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Thanks as always to my lovely beta/proof-reader Abri and all the members of Greenwood’s Groupies who keep cheering me on from the side-lines.
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While the Golden Decks series takes place in the same fictional city of Greertown as my Crime Lords series, you don’t need to have read that series to enjoy Flex. However, if you’ve read the Crime Lords series, you will see plenty of familiar faces popping up throughout this new series.
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Mention of sport-related injuries
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Chapter One
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One- two rotations. Legs pressed tight. Toes pointed. And breathe... Fuck! I almost forgot to breathe. Ryan could do without the embarrassing tumble from the rings because he’d passed out. Didn’t need the injury that would come with either and it wouldn’t be one Ryan could avoid, not while he was currently upside down in an inverted cross. He wanted to attend the next round of the national gymnastic competitions aiming for international representation...not end up in the nearby spinal unit.

Ryan counted to three, let his body fall forward as he brought the rings closer to his body and tried to keep them steady as he swung into a seated position. His muscles groaned, jaw clenched tight and he breathed out... flicked his body back around with his legs tucked for two more rotations before releasing. Crossing his arms over his body, Ryan twisted two and half times and landed on the mats with a heavy thud. And not a good one. Ryan grimaced at the sharp pain in his ankle, an unwelcome of the injury he’d sustained during the closing stages of the national competitive circuit last year.

He walked away from the apparatus and ripped off his grips, tossing them at his bag sitting on the side of the gym, peeled off his pants and slumped onto the bench. Ryan didn’t think he’d injured it again, the pain not there now, but he knew it would need to be checked even if just to reassure himself that it was nothing more than a twinge. It didn’t help that last year’s injury had occurred on the same apparatus during a pretty horrific landing, one that had lucky only resulted in torn tendons and not a career ending break. He’d avoided surgery, but the six weeks of enforced rest followed by three weeks of limited training and hours of rehab had frustrated him. But worse than that, Ryan found himself hesitating on elements where his ankle could easily be reinjured and he couldn’t afford to play it safe if he wanted to attend the international competitions where more than a shiny gold medal was on offer.

And he still wasn’t happy with the routine. His dismount was okay aside from the two-steps-too-many that his heavy landing forced him to take and with the difficulty rating of it low, Ryan couldn’t afford any deductions. Ryan leaned forward, elbows digging into his knees, and head bowed as he went through each element and the order he performed while trying to work out where he could up the difficulty. He didn’t have time to create a whole new routine with the first round of the competition kicking off in six weeks’ time while still trying to juggle work and study commitments.

Ryan sat back, ran his hands through his hair and groaned. He couldn’t afford to reduce his hours at work, needed that money to pay his rent, bills and groceries. Not to mention every competition he attended meant there were four or five days where he couldn’t work. There were a few options for funding, none of them connected to the governments high-performance schemes and Ryan was pretty sure they were all backed by organised crime syndicate. They were the last people Ryan wanted to find himself indebted to.

“Dude, you okay? Have you hurt your ankle again?”

He glanced in the direction of the voice and spotted Nico walking toward him, concern not well hidden on his face. They weren’t the only senior gymnasts training, but the other two were greener and less likely to pick up when something was wrong. It didn’t help that up until twelve months ago, he and Nico had been their coaches in the junior division.

“Nah, its fine. My landing was a little rough that’s all.”

Sometimes Nico acted more like a worried boyfriend than a teammate, even more so when he did things like this—Nico plonked down in front of Ryan and inspected the ankle for himself. And sure, they’d worn a lot of schtick for their closeness, good natured ribbing from fellow gymnasts that at times struck a little too close to home for Ryan. He’d had a crush on his best friend since they were teenagers and it had never faded.

“Not happy with my routine either.” He grabbed his water bottle and took a swig, closing his eyes and wishing Nico wasn’t still on his knees in front of him when he opened them again. “It needs something else to bump up the difficulty.”

“Hmm...maybe, or it’s just because you’re tired. You’ve been working on that one routine for the last hour,” Nico pointed out. “I was watching it earlier and I reckon you’d get a good score. Not many deductions.”

Ryan shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to admit Nico was probably right.

He and Nico had struck up a friendship at the age of eight when they’d landed in the same gymnastics class and commiserated over how they’d been dragged there because of their older sisters. But while their sisters’ interest in the sport had waned by high school, he and Nico were hooked when they’d been moved out of the general gymnastics class to competitive boys and learnt that gymnastics wasn’t all about twirling around with a piece of ribbon. No, it involved strength and flexibility which appealed way more than rugby and soccer ever had.

“Eh, maybe. Will still talk to Coach Morisuke tonight as I don’t have much time to change things before the first round.”

“Fair enough.” Ryan’s breath hitched as Nico placed his hands on Ryan’s knees and levered himself off the floor. Damn stupid crush. “You, working today?”

