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Dani

It was dead.

Not literally, of course, but it might as well have been. Mondays were usually slow, but today seemed worse. I had Stan to thank for that.

Stan was amazing. Truly, he was. He’d worked all weekend, restocked shelves, cleaned, and organized everything to perfection. He made running the Wine and Cheese Me so much easier, but on Mondays like this, his overachieving left me with nothing to do.

The bottles of wine were dusted, the kegs of imported olive oil were full, and the cheese display looked like it belonged in a glossy magazine. I had a small delivery of olives and dried fruits coming later, but it would barely take fifteen minutes to unpack and stash in the back.

So there I was, scrolling through my phone behind the counter and hoping for a customer to walk in.

I sighed, opened my podcast app, and hunted for something new to listen to. My options were getting slim. I settled on a true crime episode about the murder of Lesly Palacio and let it play as I leaned against the counter.

About ten minutes in, the whole building shook.

Like, shook.

The cheese case rattled violently, and I dropped to the ground behind the counter with a yelp. My heart was racing as I whispered, “What the hell?”

Texas wasn’t earthquake country, but lately, it felt like nothing was off the table anymore. For a second, I stayed crouched and listened to the unsettling creaks of the building. Then I peeked over the counter, and my stomach lurched.

There was a man lying just outside my front door.

Smoke filled the parking lot, and the scent of burning metal and debris wafted in. I didn’t know what had just happened, but I knew one thing—I needed to check on the guy lying in front of my shop.

I ran to the door, pushed it open just enough to slip through, and dropped to my knees beside him.

“Hey,” I said as my voice trembled when I pressed two fingers to the side of his neck. “Come on, come on...” My brief stint as an EMT when I was twenty was paying off.

Relief washed over me when I found a pulse—steady, strong. “Thank god,” I whispered.

The man was sprawled on the concrete, face half-turned into the ground. He was tall, broad, and muscular, with scrapes and dirt smeared across his arms. His leather vest caught my attention—worn and faded, with the name Smoke embroidered on the lapel. Beneath that was a patch I recognized: the Iron Fiends, a local motorcycle club.

I’d seen them around town before. Their roaring bikes were impossible to miss, but I’d never spoken to any of them. They weren’t exactly my target demographic. The moms and single women who frequented my shop didn’t typically mix with the biker crowd.

“Hey, Smoke,” I said softly and tapped his shoulder. My fingers brushed the leather of his cut, and the fabric was scorched. “Can you hear me?”

A faint groan escaped him, and his head twitched ever so slightly. Relief flooded through me; at least he was alive. I crouched closer, and my knees pressed into the cracked pavement.

“Smoke,” I whispered again, a little more urgently. His eyes fluttered open, and his glassy haze locked onto mine for a moment before his head rolled to the side.

“What the fuck?” he croaked, his voice rough like gravel being dragged over metal.

I sat back on my heels. “Yeah,” I murmured. “What the fuck is right.” The explosion that had rocked the little strip mall still reverberated in my ears. Maybe it was a gas line or something. What else could it have been? 

Smoke shifted and tried to push himself up. His arm trembled under the effort, and he collapsed back with a hiss of pain. I reached out instinctively and steadied him by the shoulder. “I think you should stay put until help comes,” I suggested, my voice firm now.

He grunted and shook his head. “I don’t need help. I need to make sure everyone else is okay.”

“Everyone else?” I repeated, confused. My gaze darted around the deserted parking lot. The strip mall was small—just my shop, Wine and Cheese Me, a dry cleaner, an exotic fish store, and a couple of empty units. Hardly the kind of place you’d expect a biker gang to congregate at. 

“I need to get up,” Smoke said, his tone more insistent.

“Look, you’re not going anywhere right now,” I told him and planted a hand on his chest to keep him down. It wasn’t like I could stop him if he were at full strength, but right now, he wasn’t much of a match. “I’m sure your friends are fine. Just... stay still, okay?”

His eyes fluttered shut again, and his breathing was shallow. “Angel,” he murmured, the word barely audible.

I frowned. “Huh?” 

He didn’t answer. My heart kicked up a notch. His stillness terrified me. What if he’d passed out? Or worse—what if he was dying? My mind raced through worst-case scenarios, and each one was worse than the last.

“Smoke?” I leaned over him and shook his shoulder gently. His skin was warm beneath my fingertips, and up close, I could see the fine details of his face. The scruff on his jaw was rough, and tattoos crawled up his neck from his collar. By his ear was a monarch butterfly, delicate and out of place against the gritty aura he gave off. His arms and hands were covered in more ink—symbols and intricate designs that told stories I couldn’t even begin to understand. Black gauges filled his earlobes. He was handsome in that bad-boy way that made good girls like me contemplate doing reckless things.

Focus, Dani.

“Smoke, come on. Wake up,” I urged and shook him again. “You gotta stay awake for me.”

His eyes cracked open, their dark depths meeting mine. “I’m tired, angel,” he whispered.

There it was again—angel. Was he talking to me? “Uh, well, you can’t fall asleep, okay? You might have a concussion. Or worse. Just... stay with me.”

He nodded faintly, though his eyelids drooped alarmingly. My nerves were frayed. I had no idea how he’d ended up sprawled in front of my shop, but I could guess it involved whatever explosion had rocked the strip mall.

“Smoke!” a booming voice called out and made me jump. 

I turned toward the sound and saw two men sprinting toward us. Their figures were outlined against the backdrop of rising smoke and flames. They were tall and intimidating, both wearing similar vests to Smoke’s. 

The first man dropped to his knees beside us, his beard flecked with soot. “What the fuck, man?” he asked, his voice rough with concern. “You good?”

“I think he’s okay, but I’m not sure if he has internal injuries or something,” I explained and shifted back slightly to make room.

The bearded man’s eyes snapped to mine, sharp and assessing. “Who the hell are you?”

“Uh...” I stammered, caught off guard. “I own the shop your friend landed in front of.”

He grunted, clearly unimpressed with my answer. His name patch caught my eye—Yarder. It was oddly convenient that these guys wore their names on their chests. The second man, who stood watchfully behind Yarder, had Fade stitched onto his vest.

“What happened?” Smoke rasped, drawing the attention back to him.

“Building blew,” Yarder growled, his expression dark.

“Fucking O’Hara,” Fade spat, and his tone was laced with venom.

O’Hara? I blinked, my confusion deepening. Another name I didn’t recognize. My questions were piling up fast, but I had no answers.

“What about the girls?” Smoke asked, his voice weak but insistent.

“We’re all good, man,” Yarder assured him. “Can’t say the same for O’Hara, though. Compass is with her.”

I frowned. O’Hara was a woman? And who was Compass? The mystery surrounding these men grew with every passing second.

In the distance, the wail of sirens cut through the air.

“Cops?” Smoke asked, his tone wary.

“Fucking blast shook at least three blocks’ worth,” Yarder growled. “None of us called, though. I’m sure other people did.”

Both men turned their eyes on me. Suspicion flared in their gazes.

I held up my hands defensively. “I didn’t call the police! I’m no snitch.” The words tumbled out before I could think them through, like I needed to prove myself to them.

Fade chuckled behind me.

More like I hadn’t had time to call the police. The second I saw Smoke lying in front of my shop, I didn’t think of anything other than to help him.

