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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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I really appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Other Books 

Dedication

For my sister-

You’ve come such a long way, and I’m so proud of you!
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Nothing good ever came out of eavesdropping, but it was hard not to hover near the door where it was cracked open just enough to ruin your life. No matter how violently those panicked butterflies fluttered in your tummy, it was natural to stop and listen when you heard your name being said.

Right?

“It’s not that easy,” Paul hissed into the phone. “Junie and I have been together for almost three years.” There was some silence before I heard the words that justified those violent butterfly attacks in my stomach. “Of course, I love you and want to be with you, but it’s not that easy to just break up with her. We live together, honey. It’s going to be awkward as hell to wait for her to have to move out.”

I stood near the door, my heart breaking, but I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t falling into a hysterical mess. I was listening intently because I wanted to make sure that there was no mistaking that Paul was telling someone else that he loved them. I wanted to process what was happening, so that he couldn’t deny it when I confronted him later. I wanted to hear just enough to break my heart completely, so that I didn’t fall for his apologies later. I wanted to let him hurt me enough to make sure that I wouldn’t weaken later. There would be no ‘we can still be friends’ here. I wanted to hate him, so that I could sever whatever love that I had for him, and then move on when I was ready.

“What are you talking about?” he continued to hiss into the phone. “Of course, I’m not still having sex with her. I told you that I put a stop to that months ago.”

He was lying to whoever was on the other end of the phone. While the sex had waned considerably, we were still having it. It might only be a couple of times a month, but we were still having sex, and that was more upsetting than anything else. Discovering that my boyfriend of three years was cheating on me, I knew that there was no way that I’d find peace without a complete physical now. Sure, we still used condoms, but they weren’t guaranteed. We weren’t ready for kids, so we had agreed early on to keep with the double coverage of getting the shot and condoms.

Thank God now.

Getting pregnant, and then co-parenting with a cheating jerk was not the kind of life that I wanted to live. I wanted my children to be raised by parents that loved each other and were faithful to one another.

“No one is better than you, darling,” he went on. “You know you’re the best sex that I’ve ever had. Why would I want to sleep with her when I have you? You’re so wild, sexy, and beautiful. You’re all I want. You know this. The way you let me fuck you at the club is the stuff of dreams. I love you so much, don’t be mad, honey. I’ll end it soon. I promise.”

With all the proof that I needed, I walked away, heading straight for our bedroom. I sat on the bed as I did a mental inventory of all the stuff that was mine, and all of the stuff that mattered enough to take with me. Paul and I lived in a very small two-bedroom apartment because, with rent prices being what they were, we had agreed to the sacrifice of staying here while we saved up for a house. When rent on a decent apartment was the same amount as a house payment, the choice was simple.

Looking around, I couldn’t help but feel relieved that we’d never taken that next step. Paul wanted me gone with the least amount of awkwardness as possible, and I wanted to leave the same way. There was no denying that I was heartbroken-crushed even-but I also had my pride working for me. I could reserve the tears and emotional breakdown for later. For now, I needed to call the gang and have them help me move out as soon as possible. I wasn’t worried about finding a place to stay because I knew that I could stay with Roark.

I wasn’t sure how long I sat on the bed, planning everything out, but the sound of Paul’s Oxfords snapped me out of my thoughts, and I knew that this was it. The man that I thought I was going to marry didn’t exist anymore. Instead of a man who was faithfully in love with me, this Paul stood in his place.

“Junie, have you seen my green tie? The one with the diamond pattern?” I looked up at him as he went to stand in front of the closet mirror. He had a ‘business meeting’ tonight, but now I knew better.

I stood from the bed, then turned to face him. “You know, to be fair, you’ve never even asked me if I would be willing to have sex with you at a club,” I told him, and his entire body froze.

He slowly turned around, his eyes wide, his face red with shame. Or maybe it wasn’t shame. Maybe it was just having gotten caught. Everyone was going to know that he wasn’t the good guy that he wanted us all to believe.

“Junie, I-”

“I’ll be out by the weekend,” I promised him before walking out of our bedroom and his life.
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Junie – (One Year Later)~

It was a good thing that I typed as fast as I did and that ten-key was my jam, because being the senior billing accountant for the city of McLaurin was a busy freakin’ job. The town was big enough that my job would never be eliminated, which was a good thing. Nevertheless, if there was one thing that I’d learned while working for the city of McLaurin, it was that all city councils were just as greedy as big government corruption.

They all wanted their money, and they wanted it on time.