He snorted. “When am I not? Don’t think my boss likes it that I’ve got so much time off coming up soon... he’s throwing every spare shift he can at me. But at least today’s shift is only ten until four so I can come coach.” On top of working and getting his final thesis done for his Masters, Ryan coached several recreational gym classes—varying ages and mixed gender—along with a junior boys’ competition team. He didn’t really have time to coach the rec classes, but it shaved several hundred dollars off his own club fees by doing it.

“What about you?”

“Unfortunately.” Nico sighed. “The casino is pretty short-handed at the moment, several of the croupiers are out crook and a few just haven’t turned up for work. Which means the rest of us are picking up the slack.”

“So, you won’t be coaching tonight?”

Nico laughed. “Fuck I wish I’d grabbed a day shift. Start at six in the evening and go through to closing at two in the morning.”

Ryan winced. Nico had been working at the Golden Decks Casino since he’d turned eighteen, starting off as a waiter delivering drinks to the customers at the tables before being recruited to work as a croupier and Ryan had never liked it. The casino was the largest one in Greertown City and owned by Ji-Hun Vasilev, a prominent businessman with suspected links to the city’s vast criminal underworld and a man you didn’t want to cross.

“Don’t worry, I can handle a bunch of teenagers on my own,” he replied, cursing as he caught sight of the time. “Shit, I need to get moving if I’m going to make it home and shower before work.”

Ryan stood, wandered over to the sprung floor where the two other senior gymnasts were practicing and grabbed their attention. Both were university students with early lectures they couldn’t afford to miss—not that Ryan could remember what they were studying, neither of them in the same department as him—and last time he and Nico left without alerting them, the pair had gotten caught up helping with a preschool class. He couldn’t laugh too hard having been waylaid by the group several times, though it didn’t help that a few of the mums involved with it were friends of his sister or had older kids who Ryan coached.

Ten minutes after starting his cool down routine, Ryan grabbed his bag and strode toward the door, Nico hot on his heels.

“You need a ride home?” Nico asked gesturing at his car.

Ryan shook his head. “I could do with the run seeing as the sun is actually shining today.” He glanced up at the sky and checked for any clouds that might indicate a return of the rain the city had endured for the last few days. His flat wasn’t far from the gym, a couple of kilometres at best and while ultimately it wouldn’t matter if Ryan was a few minutes late to work, he only got paid for the time he was in the store. “I’ll see you tomorrow at training.”

He didn’t wait for Nico to reply, slinging his bag over his back and jogged out of the carpark.
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Nico waited until Ryan had disappeared out of sight before throwing his gym bag in the backseat of his car and peeled out of the carpark. 

His flat was in the opposite direction to Ryan’s and in a suburb that wasn’t as nice. But the rent was cheap, his flatmates... could be worse and at the end of the day it was a roof over his head. Nico pulled into the driveaway glad he was the only one at home right now and didn’t need to park halfway down the block. He grabbed his bag and headed inside, praying that today he might get a hot shower and not a lukewarm that had him hissing as the water went cold. 

Though maybe he was better off with a cold shower as his mind drifted to thoughts of Ryan and none that concerned his efforts at training. No, it was the way Ryan muscles flexed; the sheen of sweat on his skin that Nico wanted to lap with his tongue; the bob of his Adam’s apple and how much he’d want to suck Ryan’s cock. Everything he shouldn’t be thinking of when it came to his best friend. And especially not when Ryan believed Nico was straight.

Nico sure as hell wasn’t straight, but he was a coward.

Ryan came out to him when they were sixteen and honestly, it hadn’t been much of a surprise. He’d noticed the way his friend had stared at the older gymnasts, the ones on TV and it hadn’t just been about admiring their skill. Nico knew, because he’d been staring at them in the exact same way, just he’d done it with a little more discretion and a whole lot more confusion—he’d found girls were just as attractive as the boys. He understood now that he was bisexual—or maybe even pansexual—and that there was nothing wrong with it despite the derogatory comments he’d heard. And he should have told Ryan years ago, but Nico hadn’t. Instead he’d let his friend believe he only dated girls and the longer Nico left it, the harder it became to admit it.

The water wasn’t hot, not quite cold either, but Nico had no intention of fucking around in the shower long enough for it get there. He grabbed his shower gel, squirted it onto his hand hurriedly soaped his body washing away two and half hours of sweaty grime layered on his skin. Flicked the shower off as the first sting of cold hit him, glad the flat wasn’t an icebox this morning as he stumbled out and dried himself. 

While Nico could admit that early morning trainings in the middle of winter were a bitch—harder to get out of a warm bed and the gym taking ages to warm up—it was late spring Nico hated more. Rain and more rain with the added bonus of a late frost or worse, an icy fog that lingered over the city that made the drive to the gym or home from work treacherous. It was how damp the flat got that Nico hated more. He always feared falling sick when there were only certain medications Nico could take and neither could he afford the time off work. But if it weren’t for the cheap, almost non-existent rent he paid, Nico would’ve moved out years ago.

Wrapping a towel around his waist, Nico picked up his dirty gym clothes and dumped them in the overflowing laundry hamper in his room. He wandered over to his drawers and rummaged through them for something to wear, cursing as he realised most of his clothes needed to be washed. At least he had time to do a load before he needed to leave for work. Nico grabbed his laundry hamper and lugged it down the hall to the wash house, thankful none of his flatmates had left clothes in the machine as he filled it with his clothes.