“Should we split?” Smoke asked, his voice tight with strain as he leaned against Yarder for support. 

Yarder shook his head. “We run, and it’ll look like we did this.”

“Third fucking explosion with us present,” Fade muttered, his tone laced with frustration.

Yarder turned a sharp glare on him. “Shut the fuck up.”

I froze. Ope. They must have realized I was standing right there and quietly absorbed every word.

Smoke shifted and tried to sit up straighter with a grimace. Yarder moved quickly to help him and slipped an arm under his shoulder.

“Fucking hell,” Smoke groaned, and he pressed a hand to his ribs.

Fade let out a low whistle. “Pretty sure you flew like forty feet, man. Fucking low-flying bird.”

Despite the pain, Smoke chuckled weakly before wincing. “Pretty sure I cracked a few ribs on the landing.”

“Hopefully, that’s all you cracked,” Yarder said, his tone gruff but not without concern. He gently touched the back of Smoke’s head and pulled his hand away to inspect the blood. “How’s your head feel?”

“Like I flew forty feet and landed on it,” Smoke replied with a pained laugh.

“Yeah, you’re gonna feel this in the morning,” Yarder said and shook his head.

Smoke groaned softly. “I much prefer you being the one blown up.”

Yarder didn’t seem amused. Instead, he glanced at me, and his eyes narrowed, assessing whether I was a threat.

“She’s cool,” Fade said.

“How the fuck do you know that?” Yarder asked, his brow furrowed.

Fade motioned toward my shop. “Because she’s into wine and cheese, man. Almost as good as beer and cheese.”

I jumped in and hoped to ease the tension. Fade was right; I was cool in whatever sense that he wanted me to be, so I didn’t get on the wrong side of the Iron Fiends. “I have a few imported beers, actually. They pair well with cheese. Uh, you guys should check them out... sometime when you didn’t just get blown up,” I ended softly.

Fade grinned. “See? Cool.”

Yarder rolled his eyes but didn’t argue further. 

The sound of sirens grew louder, and the shrill wail signaled that help was almost here. Moments later, fire trucks, an ambulance, and four squad cars pulled into the parking lot with their lights flashing brightly.

“Let the fun begin,” Yarder muttered under his breath. “Everyone stick to what we were doing.”

Curiosity got the better of me. “And what were you doing?” I asked, my voice quieter than intended. “I mean... just so I know.” Did snitches ask people what they were doing? They probably did. Maybe asking wasn’t my best choice.

Yarder’s sharp glare returned, and I immediately regretted speaking up. Yeah, snitches do not ask questions.

“We were looking at the empty space to rent,” Fade said quickly and saved me from Yarder’s scorn. “Building fucking blew before we even opened the door.”

“Wow, that’s... crazy,” I said. My words felt stilted. It was crazy, but these guys didn’t seem to think it was too crazy, seeing as this was the third time they had apparently been blown up. “Maybe it was a gas line or something? The gas company was out here a couple of days ago, working on something.” I vaguely remember seeing a truck parked in front of the empty storefront earlier in the week.

Yarder’s expression softened, if only slightly. “Yeah?”

I nodded and held onto the detail like it might clear me of any suspicion.

Smoke shifted again and groaned softly. “Get me up.”

Fade moved to his other side, and together with Yarder, they helped Smoke to his feet. He swayed unsteadily between them and looked like he might collapse at any moment.

“Thanks for your help...” Yarder said and trailed off, waiting for me to fill in the blank.

“Uh, Dani. I’m Dani Marie.” It felt strange to say my name out loud. I hadn’t used my last name in years—too many bad memories tied to it. After my divorce, I’d simply dropped it altogether and just used my first and middle name.

“Thanks for your help, Dani Marie.” Yarder gave a curt nod before the three of them started toward the cops and firefighters. Firefighters were already working on assessing the building, while four cops looked like they were trying to figure out where to start first.

I stayed back and watched them go. Smoke glanced over his shoulder at me, and his eyes met mine for a fleeting moment. He didn’t say anything, but the look he gave me was... well, I don’t know exactly what it was, but it was something. A thank you, maybe, but it was more than that.

I folded my arms over my chest and gave him a small nod in return. Seemed like a safe thing to do.

The morning had started off boring as hell, but now? Now, it had been explosive, and I still had no idea what had happened.
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Smoke

God damn, I was going to be sore as hell tomorrow. 

Every part of me felt like it had been put through a meat grinder and then set on fire for good measure. I leaned heavily on the bar and let my weight sink into the stool beneath me. It wasn’t much relief, but it beat standing.

“I think you need one of these or twenty.” Pirate set a beer in front of me with a grin.

I glanced at it and grunted, “Something stronger.”

Pirate chuckled and shook his head as he grabbed a shot glass. “That bad?” He filled the glass with whiskey and slid it over.

I grabbed the shot and tossed it back. The liquor burned a clean trail down my throat. “Right now? Not bad, but I know it’s going to get a hell of a lot worse.” I tapped the empty glass. “I plan on passing out before that happens.”

Pirate smirked and poured another shot. Before I could down it, Yarder dropped onto the stool next to me, his movements stiff but not nearly as wrecked as mine.

“How ya doing?” he asked, his voice heavy with shared misery.

I shrugged and tossed back the second shot. The burn didn’t feel as sharp this time, but it was a welcome distraction from the deep aches spreading through my body. “Been better.”

Yarder chuckled darkly and shook his head as he motioned for Pirate to bring him something. “Yeah, I hear that. You never forget what it’s like being blown up.”

Pirate slid a beer to him, and the cap had already popped. “So, I’m the bartender tonight?” he asked and raised an eyebrow at the two of us.

“Seems to be,” Yarder replied with a shrug and glanced around the room. “Though I think you’ll have it pretty easy. Just amaretto sours and popping beer tops. Not like we’re having some rager.”

“Did you say amaretto sour?” Sloane’s voice rang out from the corner, loud enough to catch everyone’s attention.

“Jesus,” Pirate muttered under his breath. “Now I’m never going to get out from behind this bar with the girls wanting drinks.”

“Oh!” Olive called, her voice sweet but insistent. “Can you stone mine?”

“What’s stone? Just amaretto on the rocks?” Fallon asked, lounging on the couch with Compass’ arm draped over her shoulders.

“Add orange juice!” Sloane and Dove shouted in unison from across the room, both of them looking far too entertained.

Pirate sighed and leaned against the counter. “All I’m doing is amaretto, sour, and ice. If you want something more than that, then you can get your asses back here and make it yourself.”

Yarder smirked and tipped his head to the side like he was considering something. “What if I want something more in an amaretto sour?”

Pirate shot him a look. “You’re kidding me, right? The only thing I’ve ever seen you drink is whiskey and beer. You’re telling me you suddenly have a taste for some sweet, weak-ass drink?”

“Oh boy,” Poppy giggled from her spot near the jukebox. “Seems like you might have poked the bear, Pirate.”

“Well,” Pirate said to Yarder, “you want a fancy drink, or are you gonna stick to your usual?”

Yarder chuckled and held up the beer Pirate had given him. “I’ll stick to this. No point messing with perfection. But you can get one of those Amaretto Stone Sours for each of the girls.”

“Jesus,” Pirate muttered, rolling his eyes as he grabbed the amaretto bottle and got to work on the drinks.

I shifted on the stool, and a groan slipped past my lips as a dull ache shot through my ribs.