Returning to McLaurin hadn’t been the plan when I had graduated from college. However, my life’s plan had changed dramatically the night that I’d overheard Paul talking to his mistress on the phone. After that night, other plans had been made, one of them being coming back home to regroup. Still, not only had I regrouped, but I’d found a job with McLaurin’s city management, and I’d ended up liking it so much that I had decided to stay-much to the delight of my parents.

Flynn and Tori Becker were the best parents any girl could ever ask for, and I wasn’t just saying that. They were the kind of parents that supported you but didn’t hover. Dad was in property management, and he made his money as basically a landlord. However, his real estate ventures were limited to commercial properties because he’d had no interest in residential properties. I’d always suspected that he had too much of a conscience to evict families, and that’s why he’d chosen to stay away from that part of the real estate business.

Mom was his bookkeeper, and it really was a family business. Mom had originally worked for a small health center, but when Dad’s business had started growing, she had quit her job to help him with his books. Together, they did well enough that they’d been able to send me to college without the debt hanging over their heads for years. Luckily, I’d been an only child, so while expensive, they’d only had to make the sacrifice for one kid, instead of many.

College had been everything that it’d been expected to be, and I had enjoyed every single year of it. I’d gone for my business management degree and had gotten it with some rather respectable grades upon graduation. My first job had been working for a law firm in their billing department, following Paul in his quest to chase his dreams with Pearl Marketing. I hadn’t minded living in Mercy, but it hadn’t been the city of my dreams, either.

However, while Paul had ended up being one of the biggest mistakes ever to come out of going to college, Roark Storm hadn’t been. Roark was my best friend, and he’d been since our sophomore year of college.

We’d met at a party where Clint University had been celebrating its fifth football win in a row. Clint was a die-hard sports college, and the hysteria of its wins was insane. However, liking sports, it hadn’t bothered me. I enjoyed watching sports, especially winter sports. Winter was my favorite season of the year, so hockey, ice skating, snowboarding, and skiing were some of my favorite things to watch. While I enjoyed football, basketball, and baseball, I preferred to watch winter sports. The Winter Olympics were my guilty pleasure whenever they were on.

Anyway, we’d been at a party, the crowd drunk, high, wired, and just plain crazy, when Roark Storm had grabbed me by the arm, dragged me down the hallway, my beer splashing all over the place, then had promised me a thousand dollars if I would pretend to be his crazy, possessive, violent girlfriend. Apparently, some girl wouldn’t leave him alone, and he didn’t like being nasty to females. His desperation had been so endearing that I’d made a complete fool of myself-and him-and had acted like I’d been auditioning for my own reality television show.

After that, we’d been inseparable. We’d become best friends, and despite how our friendship had started, something had placed us firmly in the ‘friends only’ zone, and there’d never been anything more between us. A lot of people hadn’t believed that we’d been just friends, but I hadn’t cared. I also hadn’t been willing to give Roark up whenever whichever guy that I’d been dating had taken exception to our closeness. Paul had been the only guy that hadn’t minded that my best friend was a guy.

So, while we had a tight group of friends that still kept in touch with each other, Roark was my best friend, and he’d been for the past six years. We’d done the meeting of the families, had gone on trips together, and had even shared the holidays together. Roark knew all my secrets, and I knew all of his. I had no doubt that he was going to be godfather to my children one day, and I was going to spoil the shit out of his children in return.

I also loved his parents. Julius and Chanel Storm were warm, welcoming, and the cutest couple ever. They had accepted me right away and had always treated me like one of the family.

The only person that didn’t seem to care for me much was Roark’s older brother, Ripley. He was older than Roark by two years, and he was a professional snowboarder. I’d met him during our junior year of college when I’d gone to visit Roark’s parents for the weekend, and he’d been there. Already graduated from college, Ripley had just won his first snowboarding competition the week before our visit, so when he’d been a little cold with his greeting, I had just assumed that he’d been dealing with a lot. It’d been hard to imagine that Roark and his parents could be so accepting, but not Ripley. However, I had quickly learned how wrong I’d been when I kept getting that same cold reception whenever he was around.

At any rate, one sour older brother wasn’t enough to make me stay away from the Storms. Hell, when my relationship with Paul had blown up in my face, Mrs. Storm had called me to let me know that they were there for me, no matter what I needed.

Needless to say, with the support of my parents, the Storms, and Roark, I’d gotten over my heartbreak, and I was happy with where I was now. It’d only been a year, but I was completely over Paul Hopper and that waste of three years. While I hadn’t dated anyone since we’d broken up, I was only twenty-six and in no hurry. I had plenty of time to find the love of my life, so I wasn’t going to force the dating thing just to prove that I was over him.