Nico walked back to his bedroom, grabbed the only clean clothes he had—a hoodie and a pair of boxers—and pulled them on. It wasn’t enough to keep him warm though, and he clambered into bed and pulled the duvet up around him. With time to kill, Nico opened up his laptop and pulled up footage of international gymnastic competitions that had been held recently. Even when they didn’t get invites to the more lucrative competitions it still paid to keep up with what their fellow gymnasts were up to—what elements were currently popular across the different apparatus; difficulty levels, and if any were stringing together elements in unusual ways.

He and Ryan had some stiff competition this year to qualify for the next round of international events and they’d need at least two top ten finishes in at least one apparatus to make the cut. Nico hadn’t finalised any of his routines yet knowing he’d need to increase his difficulty level compared to what he’d done in previous years. A clean execution could only get you so far if the maximum points he could obtain for each apparatus was far too low. But there were two apparatus where Nico knew he could take a risk and expect it to pay off—the floor and the vault.

Exhaling slowly, Nico jiggled his legs as he waited for the site to load on his antiquated laptop. Willed it to keep going, to load the video without too much lagging or dying completely. He couldn’t afford to replace the laptop, not when he still needed to pay club subs, competition entry fees and replace his grips. When it finally loaded, Nico sighed with relief.

“Okay... floor routine.... Shit! There’s no way I’m going to be able to compete against Woo-Seung... at least not as cleanly,” Nico muttered as he watched, wincing each time a gymnast fumbled their landings on the tumbling passes. “Have they all bloody forgotten to bend their knees? Coach would crucify me for double hopping at the end those passes... maybe I can look at increasing the difficulty rating of my strength elements for the floor.”

Nico unlocked his phone and pulled up a blank text document, jotting down ideas for his own routines—favoured tumbling passes and dismounts—and which ones the top tier international gymnasts were fucking up. He only stopped watching the footage long enough to shove his watching into the dryer.

Three hours later, Nico closed his laptop and rubbed his eyes. Reviewing competitions was just as exhausting as training in the gym. Disheartening too, with Nico realising he had a lot to improve on if he wanted to qualify for and then get a top placing at the international level. But at least he knew which apparatus to focus his attention on—floor and vault. The one thing Nico had always prided himself on—and was always commented on by judges—was his ability to get height, whether off the springboard or when doing tumbling passes on the floor. Maybe he should consider a variation of the Yurchenko vault? It wasn’t frequently seen in the men’s competitions at it was in the women’s, yet it had the high difficulty rating Nico needed. He’d discuss it with Coach tomorrow at training, but right now, Nico needed to eat before getting ready for work or he wouldn’t be able to afford competing 
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Night always fell early in the city once caught in winter’s tight grip. Ice covered the ground in thin sheets except outside the Golden Deck Casino where Nico worked. He guessed it wouldn’t be good for business if customers couldn’t reach the building’s entrance without skating across the pavement first. Not even the dead of winter deterred those determined to lose their money into the hands of Nico’s bosses and those at the top tables weren’t losing it in thousands, but the millions of dollars every night. 

Nico parked his car around the back, grabbed his heavy coat from the back seat along with his backpack, and wrestled it on before turning the engine off. He stepped out of the vehicle, careful of the frost slick stones beneath his feet and winced at the sharpness of the air he breathed in. Locking his car, Nico hurried toward the rear entrance of the casino that led into the staff locker rooms and heaved a sigh as the warm air circulating through the place tugged at his frozen extremities. But he didn’t have time to enjoy it. Nico kept moving down the long hallway, greeting the croupiers who were working the same shift as him while opening his locker and putting his stuff inside of it—backpack, phone switched off and his heavy jacket.

Closing his locker, Nico strode across to the long mirrors at the far end of the locker room and brushed a hand over his uniform making sure there was not a single thread out of place. Satisfied the black waistcoat he wore was free of lint, Nico exited the room and headed down the hall to the floor managers office to get his assignment for the night. Unlike many casinos, the croupiers here were trained to work any position on the floor, whether that be dealing cards at the Blackjack tables, taking the bets on the roulette, or watching over punters sitting at the many slot machines. Made it harder, management said, for the customers to cheat when they couldn’t become accustomed to one croupier’s style of dealing. Whether it was true or not Nico couldn’t say, but he rarely found himself walking the floor where the slot machines situated and grateful for it too as it meant his muscles weren’t too tired after a shift.

Stepping inside the office, he pushed his way through the rest of the team starting this shift and leaned against the wall. Arms folded across his chest, gaze fixed on the shift manager, Nico listened to her assign tables and floors, brows furrowing the longer it took for her to call his name. Usually he got placed on the main floor where the everyday twenty-bucks-a-bet gamblers hung out and expected to use all his charm to encourage them to spend just a little more. But that didn’t appear to be the case tonight and Nico wasn’t sure whether to
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