Yarder glanced at me. “You either need another shot or just to lie down.”

“I’ll take four more shots, and you giving me the rundown of what’s going on.” Then, I planned to lie down.

Yarder shrugged. “Don’t know shit, man.”

“Kate still in the hospital?” I asked.

Yarder nodded. “Yup, but shit doesn’t look good for her.”

“That’s because she took the brunt of that explosion,” Pirate added, pouring the drinks. “Which I’m sure was not a coincidence. She was the bait to get us there, and they knew they would need to get rid of her.” He grabbed my empty shot glass and filled it before sliding it toward me.

“We thinking she was in on all of this?” I asked.

Yarder shook his head. “Nah. She was just a pawn.”

“Fucking Boone and Gibbs,” Pirate muttered.

“Boone and Gibbs, who we can’t get fucking close to, but they seem to be able to get to us whenever they want,” Yarder sighed.

I grabbed the shot and tossed it back, feeling the burn. At first, I was drinking to dull the pain, but now I was drinking because of Boone and Gibbs. Those two fuckers were gunning for the club, and every time they made a move, they got closer. “I think I’m just going to get drunk and not think about Boone and Gibbs. They’ve fucked up my day enough.”

“Truth,” Pirate grunted. He finished off the drinks for the girls and called out, “Come and get your girl drinks!” He refilled my shot, and I tossed it back.

Sloane, Poppy, and Fallon came up to the bar to grab their drinks.

“Thank you, Pirate,” Poppy cooed. Yarder grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into his lap.

“You can thank me too for having him make them,” Yarder growled.

Poppy reached up and patted his cheek. “Thank you for being the big bad president. There are other ways I can show you thanks later.”

“Oh, get it, girl!” Sloane called as she juggled two drinks in her hands.

Fallon grabbed the remaining glasses and passed them to Olive and Dove while Sloane handed the last one to Adalee.

“Let’s talk about The Cakery and not Boone and Gibbs,” Adalee suggested as she sipped her drink. “I know we didn’t get to see the space today before it got a hole blown in it, but from the pictures I saw, it would have been perfect.”

“I bet we could get that space for pennies on the dollar and have input on how it’s fixed,” Fallon added. “I mean, you gotta think the landlord is freaking out about having to make all of those repairs on a space they don’t even know who is going to rent.”

Sloane stretched out her arms like an airplane and soared around the room. “I think maybe the Iron Fiends could swoop on in and help them out.”

“Is that you swooping?” Aero laughed as Sloane landed in his lap. He wrapped his arm around her and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Perfect landing.”

“Uh, that sounds like a good plan, but how do we find out who the landlord is? Our connection was Kate O’Hara, and she’s laid up in a hospital bed,” Throttle pointed out.

“What about the wine chick?” Fade asked. “She might be able to help hook us up with the landlord.”

“Wine chick?” Adalee asked.

“Wine and Cheese Me,” I grunted. “She helped pick me up off the ground after I landed in front of her shop.”

“There’s a wine and cheese store in Mt. Pleasant?” Sloane asked. “That sounds like my kind of store.”

“Oh, please,” Dove laughed. “The only wine you like is Boone’s Farm or a wine cooler. I don’t think a snooty wine place is going to have either of those.”

“Chick wasn’t snooty from what I could tell,” Yarder shrugged.

“She did tell us she wasn’t a snitch when we were talking about the cops coming,” Fade laughed.

“I like her already,” Dove cackled.

“We’ll wait for shit to settle for a couple of days, and then we can hit her up,” Yarder said.

“Was her place damaged in the explosion?” Poppy asked.

“Didn’t seem like it, at least not from what we could see. I think she was far enough down from the explosion that it just rattled the hell out of her store.” Yarder pressed a kiss to the side of Poppy’s head. “We’ll check on that too when we talk to her.”

“We’re coming with!” Fallon, Adalee, Dove, and Sloane all called in unison.

Poppy perked up. “Me too.”

“Jesus,” Yarder grunted. “This isn’t some girls’ day out.”

“Uh, yeah it is. You really think you’re going to go to a wine and cheese place without us coming along? You get the information, and we can get some wine and cheese for girls’ night.”

Pirate poured four more shots and pushed two toward me. “I think we both need to get blackout drunk from the sound of the way that conversation is going.”

I grabbed the shot and tossed it back. The alcohol was finally working its magic, dulling the pain and fuzzing the edges of my thoughts. The room around me blurred into a comfortable haze, voices floating in and out without really sticking. I grabbed the other shot and knew I was just about ready to pass the hell out.

“It’s times like this we should be glad we don’t have ol’ ladies, Pirate. No one to tell us we can’t drink, and we don’t have to worry about no girls’ nights.”

Pirate saluted his drink to me and tossed it back. “A-fucking-men, brother.”

I felt the warmth of the booze spread through me, and the pain subsided to a distant throb. Laughter and conversation swirled around me, but I didn’t register much of it anymore. I pushed myself to my feet and swayed slightly. Yarder caught my gaze.

“You good?” he asked.

I nodded. “I will be in about two minutes when I pass out.”

Yarder chuckled and shook his head.

I stumbled my way down the hallway, stopped in front of my door, and fumbled with my key. After a few tries, I got the door open, stepped inside, and kicked it shut behind me. I barely managed to make it to the bed before flopping face-first onto it.

The drunken haze took over completely, and the day’s events floated around in my mind—the explosion, the goddamn cops, so much pain. But through it all, one face lingered longer than the rest.

Dani.

Her face was the last thing I saw before everything went black.
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Chapter Three
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Smoke

“You should have called me.”

I rolled my eyes and cradled the phone between my shoulder and ear. “By the time I called you, Stan, you’d have already seen it on the news.” I was standing at the stove, stirring a pot of Rice-A-Roni while sipping my favorite Pinot Noir. Yeah, I liked good wine, but I also liked comfort food. “I’m fine, and the shop is fine as far as I can tell.” A few bottles of wine had shattered, but everything else seemed just a little shaken up.

“You need to have Tim come in and check everything over.”

I groaned and took another sip of wine. “I don’t need Tim to come in. He’s already got enough on his plate with that giant hole in his building.” Tim owned the strip mall, and while he seemed like an okay guy, the last thing I wanted was him poking around my shop. If he found something wrong, I’d have to close while it was fixed, and shutting down Wine and Cheese Me was not an option.

Business was good—great, even—but not so good that I could afford to close the doors.

“I’ll come in tomorrow and look around,” Stan insisted. “If there’s anything wrong, I can be the one to fix it.”

“Stan,” I said and dragged out his name. “You’re not on the schedule until Thursday. Enjoy your days off and don’t even think about Wine and Cheese Me.” I turned off the burner and moved the pot to the kitchen island.

Stan scoffed. “Fine. I’ll just watch Jeopardy, meditate, and try that Manchego we got in last week.”

“And the goat cheese,” I added. “We still need to figure out the best pairing for it.” Stan loved trying out new products and figuring out pairings. I liked it too, but for him, it was almost a sport.

“I’ll let you know on Thursday,” he said before he hung up.

I grabbed a fork from the drawer and leaned against the counter. I ate straight from the pot. Sure, I could grab a plate and sit down like a proper adult, but what was the point? I was the only one eating, and there was no reason to dirty more dishes.