As I was locking up my computer and shutting things down for the day, my phone chimed with a notification. It was only Thursday afternoon, but I was gearing up for a four-day weekend that was bound to be awkward but fun.

My Goofball: I’m calling u n an hour. U better answer

Out of habit, I glanced at the watch on my wrist. I was very aware that my phone had the time on it, but old habits died hard. My father had this thing about watches, and so I’d always worn one because he was always buying me one.

Me: So demanding

My Goofball: I know ur schedule better than u do. U better answer

It was true. Roark did know my work schedule as well as his own. He was a CPA and handled a lot of accounts, mainly those of his family, but his hours could be erratic depending on what he had going on. Tax season was especially horrifying.

Me: Relax. I’ll answer. I promise

My Goofball: Just want 2 make sure everything’s a go

Me: You have control issues

My Goofball: U have no idea

That was probably some kinky sex reference that I wanted to know nothing about. At six-foot-two with rich brown hair, bright blue eyes, and a body that made girls want to fight over him, Roark Storm was simply too gorgeous for words. He was also so damn charming that I had no doubt that the woman of his choice would let him tie her down and control whatever the hell that he wanted to.

Me: Dork. I’ll talk 2 u soon

My Goofball: (smile emoji)

Making sure that everything was locked up tight before I took off for my extended weekend, I grabbed my purse, then headed out. While I was looking forward to a four-day weekend, things were bound to be awkward at first. However, I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I was not going to let Paul Hopper ruin our tradition.

Besides, I was completely over him, remember?
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[image: ]




Ripley~

Granted, I didn’t have anything pressing going on right now, but these weekends of babysitting weren’t exactly high on my list of things to do. While I didn’t mind going to the cabin, the trip would be more welcoming if it were just me and my brother.

However, it wasn’t.

A year after graduating from college, I’d taken my love for snowboarding and had tried my hand with going at it professionally. I’d been blessed with enough athletic talent that snowboarding had come easy to me, and for the past five years, I’d been killing it in competitions, making a name for myself and making more money than I had ever expected. Endorsements were where it was at, and I had plenty.

Originally, I had gone to college to get my engineering degree, and I’d gotten it. I enjoyed the puzzle that was engineering, and I enjoyed figuring out how things worked and what was the best way to make things fit together. I liked stimulating my mind. I liked figuring things out and finding out how to make a new trick work was what did it for me with snowboarding.

For the past five years, I’d been living the dream. I traveled, met new people, experienced new adventures, and I’d been able to take care of my family, though they were perfectly capable of taking care of themselves. After all, Julius and Chanel Storm had managed to put two kids through college, so they obviously knew what they’d been doing financially to be able to accomplish that.

Dad was a police officer, a detective to be exact, and he enjoyed it. He was a real ‘serve the community’ type of person, and while there were a lot of bad cops out there, my father wasn’t one of them. He was one of the good guys, and mine and Roark’s sense of integrity came from him.

As for Mom, she owned her own salon, and it was a very successful one. After my first serious win, I’d taken most of my winnings and had ‘invested’ in her dream of owning her own shop, and the stubborn woman had paid me back after only two years in business. When I had tried to argue that we could call it even, especially since they’d paid for a degree that I hadn’t even been using, she had pulled out the mom card, and that had been the end of that. Before opening her own salon, she had worked for someone else in their shop, and it was nice seeing her do what she loved on her own.

Then there was my only sibling, Roark. He was two years younger than I was, and I loved the kid to death. Though a pain in my ass, I wouldn’t trade him for anything in the world. We were extremely close, and there wasn’t anything that I wouldn’t do for him. In fact, as a CPA, not only did he manage Mom’s books, but he managed mine, too. It was a no-brainer on who to trust my money with.

Along with being smart as fuck, Roark was also just a really good guy. In fact, he was such a goddamn gem that his goodness was the only reason that I had agreed to these torturous annual cabin trips. Even though I was probably more reckless than Roark could ever be, our parents had insisted on an ‘adult’ accompanying Roark and his friends to the cabin. Granted, I didn’t fault them since the cabin really was located in the perfect place for an ax murderer to get his fill, but Roark had been a legal adult the first time that he had planned the trip.

Four years ago, I had purchased a cabin that had been perfect for blocking the world out. During spring and summer, there was greenery as far as the eye could see, and the place was surrounded by so many flowers, plants, and animals. Think Snow White and where the Dwarfs had lived, and that was where the cabin was located.

