You have to help me, Jonas."

"Sure I will," he says with his eyes closed. "Let's decide where we will do our study sessions."

I frown. "What do you mean, where? We can study anywhere on the campus. At the park or library." I say, dumbfounded.

He grimaces and I roll my eyes.

"What? Is it too low of your standards to attend the library?" I sneer at him.

"I want to get comfortable!" he exclaims. "Let's go to my apartment."

"No!" I shake my head.

"Your room?"

"Nope!"

There is no way in hell I will get into his room. Or take him to mine. Everyone will talk. Any time a girl spends even ten minutes of private time with him, it becomes a big gossip the next day.

He frowns. "I don't bite Riley."

"Just No. Library is fine."

"Okay, Miss Smarty pants, how will we manage our schedules? I have to go to the office after college and after dinner and everything—" By everything I guess he means fuckin his daily quota of girls. "---I am usually free at 10 at night and the college library closes at 11."

I say in a resigned voice. "I guess I should ask for a new partner… It won't work out."

"Are you sure? I could help you out with some real-time data from Josef corporation for our project."

I gape at him

"Just imagine how impressed our professor would be?"

"But… Where will we analyze the so-called data?"

He sighs and thinks for a while.

"How about you come to the office with me… until our project is done?"

My eyes widen.

"Will I get to meet Mikolaj Josef?" I blare out and see his lips twitch.

"What!" I say, embarrassed. "He is a kind of legend."

"Sure," he says.

And just like that. I am sold.
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7. Gym Routine

<< . Mikolaj . >>

"Daddy… Where are you, daddy?" Jessie's voice booms over the baby monitor.

"Coming, my girl…" I put the last batch of pancakes off the heated pan onto the plate and walk towards her room.

Today she didn't wake up too early, and I could cook in peace. Even better, she didn't wake up crying. It's hard to manage her if she cries first thing in the morning. I could hire a cook, but I enjoy doing it by myself.

"Where are you, daddy… where are you?" She repeats her cute little voice until I open her bedroom door.

Earlier, I was worried that she's speaking way less for a 2 and a half year old. Now I am both delighted and surprised.

"Daddy!!" she exclaims and opens her arms wide. I pick her up from the crib and hug her tight.

"We will brush our teeth. Then we will eat food," I tell her and she blinks at me.

"Brush our teats," she repeats and I stifle my laugh.

"Teeth not teats." She gets offended if she feels someone is laughing at her.

…

As I am busy with her morning routine, the main door rings.

"Who is it now?" I mutter under my breath while checking my phone.

Jonas.

That's odd.

I unlock the door using the Ring door app to let him in.

"Hello my little girl!" Jonas says as soon as I bring Jessie to the living room. She wiggles her way out of my lap and runs towards him.

Even better. Now I can get ready in peace.

"To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit this morning?" I ask, and he laughs.

"Can't I just want to meet you guys?... What's in breakfast? Oh, pancakes!" he says, as he makes his way into the kitchen.

I quirk my brow at him and he adds ,"Pierogies would have been better.. but pancakes work too."

"I don't give a shit about you. Jessica likes pancakes, and that's what we are having."

"Shit," Jessie repeats while jumping in excitement and I rake my fingers through my hair in frustration.

How am I supposed to correct her if I am struggling to keep my own tongue clean? I think kids sound cute when they swear, but her daycare would beg to differ.

We talk about work while having breakfast. After a while he says, "That lawyer's girl.."

Riley…

"What about her?" I ask with my voice thick. She has been coming to office with Jonas. It's his bait to woo her.

A few days ago, I had a meeting at Jonas' office. I hadn't realized she would be there. I froze in my spot for a moment, thinking Lena was standing there. Her face is strikingly similar to Lena. I absolutely hate her for this. I don't think I can stand her sight.

"She wants to meet you."

Fucking great!

"Why?"

Jonas hasn't realized who she really is. I haven't told him because he seems genuinely
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