I had stuck around the shop until six when the cops and fire department finally left, and by six-thirty, I was home eating half a pot of Rice-A-Roni. My plan for the night? Plopping on the couch and binging more of The Equalizer. Queen Latifah was everything, and I was hoping—no, rooting—for her and the hot cop to finally hook up. I was only halfway through season one, but my hopes were high.

I needed the distraction tonight.

I still hadn’t wrapped my head around everything that had happened earlier. My brain kept replaying it, over and over, and the same face stuck front and center.

Smoke.

I didn’t know why, but something about that man wouldn’t let me go.

Sure, he was handsome—like ruggedly, unfairly handsome—with that bad-boy air. Then again, all his friends had that vibe. But there was something about him in particular. Something that wouldn’t leave me alone.

I chalked it up to how chaotic the day had been. Hot, tattooed bikers didn’t just fall out of the sky and into my life every day.

I took another bite and chewed slowly as I mulled it over. That had to be it.

When I finished, I stashed the leftovers in the fridge, topped off my wine, and headed for the couch. My favorite blanket was waiting for me, and I draped it over my legs as I queued up the next episode of The Equalizer.

This was exactly what I needed: just me, my wine, and Queen Latifah.

No Smoke. 
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Chapter Four
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Smoke

I laid in bed and stared at the ceiling. My body felt like one big bruise even three days after the explosion. Every breath came with a dull ache in my ribs. It was a brutal reminder that I wasn’t as indestructible as I liked to think. My arms and face itched from the scabbing cuts, and my muscles screamed every time I shifted even a little. 

Thursday. 

The past three days had been a blur of painkillers, restless sleep, and the low murmur of voices outside my room. The club was laying low and keeping things quiet, which was for the best. The cops didn’t think we were behind the explosion, but they sure as hell wondered why we always seemed to be in the middle of shit when things went south.

The ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, and the rhythmic creak of its motor was the only sound in the room. My cut hung over the back of the chair in the corner, and my boots were neatly tucked beneath it. 

I needed to get up. 

Sitting here feeling sorry for myself wasn’t going to make the soreness go away, and if I didn’t start moving, I’d be stiff for weeks.

“Fuck it,” I muttered and forced myself to move. I gritted my teeth against the sharp protest of my ribs and planted my feet on the floor.

I moved slowly as I pulled a black shirt over my tattooed torso and winced as the fabric dragged across healing wounds. I shrugged on my cut and felt better with the weight of the leather, reminding me who the hell I was. My boots went on next, and each movement was still painful but better than the last. Finally, I grabbed my motorcycle keys off the nightstand and headed out.

The clubhouse was quiet, with only the low hum of the TV filling the space. Dice was sprawled on the couch, one arm draped over the back with his eyes half-watching whatever mindless shit was on. He barely glanced up as I walked in.

“Where you going?” he asked, his voice scratchy like he’d been up all night.

“Ride.”

His eyebrows lifted slightly. “Where to?”

“Just around. I need to get the hell out of here,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. Three days stuck in my room made the walls feel too damn close. I needed the open road and the wind to clear my head.

Dice smirked. “I’ll come with.”

I hesitated. I wanted to be alone and to get lost in the ride, but I wasn’t stupid. Boone and Gibbs were still out there somewhere, and if they wanted to finish what they started, I wouldn’t stand much of a chance on my own. “Fine, then let’s go.”

The sun was blinding outside, and I had to squint as we walked toward the bikes. The air smelled like fresh sawdust and hot asphalt. Yarder, Throttle, and Compass stood near the new garage and watched as the crew put up the last of the siding.

I whistled low. “Shit. We’ve got a fucking building.” The last time I’d seen it, it had been nothing but a concrete slab and a half-finished frame. Now, the walls were up, and a metal roof stretched over it. “When the hell did this happen?”

Dice chuckled and kicked at a stray nail on the ground. “Yeah, man. The world keeps spinning even when you’re laid up in bed. Yarder says we should be back in business in a month or so.”

“Damn,” I muttered and eyed the structure with a mix of pride and frustration. We were moving forward, even though Boone and Gibbs were still out there.

Crazy.

Nothing and no one was going to stop us.

The second I swung my leg over my bike, pain lanced through my ribs and stole my breath for a second. I cranked it up and gripped the handlebars tight while the familiar vibration of the engine settled me. Fuck, I was sore, but the rumble beneath me was worth it.

Yarder glanced over his shoulder at us. I gave him a two-finger salute, and he nodded before turning back to the work crew.

Dice revved his engine and grinned. “You know he’s only cool with you leaving because I’m going with you.”

I shrugged and pulled my sunglasses down over my eyes. “Yeah, well, I’m good with it.”

We all knew the risks. Boone and Gibbs were still out there, watching, waiting. The only way to stay ahead of the shitstorm brewing was to keep moving, stay sharp, and be ready when it came crashing down.

I glanced at Dice, and he gave me a nod.

Time to ride.
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Chapter Five
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Dani

“Go.”

“We’re open for another two hours, Stan.”

“And I can handle the next two hours by myself,” he replied. “You just worked the past three days by yourself, so I can handle working two hours by myself. You look tired, honey. Go home and get some rest.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “Don’t you know it’s rude to tell a woman she looks tired, Stan? Now you got me thinking I look like Godzilla after a three-day binge tearing up Tokyo.”

Stan gave a big belly laugh, and his face shone with amusement. “You got a way with words, Dani.” 

“Coming from the man who just told me I looked tired,” I sassed and arched an eyebrow.

“Come on,” he sighed, his tone gentle. “You know what I mean. I can tell since the explosion that you’re on edge. I only worked with you today, and you jumped about ten feet in the air when I set a case of cheese on the counter.”

“Dropped,” I pointed out. “You dropped that case of cheese, and it was loud.”

“I didn’t do anything different than I normally do, Dani. Just admit you’re a little on edge. Go home and start your night a little early,” he reasoned and gave me a look that told me he wasn’t going to back down.

I sighed and ran my fingers through the tangled strands of my hair. “I mean, I am fine, but if you’re okay with closing up tonight, I won’t argue.”

“You did argue,” he laughed, “I just won.”

I rolled my eyes and grabbed my purse from behind the counter. I hitched it over my shoulder and pulled out my keys. “I will see you bright and early in the morning, okay?” I may be taking off a couple of hours early tonight, but I won’t be taking off any more time.

Stan nodded and gave me a reassuring smile. “You got it.”

“Goodnight, Stan,” I called over my shoulder and pushed through the door.

The late afternoon heat slammed into me like a wall the second I stepped outside. The parking lot was nearly empty, and the asphalt radiated waves of heat under the relentless Texas sun. My car sat toward the back and shimmered in the golden light like an oven waiting to swallow me whole. Why did I decide a black car was a good idea?

I unlocked the door, tossed my purse into the passenger seat, and slid behind the wheel with a tired groan. The leather seat burned against my skin, and I quickly turned on the AC. The vents blasted hot air before finally cooling down. I put on my sunglasses and tapped my fingers on the screen to put on music.

Fleetwood Mac drifted through the speakers as I pulled out of the lot, and Stevie Nicks’ voice wrapped around me like a familiar embrace. Just as she started singing about taking her love down, the tire pressure light on my dash blinked rapidly.