However, no matter how beautiful the scenery looked during spring and summer, the fall colors were rather remarkable. It was like living in a painting, stunning and serene. Still, my favorite time to visit the cabin was during the winter months. As concerning as the winter storms were, the snowfall and cold winds were more beautiful to me than all the other seasons combined.

Well, back to my brother and this trip. About two months after I had purchased the cabin, Roark had begged me to let him go up there with a few of his friends. They’d been drunk one night and had gotten to getting all sentimental about losing touch after college. In their cups and in their feelings, they had vowed to start a tradition of an annual trip, so that they would never lose touch with each other. Roark had offered up my cabin as their meeting retreat, and after begging me to let them use it, our parents had insisted that I go along, too. They’d been worried about their youngest and had been concerned that he’d get lost or burn the forest down to nothing. When I had pointed out that all cellphones had GPS and that the cabin had a working fire extinguisher, Mom had pulled out that goddamn mom card of hers again, and that was how I had ended up chaperoning a bunch of grown ass adults once a year.

Did I mention that they were all grown adults?

So, every last weekend in July, I went to the cabin to clean, stock up, and make sure everything was working, especially the generator. I turned on the water, ran the plumbing, checked the electricity, and washed all the linens to get ready for the following weekend. I could easily hire someone to get the cabin ready, but I liked the quiet time. The following weekend was a long one, so the few days that I spent at the cabin alone were welcomed ones.

Collectively, my brother’s group of friends had chosen the first weekend in August as the one that would work for everyone. Excluding me, there were seven of them, and August was what had ended up working for all of them. It was just unfortunate for me that it’d been August and not December or January. Summer was my down time, something that my mother had made it her mission to point out.

My phone rang just as I was zipping up the last of my bags. Their weekend trip started tonight, then continued until Monday midday, when everyone left to go back to their lives. Even though I went with them, it was still their trip as far as I was concerned.

When I saw who was calling, I answered immediately. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Me, you, and two hot blondes at Lake Mirror for the weekend,” came the reply.

Aside from Roark, Phineas Moore was my best friend and as crazy as they came. We’d met my third year into the pros, and the guy was solid people. Sure, he was off his nut a lot, but he was loyal, honest, and talented. He also had enough decency to earn his money the hard way, and he never cheated during the games or competitions.

“I can’t. I’ve got that weekend up at the cabin,” I reminded him.

“Ah, shit,” he grumbled. “I forgot about that.”

Carrying my last bag into the living room, I said, “I wish that I could.”

Always feeling the humor, he chuckled. “Awe, c’mon, it can’t be that bad,” he replied cluelessly. “I mean, it’s not like you’re going to weekend boot camp or something. You get to chill with your brother and his friends. How bad could it be?”

“There’s nothing fun about babysitting grown folks, Phin,” I stated dryly. “Roark is twenty-six already. The man works, owns a house, pays his bills, and even feeds himself regularly. There’s no need for me to continue to tag along on this thing.”

“Maybe your mom just wants to make sure that you and Roark spend time together,” he said, doing his best to play devil’s advocate. Again, Phineas Moore was a good dude.

“We spend plenty of time together,” I semi-lied. When I was busy during the fall and winter months, Roark was busy during the winter and spring months. Tax season was no fucking joke, and I often wondered how my brother didn’t lose his mind with all that tax law shit. So, credit to Mom, summer really was the only time that our schedules could line up for us both.

“You’re lying, but I’m going to let that go since you’re gifting me with a second blonde, now that you’re not going.”

“Like you weren’t going to end up with both of them anyway,” I snorted.

Phineas Moore was a ladies’ man, and I’d seen him entertain up to four women at once, and I just didn’t get it. There was no doubt that he rocked his good looks in that All-American type of way, but women really didn’t seem to care that he was free with his affections. Maybe it was that whole The Bachelor reality crap that had women thinking that it was okay to date a guy that was dating a bunch of other women, but I just didn’t understand it. There was no way in fucking hell that I’d date a woman that was dating other men freely. Never mind that I was too possessive for that shit, but what did people get out of dating multiple people at once? Granted, I couldn’t care less how other people got their rocks off, but I’d never seen the appeal. If I was investing my time in a woman, then I expected her to be doing the same, not juggling me around three different other balls.

“Dude, that’s your problem,” he retorted, a familiar conversation coming on. “It’s like you’re saving yourself for marriage. If you are, just tell me. I have no problem respecting your choice to preserve your virginity for your future wife.”

“Phin?”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck off.”

His laugh was clear and happy over the phone. “Fine,” he chuckled. “I’ll leave you and your virginity alone.”