“What the hell?” I muttered and frowned as I glanced at the display. The car felt fine—no pulling, no odd noises. Maybe the sensor was acting up. I pressed a few buttons and brought up the tire pressure screen to make sure everything was fine.

It wasn’t.

The number for the right rear tire was dropping fast. A heartbeat later, the car started to shudder beneath me, and the steering wheel vibrated in my hands.

“No, no, no,” I cried, and my pulse kicked up as I scanned the road for a safe place to pull over.

Stan was right—I was exhausted. The past three nights had been a blur of restless sleep and nightmares about the explosion. The last thing I needed was a damn flat tire on top of it. 

Frustration bubbled up in my chest, but I swallowed it down as I eased the car onto the gravel shoulder of the road. My fingers clenched the wheel as the car came to a stop, and dust swirled around me.

“Just great,” I muttered and rested my head back against the seat. “This sucks.”

I opened the door and stepped out into the sweltering heat, the wave of it slapping me in the face like an oven door left open too long. The thick scent of hot rubber filled my nostrils, acrid and unmistakable. Walking around to the back of the car, I crouched down, brushing the dust off my hands onto my jeans before inspecting the damage.

The tire was completely shot—torn to shreds like it had gone through a blender. Long, jagged gashes ran across the rubber, and bits of it flapped limply in the breeze.

“Perfect,” I mumbled under my breath and wiped sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. There went my extra two hours at home. So much for Stan’s insistence that I needed rest.

I sighed heavily. The day had been long, and now this? Great. Just great.

At least I wasn’t stuck on a busy road. The side road I had taken was quiet, with barely any traffic in sight—just a few passing cars.

I moved to the trunk and popped it open. The heat trapped inside rolled over me like a furnace blast as I pushed aside the mess of reusable grocery bags and an old sweatshirt to uncover the spare tire nestled in its compartment.

I tugged at it, but the damn thing didn’t want to budge. “Come on, you piece of shit.” I gave it another hard yank, but it didn’t budge.

Just as I was working up a sweat wrestling with the stubborn tire, the low rumble of an approaching engine echoed through the stillness. The sound vibrated through the air, and I paused to glance over my shoulder. Two bikes rolled to a stop a few feet away, and dust kicked up around them. The riders swung their legs over, and their boots crunched against the gravel as they dismounted.

I shielded my eyes with my hand and stared at the two figures. I recognized one of them almost immediately.

Smoke.

Jesus.

Even under the relentless sun, he looked as effortlessly cool as ever. His black T-shirt clung to his tattooed arms, and his leather cut fit him like it was made for him. I swallowed hard and felt an odd mix of relief and nervousness in my stomach.

“You okay?” Smoke called out.

I pushed my hair out of my sweaty face and forced a tight smile. “Uh, well, I’ve been better.”

He stepped closer, and his gaze locked onto mine. I could see the flicker of recognition pass over his face.

Yep. He knew who I was now.

I’m sure I looked about as shocked as he did.

“I guess it’s my turn to help you,” he smirked, his lips tugging up in that way that made it impossible to tell if he was being cocky or just charming.

“You two know each other?” the other man asked and glanced between us with mild curiosity.

Smoke smirked and pushed his sunglasses on top of his head. His dark eyes met mine again. “This is Dani Marie. She owns the wine shop.” He gestured to the other guy. “Dani, meet Dice.”

I gave an awkward wave to Dice and felt suddenly very out of place in my dusty jeans and sweat-soaked T-shirt. “Uh, hi.”

Dice grinned wide. “Wine chick,” he chuckled. “The girls are gonna be pissed that I got to meet you before them.”

Wine chick? Girls? My mind scrambled to catch up.

“Uh, well...” I stammered, unsure of what to say. I always felt a little clueless when these guys talked like there was some inside joke I wasn’t privy to.

“You call for a tow or anything?” Smoke asked and dragged his gaze from me to the mangled tire.

I shook my head, brushing my damp hands on my thighs. “Uh, no. I was just going to put the spare on.”

Smoke crouched down beside the tire and ran his hand over the tattered rubber. “Damn,” he muttered and inspected the damage more closely. “You run over a couple of axes or something, angel?”

I blinked. Angel?

It took me a second to reply because my brain was still short-circuiting over that one little word. It was probably nothing—just something he called every woman, right? But still, hearing it again in his rough voice did something weird to my insides.

“Uh, not that I noticed,” I stuttered.

I moved next to him; the heat rolled off the pavement in waves as I took him in up close. Tattoos crawled up his arms, black ink curling around defined muscles, and disappeared beneath the sleeves of his shirt. The butterfly peeked out from his collar, and the wings hugged the side of his neck. His leather cut sat snug over his shoulders, and the worn patches stitched onto the back were proudly displayed.

Even in the miserable Texas heat with a flat tire and sweat sticking to my skin, I couldn’t ignore just how handsome Smoke was. 

“You come from the shop?” he asked, his deep voice cutting through the quiet hum of cicadas in the distance.

I nodded and wiped my forehead with the back of my hand. “Uh, yeah. I was just headed home when all of a sudden, my tire pressure warning light went off.”

“Good thing you pulled over when you did.”

Smoke stood up, and suddenly, we were too close. The scent of leather and motor oil mixed with the heat, wrapped around me. He bumped into me slightly, and before I could stumble back, his hands shot out and gripped my arms to steady me. A flush of heat crept up my neck at his touch, and for a moment, we just stood there, eyes locked. His fingers were warm, steady, and lingered a little too long.

“You good, angel?” he asked, and his lips curved into a smirk.

There was that name again. It had to be something he called everyone. He had said it the day of the explosion, and he had called me it twice today.

“I’ll get the spare,” Dice said, breaking whatever weird spell Smoke and I had fallen into.

I cleared my throat and took a step back. Smoke let his hands fall, and I immediately missed their warmth.

“Uh, I couldn’t get it out.” I pushed my damp hair behind my ear and felt a little ridiculous. “It’s stuck.”

Smoke and Dice moved to the open trunk and peered inside.

“It’s bolted in.” Dice leaned over, his hands moving quickly, and within seconds, he held up a small nut. “Just a wingnut to keep the tire from bouncing all over the place.”

Smoke grabbed the spare and the jack underneath with barely an effort.

“Oh, uh, well...” I stammered and felt my face heat up. I would have liked to have said I knew that there was a nut holding it in, but obviously, I didn’t.

“It’s all good, angel. A lot of people don’t know how to change a tire. That’s good for our line of business.” Smoke leaned the spare against the car by the flat tire and flashed me another smirk.

“I know how to change a tire. My ex showed me how,” I insisted and crossed my arms defensively. And I did. “I just have never had to get it out of the car.” I motioned to the open trunk. “He left out how to get the tire out.”

Smoke chuckled and kneeled in front of the shredded tire. “Just a small detail he forgot.”

I watched as he and Dice got to work, their movements quick and efficient. Smoke loosened the lug nuts with ease. Dice slid the jack under the car, pumping it up steadily while they exchanged a few words I couldn’t quite hear. It didn’t take long before the old tire was off, and the spare was in place. Dice handed Smoke the lug nuts, and he secured them tightly.

Before I knew it, the job was done. Smoke tossed the destroyed tire into my trunk and slammed it shut.

“Come over to the clubhouse tomorrow, and we’ll get you a new tire.”

“Oh, no. You don’t need to do that. You guys have already done enough for me,” I insisted and shook my head.

Smoke leaned against my car, his dark eyes fixed on mine. “You probably picked up something in the parking lot from the explosion. This goes back to me and the club. I’ll take care of your tire.”

I rolled my eyes. “I could have picked up something anywhere, Smoke. I don’t think you can really blame yourself for this.” I stepped closer and met his gaze. “And besides, you guys made it sound like the explosion wasn’t your fault, so this isn’t your fault.”

Smoke glanced at Dice, and something unspoken passed between them.

The Iron Fiends hadn’t been the ones to blow up the strip mall, but something told me they had been the ones the explosion was targeting.

“Come to the clubhouse,” Smoke said again, and his tone left no room for argument. “I’ll take care of your tire.”

I looked up at him and searched his face. “We’ll see. I have to work tomorrow.”

Smoke’s lips thinned in a way that told me he wasn’t a man who liked hearing ‘we’ll see.’

I stepped back and smiled at Dice. “Thank you for stopping to help. I would still be trying to get the tire out if you guys hadn’t stopped.”

Dice grinned and tipped an imaginary hat. “No problem, doll.” He walked back to his bike and left me alone with Smoke.

Smoke was still leaning against my car, and his hands were shoved deep in his pockets. “I’ll see you tomorrow, angel.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

I wrinkled my nose and shrugged. “Later, Smoke.” I took a few steps toward the driver’s door.

“We’ll follow you to your house to make sure the spare holds.”

My step faltered. “I, uh, you do—”

“We’ll follow you,” he repeated firmly, and his tone made it clear I wasn’t getting out of it.

I nodded. “Uh, thank you.” No sense in wasting time arguing when I had a feeling I wasn’t going to win.

I slid into my car and tossed a glance in the rearview mirror just in time to see Smoke straddle his bike. He slid his sunglasses over his eyes and cranked the engine as a deep rumble vibrated through the air.

I couldn’t see his eyes, but somehow, I knew he was looking right at me through the mirror.

Why was this man suddenly in my life? And why, whenever I looked at him, did I get butterflies in my stomach?

With a sigh, I rolled my eyes and started the car. As I merged back onto the road, I couldn’t help but glance in the mirror every few seconds. Smoke rode behind me; his motorcycle kept pace with my little sedan. The deep growl of his engine was a steady presence behind me and a constant reminder that he was watching out for me.

The sun was starting to dip. The road stretched out ahead, but all I could focus on was the gleam of chrome and the figure riding behind me.

I turned onto my street and then into my driveway to my usual spot. My little one-story house looked tiny on the outside and was tiny on the inside, but it was home. It was what I could afford after the divorce, and it was enough.

Smoke and Dice stopped at the end of my driveway with their bikes idling.

I stepped out and waved my hand in thanks. I was torn between wanting Smoke to get off his bike and hoping he would just drive off.

Smoke gave a small nod. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Dani Marie.” He glanced at Dice, and without another word, they revved their engines and took off down the street.

I watched them go until the glow of their taillights disappeared around the corner. I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a heavy sigh.

That was unexpected.

I hadn’t thought I would ever see Smoke again after the explosion, but here he was, swooping in to help me this afternoon. And, apparently, I was going to see him again tomorrow.

I glanced at the spare tire on my car.

I didn’t think it was Smoke’s fault I got a flat. He didn’t need to be the one to help me get a new tire. And I had to work tomorrow.

I knew the spare would be fine for a couple of days, and I could get it fixed on my next day off, which wouldn’t be until Sunday. Smoke had done enough for me.

I could handle my tire.
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Chapter Six
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Smoke

“Nice to see you finally got out of bed.”

I rolled my eyes and sipped my coffee. “Getting blown up will make ya stay in bed for a couple of days.”

Yarder chuckled and opened the door wide to let Harley and Davidson out. The dogs bolted into the backyard and ran around like maniacs before finding a spot to do their business. Yarder grabbed a ball from their toy bucket and played fetch with Harley while Davidson found a bone to chew on in the shade.

It was Friday morning, and it had taken everything in me to get out of bed. My ride and then helping Dani with her tire had been a little too much for my first day upright. The aches and bruises from the explosion weren’t going away as quickly as I had hoped.

“Got plans for today?” Yarder asked and tossed the ball lazily across the yard.

“Whatever comes my way,” I shrugged.

Yarder glanced at me. “Dice mentioned you guys helped the wine chick with a flat tire last night.”

Leave it to Dice to open his big mouth. I wasn’t trying to hide last night from Yarder, but I wasn’t looking to run to him with every little detail either. “Yeah, we helped her.”

“You happen to ask her about who her landlord is?”

I leveled my gaze on him. “Yeah, you know that’s normal conversation when I’m on the side of the road changing her tire. ‘By the way, who is your landlord?’” I shook my head. “I can ask her when she comes over today.”

Yarder chuckled and threw the ball again to Harley. “She’s coming over today?”

I nodded. “Told her to come over so I could get her tire fixed.”

“That might be hard to do, seeing as the garage is just an empty building,” Yarder pointed out.

“I was gonna take her to Mac’s.” Mac’s was a town over and was just as good a garage as we were. They could easily get her a new tire, and she would be good as new. 

“What time is she coming?” Yarder asked.

“You keeping an eye on me, Yarder?” I asked, slightly annoyed with his fifty questions.

He shook his head. “Nah. I just planned on heading over to her shop today to talk to her, and I figured if she was coming over here, I didn’t need to take all the girls with me to her shop. I’m really just looking out for myself in the hopes I don’t have to spend an hour at the wine shop with all the ol’ ladies.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Now that I believe. And I don’t know what time she is coming over. She mentioned she had to work.”

“You really think she is going to come?”

I finished my coffee and sat back in my chair. “Not really sure. I figured if she wasn’t here by this afternoon, I would head over to her. She shouldn’t be driving around on a spare for too long.”

Yarder nodded. “You’re not wrong.” Harley dropped the ball expectantly at his feet. Yarder picked it up and tossed it the full length of the backyard. “If she’s not here by two, we can head to her.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me.” Yarder and the girls could check out the shop while I took care of her tire. I figured if she was busy with work, I could take her car to Mac’s by myself.

Harley came galloping back happily with the ball in his mouth, and his tail wagged furiously.

“You think there’s a chance we cannot have all of the girls with us?” I asked.

Yarder chuckled and shook his head. “Pretty sure that will not happen, brother. The girls are going stir-crazy with us keeping a close eye on them. They’re clinging on to going to the wine shop like it’s Christmas morning.”

I grunted and stood. I stretched my arms over my head to loosen my stiff muscles. “I guess you’re not wrong. I can’t wait until all of this Boone and Gibbs shit blows over. I miss the days of just living without having to look over our shoulders at every turn.”

“You and everyone else feel that, too, Smoke.” He grabbed the ball Harley had dropped at his feet. “We’ll get back to that soon.”

“Hear anything from Russ?”

Yarder shook his head and tossed the ball. “Not a word.”

I watched Harley chase after the ball and jump over Davidson to get it. “Maybe they’ll forget about us.”

Yarder side-eyed me. “Yeah, that would be great, but I don’t see that happening.”

“They’re gonna eventually mess up. They can’t keep coming after us like this and not expect that someone is going to catch on.” They were making huge moves against us—explosions, involving innocent people. They were bound to screw up.