“Look, I gotta go,” I told him. “I’m supposed to pick up Roark in an hour.”

Getting serious, he said, “Okay, friend. Have fun and be careful.”

“Always,” I promised, knowing that fun was the last thing on the menu this weekend.
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Junie~

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Roark asked for the millionth time since we had all confirmed in June.

“I’m positive, Roark,” I answered for the same millionth time.

Along with meeting Roark and Paul during college, I had also met Bruce Harris, Sheridan Gates, Leslie Rudd, and Démon Lula. Somehow, we had all become fast friends, and we’d ended up becoming our own little click, hanging out and all becoming the best of friends. Our group had a little bit of everything, and it balanced out beautifully. Never any drama, and always a good time, we’d all gotten along famously, and our friendships had stood the test of time so far.

After graduation, we’d all gone our separate ways, ready to tackle adulthood and all its challenges. However, one drunken, solemn, emotional night, we had all agreed to meet once a year as a way to guarantee that we’d never lose touch. Sure, social media helped keep us current, but there was nothing like catching up in person.

While Paul and I had ended up in Mercy, Illinois, we’d been lucky that Leslie had found herself in Mercy, too. It’d been nice to have at least one friend still nearby while the others had been scattered all over the country.

Not bothered at all by being the plain one in the group, I had never envied my friends their good looks. Leslie Rudd was the same age as we all were at twenty-six, and she was a social media influencer. Leslie had red hair, green eyes, and soft freckles decorating a stunning face, and it’d been easy to see how she had become a popular influencer. She focused on makeup and fashion, and with a body as thin as hers, she rocked every outfit perfectly. She wasn’t super tall, only five-foot-five, but it worked for her. It worked so well that she was able to make a living off her looks.

Then there was Sheridan Gates, and talk about beautiful. The girl had black hair, deep brown eyes, and was so petite that you couldn’t help but want to just stuff her in your pocket. Sheridan was only five-foot-one, but she was a fierce little thing. Though she was of mixed heritage, her Asian side was prominent, and the girl truly was pretty. She was also an ethics teacher at a very fancy private prep school in Quince, Virginia. It was called Seeland Prep, and as I understood it, you had to rock an income in the millions for your child to attend.

The last female of our group was Démon Lula, and the guys loved to tease her about her first name. She was often called Demon, the twits leaving out the accent in her name. Démon was also pretty in that mysterious kind of way. She was quiet, except when she wasn’t. When the girl was riled up, there was no stopping her. She lived in Winston, Oregon and was a nurse at Charity Memorial Hospital, and it was perfect for her personality. Démon was serious when she needed to be, and feisty when the occasion called for it. I hadn’t ever asked about her heritage, but she was five-foot-three and had brown hair and brown eyes just like I did. Though we looked nothing alike, our coloring was similar. However, Démon’s face looked like a perfect porcelain doll, whereas mine didn’t.

As for the guys in our group, besides Roark and Paul, there was Bruce Harris, and talk about a good-looking sonofabitch...whew. Bruce Harris was six-foot-two of dark chocolate muscles, had dark hair in those sexy finger waves that only Black people could rock, deep brown eyes, and a face that you just wanted to lick. Bruce had ended up in Clearwater, Georgia and was a PE coach for Foreman High School, and I bet he was hell on the female faculty.

Then there was Paul, the perfect All-American boy-next-door with his sandy blonde hair and sky-blue eyes. Paul was six-foot-one, and I’d always been a sucker for tall guys. He wasn’t rocking a lot of muscles, but he was lean and always in shape. Now, granted, I hadn’t seen him in a year, so that might have changed, but he’d always been a bit on the slim side, though still sexy. Plus, Paul had always been put together, so he had always looked good. As far as I knew, he was still in Mercy, Illinois, but I honestly didn’t know that for sure. After moving out, I had blocked him from all my social media accounts, though I’d seen some pictures of him when he had visited Bruce in Georgia a few months ago.

As for Roark, the only guy better looking than my best friend was his brother. Even though Ripley Storm didn’t care for me much, my eyes still worked fine when it came to him and his captivating looks. Like Roark, Ripley had dark brown hair and enchanting blue eyes. He was taller than Roark by about an inch or so, but apart from that, they were both built the same, Ripley a little bit more cut than his brother, but that was to be expected. Roark maintained his sexy physique by going to the gym three times a week, whereas Ripley’s physique was a lifestyle for him, considering his profession.

That made up our little group, though I wasn’t sure if I could count Ripley as one of our group members. It was no secret that he only went on our annual trips as a favor to his mother. At least, it wasn’t a secret to me. Roark had been gleefully eager to explain to me how their mother had forced Ripley to go to the cabin with us.