“We’ll get them. Until then, we keep moving forward. The garage will be done in a month, and today we can talk to Dani about who the landlord of the strip mall is to get the bakery going.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 

Dani had until two this afternoon to come to the clubhouse. If she didn’t, I was going to find her.
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Chapter Seven
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Dani

“We had a run on the garlic olive oil. Can you grab a few more bottles from the back?” I asked Stan and brushed my hair back from my face as I rang up a customer at the register.

“You got it,” he called from across the store. “I’ll grab a couple of the Tuscan, too. I’ve been pushing the sample and sold a few bottles this morning.”

I nodded and flashed a polite smile at the older woman in front of me as I bagged her wine and cheese. “Enjoy your weekend, Mrs. Collins.”

She grinned. “Oh, I will, dear. You know how my book club gets.”

I chuckled. “Absolutely. See you next week.”

With a final wave, she walked out, and the bell above the door chimed softly in her wake. The afternoon sun streamed through the large front windows and cast golden streaks across the polished wood floors. Friday afternoons were always like this—busy, lively, and filled with the low hum of conversation as customers stocked up for the weekend.

For a second, I’d almost called Stan this morning to let him know I’d be late and headed to the Iron Fiends’ clubhouse instead, but I hadn’t. The shop needed me, and besides, I figured the tire could wait.

I moved around the store and straightened a row of wine bottles, my fingers trailing lightly over the labels, making sure they were all straight. I checked the cheese case and rearranged a few wedges to make the display more appealing. Two customers wandered through the shelves, debating on whether to go with a red or a white, and I gave them space while pretending not to listen in on their conversation. They should go with a white with the cheese they had picked, but I could always help steer them that way if they asked.

Stan emerged from the back room with the olive oil bottles in hand. “Got ‘em.”

“Thanks,” I said and took them. “Can you also grab a few bottles of the balsamic? Mrs. Collins just bought two. And we need to think about topping off the sun-dried tomato olive oil keg.”

Stan nodded and headed back to grab them. I put the bottles of olive oil on display and barely had time to get behind the register before the bell above the door chimed again.

I looked up, and my heart nearly stopped.

Yarder walked in first, tall and broad-shouldered, and his presence filled the space like he owned it. But that wasn’t what had my pulse jumping—it was who walked in behind him. Smoke.

And they weren’t alone.

A group of six women followed them inside, all of them chatting excitedly as they fanned out into the shop.

“Oh, this place is so cute,” one of them gushed and twirled in place to take it all in.

“Cheese,” another whispered excitedly.

“So much cheese,” her friend agreed with wide eyes and made a beeline for the display case.

And then there was Smoke.

He moved toward the counter with that easy, confident stride, like he belonged here just as much as I did. His dark jeans fit just right, and his white T-shirt stretched across his chest in a way that made it impossible to ignore. Over it, his black leather cut hung open. My eyes drifted to his hands that rested on the counter—RIDE FREE—inked boldly across his knuckles with the dark letters standing out against his tanned skin.

I swallowed hard and crossed my arms as I tried to calm my racing heart. I had not expected him to show up here with his friends. I figured I had a day or two before he decided to track me down.

“You didn’t show up,” Smoke said. His voice was low and rough that cut straight through the noise of the store.

I forced a casual shrug. “I had to work.”

He arched a brow and was clearly not impressed with my excuse. “Figured.” He glanced around and watched the women as they poked at cheese samples and chattered about pairing options. “Busy day?”

“Always is.” I leaned against the counter.

Smoke wasn’t one to let things slide, though. He looked back at me. “Told you I’d take care of the tire, angel.”

My stomach flipped at the way that nickname rolled off his tongue like it was second nature. I crossed my arms tighter. “I appreciate it, but I can handle it. It’s just a tire, Smoke.”

He smirked, and his dark eyes locked onto mine. “You say that like you don’t know me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know you.”

His smirk widened. “Fair.” He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping lower. “But I don’t let things slide, especially when they shouldn’t have happened in the first place. That blowout? It was from debris from the explosion, Dani. That’s on us.”

I exhaled slowly and felt the weight of his words settle deep in my chest. “You don’t have to—”

“I do,” he interrupted, and his eyes held mine. “And I will.”

Before I could argue, one of the women—long hair, tall, and wearing ripped jeans and a tank top—bounded over and held a block of brie in one hand and a wedge of gouda in the other.

“Dani, right?” she asked with a grin.

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“I’m Sloane,” she said and placed the cheese down. “This place is amazing. I’ve been dying to check it out ever since Yarder mentioned it.”

I smiled politely. “Thanks.”

Sloane leaned in with a grin. “I’ll take these, but I think I need to grab a basket for everything else we are going to get.”

I shot a look at Smoke, who just shook his head, clearly amused. “These are great choices,” I said as I looked at the cheese. “Grab a bottle of Chenin Blanc to go with the brie.”

“I will!” Sloane winked before wandering off again and leaving me alone with Smoke once more.

He tapped his fingers against the counter. “Your tire gonna make it home tonight?”

The man was relentless. I met his gaze and tried not to let him see how much his concern affected me. “Yeah, it’ll be fine.” I didn’t really have anyone who cared about me. I mean, I had Stan, but he probably just cared about me because I was the one who signed his paychecks.

Smoke didn’t look convinced. “Right.” He nodded toward the women now happily browsing through the store. “Looks like we’ll be here a while. You might as well let me fix it while you help the girls figure out what they want.”

I sighed and realized I wasn’t going to win this battle. “Fine,” I muttered. “But I don’t know how you are going to fix it with it sitting in the parking lot.”

He held his hand out to me. “Keys.”

I rolled my eyes but dug into my purse to fish out my keys. With a sigh, I slapped them into Smoke’s waiting hand, expecting him to just take them and go. But instead, his fingers curled around mine and held my hand in his warm, steady grip.

A slow, satisfied smile spread across his face, and it sent a shiver down my spine. “Good call, angel.”

I swallowed, suddenly very aware of how close he was and how his voice seemed to wrap around me like a warm blanket. “You aren’t really giving me much choice,” I whispered, my voice betraying more than I wanted it to.

Smoke’s dark eyes locked onto mine, and a flicker of something dangerous and thrilling danced in them. “You’ll always have a choice with me, angel,” he said as his thumb grazed the inside of my palm before he finally let go. “Just... some of the time, I’m really going to let you know which choice you should make.”

His words hit me like a slow burn, sinking in and settling deep. Smoke had this way of getting under my skin—he was intoxicating and infuriating all at once. He could take control without even trying, and damn it, I was letting him.

“And what if I still don’t want to make that choice?” I asked and tilted my chin up defiantly.

Smoke’s smirk widened. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

And just like that, he let go of my hand, pushed off the counter, and strode toward the door without another word. I watched him go with my heart pounding wildly in my chest, and I hated how easily he could mess with my head.

“Whoa!” Stan’s voice cut through my thoughts as he came out of the back room with his eyes wide at the sudden crowd in the shop. “When did we become the weekend hangout spot?”

I smirked and shook off the lingering heat from my encounter with Smoke. “Looks like we got invaded.”

Before Stan could respond, one of the women in the group—tall and curvy—walked up to him with a block of cheese. “Hey, what would I do with a dill Havarti?”

Another woman held up a bottle of garlic olive oil and chimed in. “Is olive oil good to drink every morning? I like garlic. Can I drink this?” She stared at Stan earnestly.

I sighed and moved to help him before he got overwhelmed.

Before I could help, a loud whistle rang through the shop.

Everyone turned to Yarder, even the poor customer who was by the jarred olives and crackers.

“You guys are giving me a goddamn headache,” Yarder said and pointed at the olive oil woman. “You’re not drinking olive oil, Poppy. No way in hell you’re kissing me after drinking that.”

Poppy wrinkled her nose and pouted. “But what if it’s good for my health, Yarder? We could drink it together.”

Yarder turned his exasperated gaze to me and silently begged for help.

I cleared my throat, stepping toward Poppy. “Uh, well... I’m not too sure about it being good for your health, but if it is, I don’t think this is the one you should be drinking. Unless, of course, you’re trying to keep vampires away.”

“I Googled it,” another woman interjected and held up her phone. She looked at me with a grin. “I’m Olive, by the way.”

I blinked. Olive. Of course, the woman researching olive oil was named Olive.

Sloane, who had been inspecting the cheeses, pointed at the rest of the group. “That’s Dove, Adalee, and Fallon.”

I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to remember all of those names.

“Olive oil is good for your health,” Olive continued, oblivious to my amusement. “You should have one and a half tablespoons a day. Though, you don’t have to drink it straight—cooking with it works too. It helps lower the risk of coronary heart disease.”

Poppy turned to Yarder with her eyebrows raised in victory. “Look who’s wrong.”

Yarder crossed his arms over his chest, scowling. “I can cut this little field trip short, babe.”

Poppy smirked. “You’re just mad because you were wrong.”

“What about cheese?” Adalee piped up with a mischievous grin. “Will that lower my risk of... anything?”

Fallon laughed and grabbed a wedge of sharp cheddar. “It’ll help lower your risk of being sad. I don’t think I’ve ever been sad while eating cheese.”

Dove bumped Fallon’s hip playfully. “True that, girlfriend. I know I’m gonna be a happy duck while I eat my blueberry white cheddar.” She held up her prize. “I mean, if I die, guys, just bury me in cheddar, okay?”

Laughter rippled through the group, and despite myself, I found my lips tugging up in a smile.

Stan, ever the salesman, pointed at Dove’s cheese. “I’d pair that with a Lambrusco.”

Dove tilted her head. “You say that like I know what that means.” She slipped her arm through his and grinned. “Show me the way, wine man. Point me in the direction of the Lambrusco.”

Stan laughed but obligingly led her toward the wine section.

I leaned against the counter and watched the chaos unfold. The shop was packed, louder than I was used to, but there was something... nice about it. 

Yarder caught my eye from across the room, walked over, and rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry about the crowd. They’ve been cooped up too long, and when I said I was coming here, they practically tackled me.”

I waved a hand. “It’s fine. I don’t mind... as long as they don’t actually start drinking olive oil.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, well, this is your warning that things are never normal when all of the girls are together.”

I glanced toward the front of the shop, where Smoke had disappeared out the door. “I’m surprised you didn’t go with Smoke to work on my tire.”

Yarder shook his head. “Someone had to stay back with the girls, and Dice was going with him.”

I looked around. “I didn’t even notice Dice with you guys.”

“He stayed outside. Said there was a lesser chance of losing his hearing from all of the squawking.”

“Dani!”

Yarder held up his finger. “That would be the squawking.”

I smiled wide. I kind of liked it. “You can hang out behind the register if you want. There is a stool back there.”

Yarder nodded. “Thanks.” He made his way behind the counter and sat on the stool. He made the space back there look much smaller than it did when Stan or I was back there.

“I don’t like olives, but I want to like them,” Fallon called. “Do you think I would like the blue cheese stuffed ones?”

I wrinkled my nose. “Only if you like blue cheese.” I myself could not handle blue cheese, but Stan could. He had been the one to taste-test those foul things.

“Never had it,” Fallon replied. She looked at the jar closely. “I mean, they look good.”

“Do feet look good to you? Because that is exactly what blue cheese tastes like,” Adalee laughed.

“Oh, come on,” Stan protested. “You got to give blue cheese a chance.”

“It’s mold,” Adalee insisted. “Not a fan.”

Stan wagged his finger at Adalee. “I would like to challenge you.” He walked over to the wines and looked for a beat. “Aha! I think this will change your mind.” He grabbed a bottle and came back over to Adalee. “A ruby port always pairs well with blue cheese. The sweetness counteracts the strong cheese.”

“Or you could just not eat the strong cheese,” Adalee laughed, winking at Stan. “But I do have an open mind. I’ll let you try to blue cheese me, wine man.”

Stan chuckled and shook his head as he moved behind the counter with Yarder. “It’s Stan, and that is all I ask.”

The girls gathered around the front counter and leaned in as Stan grabbed the bottle of Ferreira and began working on the cork with practiced ease. Fallon, standing closest, held up the jar of blue cheese-stuffed olives and wiggled it at me.

“Can I open these?” she asked, and her eyes sparkled with curiosity.

I nodded. “Have at it.”

“I promise I’ll buy them,” she added quickly, and twisted off the lid with a satisfying pop.

“Only if you like them,” I said and held up a hand. “I’m not going to force those things on anyone unless they actually enjoy them. If you hate them, Stan can take them home. I’d rather you buy something you love and come back for more than buy something you don’t and never step foot in here again.”

Fallon smiled warmly. “I like you. I can see why your shop is popular.”

I laughed and shook my head. “Popular might not be the right word. It’s probably more because I’m the only place like this within fifty miles.” I winked and started toward the back room. “I’ll grab some toothpicks.”

I walked into the back room, and the familiar scent of aged cheese filled the air. I found the sample tray we had set up for tastings—neatly arranged with toothpicks, small tasting glasses, napkins, and the mini trash bin we used for discarded picks.

I hadn’t been lying earlier. Stan and I prided ourselves on letting customers sample before buying. We wanted people to love what they were getting, not just tolerate it. Stan always said an honest experience kept people coming back, and so far, it had worked.

I balanced the tray on one hand and walked back out into the shop. The lively chatter of the girls filled the space, and as I approached, the rich aroma of the pungent blue cheese hit me immediately.

Stan had the bottle of Ferreira open and carefully poured small servings into the tasting glasses. Fallon had already fished an olive out of the jar and was eyeing it skeptically.

I set the tray down and resisted the urge to scrunch my nose at the overwhelming scent. “Alright, ladies,” I said, grabbed a toothpick, and gestured toward the tray. “Let’s see who’s brave enough.”

Fallon popped the olive into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Her eyes widened, and she made a face as she struggled to swallow. “Oh no. No, no, no. That’s... wow. That’s strong.” She grabbed a glass of wine and downed it. “Oh, that is so much better than that foul little thing. I like the wine, but the olive can kick it to the curb.”

Poppy stood next to her and cautiously took one. She sniffed it and nibbled at the edge. “Ugh!” She groaned, wrinkling her nose. “It tastes like... feet.”

Sloane, already regretting her decision, swallowed hers with a shudder. “Oh my god, why? Who thought blue cheese inside an olive was a good idea?”

Dove laughed, took a hesitant bite, and grimaced. “Nope. Absolutely not. I need to cleanse my mouth with, like, an entire baguette.”
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