At any rate, when Paul and I had broken up, I hadn’t made anyone pick sides. Sure, Roark had automatically chosen my side, but I hadn’t wanted to put anyone else in the awkward position of having to pick Paul’s friendship over mine, or vice versa. Paul had betrayed me, not them. Besides, the best defense against a broken heart was a prideful offense. The only person who’d see the true depths of my heartbreak had been Roark, and he’d kept my secret.

Of course, it had also taken me days to convince Roark not to get on a plane and fly to Mercy to kick Paul’s ass, but in the end, I had convinced him to help me salvage my pride and let it go.

“I gotta be honest with you, Junie Bug,” Roark mumbled over the phone. “This is going to be the first time that I’ve talked to or seen that asshole since you moved out. I’m not sure if I can keep from kicking his ass.”

When I had moved out, Paul had been decent enough to stay at his girlfriend’s place for the week, so that I could move without him underfoot. Roark had flown in, helped me pack, then had followed me all the way from Illinois to Colorado in his truck, both our vehicles carrying everything that had been worth taking with me. After I’d gotten settled, like the best friend that he was, Roark had blocked Paul from all his social media sites, too. However, Roark had also accepted my decision to keep everyone from having to choose sides.

I chuckled lightly. “As much as he deserves it, I really am over him, Roark,” I replied. “You kicking his ass or getting in his face is just going to make him think that I’m still heartbroken over him, and I’m not.”

“Fine,” he grumbled like a petulant child. “But if he says anything to you or...or I don’t know what, then no guarantees, okay?”

“Roark, I seriously doubt that he’s that stupid,” I sighed. “We’ve all managed to remain friends because of the lack of drama in our breakup. I seriously doubt that he’s stupid enough to rock the boat at this point.”

“He was stupid enough to lose you, so I think you’re giving him way too much credit for intelligence,” he harrumphed.

At that one, I laughed. “You’re stupid.”

“Sometimes,” he quipped. “Okay, so text me when you’re on your way. Okay?”

Roark and I lived on opposite sides of the state, but our drive to the cabin was damn near the same, faster for me because I had easy freeways guiding me most of the way. It wasn’t until I got to the countryside that the drive got a little sketchy.

“I promise, Dad,” I teased. “I’ll text you when I leave, text you if I stop anywhere, then text you when I get back on the road, then text you when I get to the bottom of the mountain.”

“You know, if you weren’t such a dick, I’d probably be madly in love with you,” he teased back.

“Please,” I snorted. “You should be so lucky as to have a magnificent girlfriend such as myself.”

“Who in the hell talks like that?”

“Love you,” I replied, ending our conversation, so that I could get going.

“Love you, too,” he returned easily. “Stay safe, Junie Bug.”

Hanging up, I grabbed my two bags, then hauled them down to my car. I wasn’t high maintenance, so I didn’t pack much, but I liked taking two bags with me whenever I went on a trip. While the cabin had a washer and dryer, I liked tossing my dirty clothes in the second bag, so that I was practically already packed by the time we were ready to leave.

Other than that, I had my usual carryall with my toiletries, makeup, hairbrush, and things like that. The cabin was near a very beautiful lake, so a bathing suit had also been packed. However, the rest of the weekend was probably going to be spent in yoga pants and t-shirts. After all, it was a mini-vacation of sorts, so might as well go into it with some comfort.

Turning on the ignition, my phone chimed with an incoming text from Sheridan, and that kicked off the group text of everyone stating that they were on their way. While I had blocked Paul from all my social media sites, I hadn’t blocked his number, only deleting it. So, when a reply came as a phone number only, I knew that it was him confirming that he was on his way, too.

Sending my reply, I pulled away from the curb, then started the long drive up north. However, I didn’t mind. Something told me that I was going to need the peace before I got there.
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Ripley~

I loved my brother dearly, but a four-hour drive anywhere with a chatterbox was enough to tax a saint’s nerves, never mind mine. Granted, a lot of his vocal torture was him singing off-key to his playlist since I’d let him take over the radio, but still. The dude couldn’t sing, and he knew it. I had no idea why he kept brutalizing good music when he knew this.

Luckily, we had the same taste in music, so it wasn’t anything worth tossing him out of the car for. However, it’d still be nice of him to let the artists that could sing actually sing.

Roark reached for the radio, lowering the music, back to wanting to talk to me, and I honestly wanted to just tell the kid to read a book or something. “So, do you think that it’ll be super weird to have them both at the cabin?” he asked, and I was close enough with my brother to know exactly what he was talking about.

“She said she was fine, didn’t she?” I reminded him.

“Okay, maybe it’s not her. Maybe it’s me,” he finally admitted. “I feel like I was cheated out of my best friend duties by not kicking his ass when I should have.”

While I didn’t know the details, I knew enough to know that Junie’s ex-boyfriend, Paul, had cheated on her last year, and that they’d broken up rather civilly, her moving out and never contacting him again. Now, while I understood Roark’s need to avenge his best friend, it wouldn’t do good for him to lose focus this weekend. If Junie said that she was okay with it, then he needed to respect that. I had no doubt that Roark was more than capable of kicking Paul Hopper’s ass, but I didn’t need any violence popping off when the whole point of me being there was to ensure that nothing bad happened.

“She’s chosen to take the highroad, Roark,” I replied. “You have to respect that or else you’re going to have a very pissed off female on your hands, and we both know that’s not what you want.”

“True,” he muttered as he leaned back in his seat.

Five years ago, right after I’d won my first serious championship, Roark had introduced me to his best friend, Junie Becker. They’d met their sophomore year at Clint University and had hit it off enough that they’d become inseparable. For over a year, I’d heard nothing but stories of his remarkable best friend and how it sucked that he wasn’t attracted to her because she’d be the perfect girlfriend.

Busy with getting my start in snowboarding, I hadn’t peppered him with too many questions about her because I really hadn’t been all that interested. Between me hustling and Roark busy with school, our conversations had been limited, and I had wanted to spend those conversations listening to what he’d been up to, not about a girl that I hadn’t even met.

So, when our schedules had finally met up, and we’d both been home for the weekend, I hadn’t been surprised to see that Roark had brought her along as a guest. However, I had been surprised at my reaction to finally meeting the only girl that was perfect in my brother’s eyes.

I’d known the basics about her life, but that’d been it. Her father and mother were in commercial real estate and owned their business together. She had no siblings, Roark was her best friend, and she was from McLaurin, Colorado and had been going to CU to get her business management degree.

However, knowing all that hadn’t prepared me for first meeting Junie Becker. On paper, she wouldn’t sound exceptional if you described her to someone, but the girl was anything but ordinary. When Roark had introduced us, and she had shaken my hand, chills had trickled down my spine in a way that they’d never had before.

Smiling up at me, telling me how happy she was to finally meet me, had been a girl so beautiful that I hadn’t even known what to say to her. All rational thought had fled and stringing along a simple greeting had escaped my capabilities. There I’d been, an up-and-coming snowboarding pro, and I’d been rendered tongue-tied by a petite brunette an entire foot shorter than me.

Junie Becker had turned me stupid with her shoulder-length brown hair that looked auburn in the light, her deep, big, Bambi brown eyes, arched brows that had one higher than the other, her rosy cheeks that stood out from her light complexion, her pert, feminine nose, and a pair of lips that I had jerked off to more times than I could possibly count. They were pink, plump, and looked like they could slurp the chrome off a bumper.

She also had a tight little body that was just perfect for fucking. While I had never resented it before, my parents had a pool in their backyard, and the weekend that I’d met Junie, she and Roark had made use of the pool a few times. Unfortunately, I’d gotten a good look at Junie Becker in a bathing suit, and it’d been the stuff of horny teenage boys everywhere.

Junie was only about five-foot-three, and her body had been carved in absolute proportioned perfection. She wasn’t built like a cartoon caricature. She didn’t have huge tits or a wide ass, though that look was sexy as hell for someone that could pull it off. However, Junie’s body boasted of tits that were a perfect handful, a tiny waist, and hips wide enough to give her the curves that she needed while still being able to take a good hard dicking. Her ass was nice and round, her legs short but slim and toned. I had even noticed the goddamn color of her toe polish that weekend, and that’s when I’d known that I was fucked.

Completely aware that I’d been borderline rude, I had done my best to stay away from them during that weekend, and it hadn’t been until Roark had called me a couple of days later to call me on my bullshit that I had confessed the issue behind my rudeness.

The second that I’d admitted my interest in Junie, Roark’s caveman had come out swinging his club like nobody’s business. He’d ranted that I could have any pussy on the planet that I wanted, so that I’d better stay away from Junie; she wasn’t just some piece of ass to stroke my ego. He’d ranted that she was a good person, and that he wasn’t going to lose his best friend because I couldn’t control my dick. Roark had been pissed, insulting, and just really...crazy. While I’d had no desire to turn Junie into a sexual conquest, Roark had been upset enough that I’d known there’d be no talking to him about it. Choosing not to fight with my brother over a girl that I didn’t even know, I had respected his wishes to stay away from Junie, and I’d been respecting them ever since.

Still, that was another reason why I hated going on this trip. For three years, I’d had to sit by and watch her be in love with someone else, and each year it had become more and more suffocating, because I’d been certain that their relationship was going to lead to marriage, ruining any chance with Junie that I might ever have. Granted, I would never make a move without talking to Roark first, but a chance was still a chance.

I had also felt like shit when Roark had told me about what’d had happened between her and Paul, and I had felt happy about it. It was a crappy thing to admit, but I had been. There was a reason for the saying that love was blind, but anyone with two eyes could see that Paul Hopper was all about his ego more than anything else. The guy really wanted to be someone, and the way Junie had doted on him had fed that need in him. From what I could see on those weekends at the cabin, Junie had adored Paul. For him to leave her for someone else still seemed insane to me.

I slid my brother a look because that got me to thinking. “You don’t think she’s lying about being over him, do you?” I asked. “I mean, you do know her best.”

Roark was looking out at the scenery that was flying by us. “No,” he answered thoughtfully. “I know Junie, and I’m sure she’s over him.” He shrugged as he looked over my way. “I mean, how hard is it to get over a jackass who cheated on you anyway?”

“That’s valid,” I agreed as I looked back at the road in front of us.

“I’m just...worried, I guess.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know.” He waited a few seconds before adding, “Paul’s a bit...egotistical. He always has been. He’s not obnoxious with it, but the trait is still very noticeable. I just don’t want him thinking that Junie’s still hung up on him and try to...I don’t know. I just don’t want him trying to apologize or have him bringing it up and making things more awkward than they’re already bound to be.”

“You’ve always told me what a tough cookie Junie is,” I reminded him. “I’m sure she’ll be able to handle him just fine if he tries to bring it up.”

Roark didn’t comment until a couple of miles had passed, and that should have warned me some, but I’d been in my own lost thoughts. “What about you?” he finally asked.

I glanced over at him really quickly. “What about me?”

“Are you still interested in her?”

My eyes back on the road, I asked, “What difference does it make? I’ve already given you my word to stay away from her, and I’ve kept it.”

“You’re right,” he sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I quickly replied. “My relationship with you is more important to me than anything else, Roark. Never forget that.”

Instead of continuing this depressing conversation, Roark turned up the music again, then started butchering one of my favorite songs. Roark didn’t want to admit that his interference had led her to dating Paul Hopper, and I didn’t want to admit that my cowardness had led her to dating Paul Hopper, either.

What a fucking pair we were.
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Junie~

Luckily, for this trip, my father had let me borrow his Toyota Land Cruiser. My Chevrolet Sonic was not equipped to tackle the rugged terrain of the Colorado mountains. The mountains were tricky enough that everyone that flew in for our trip made sure to get rentals that could make the drive through the mountains.

As I hit the base of the mountain that led to the cabin, I pulled over, then shot a text off to Roark. When he texted back that they were still about a half an hour away, the cowardly part of me wanted to wait on the side of the road for them. Roark and Ripley had driven up together, and for all that I was good at convincing everyone that I was fine, I didn’t want to be caught alone at the cabin with Paul if I didn’t have to. I wanted buffers with us until the awkwardness subsided.

When my phone chimed with a notification from our group text, I quickly opened it to find that Sheridan was already at the cabin. Closing my eyes, I dropped my head back against the seat, then let out a deep breath.

Thank God.

I sent a quick text back, letting her know that I was at the bottom of the mountain, then headed on up. It was common knowledge that Ripley always came up here the weekend before our little trip to get everything in order, and he always left an extra key to the cabin in a faux block that lined the walkway from the driveway. Knowing Sheridan, she was already unpacking, having picked her usual room.

Ripley’s cabin was more like a rustic mansion than it was a cabin. It had one master bedroom and sitting room that took up the entire second floor, four regular bedrooms, two bathrooms apart from the master bath, a sitting room, a living room, a game room, den with a fireplace, a state-of-the-art kitchen, and it had roof access that led to anything but a common roof.

Nope.

The back end of the cabin had a split-level balcony that I had used many times to look at the stars at night. Since we always came up during the summer, the weather was always nice enough to hang out on the roof. The view was breathtaking, but because Paul was uncomfortable with heights, it’d always been me up there, or me and Roark.

The cabin was also half wood and half glass. The entire back of the house was solid wood, and every door had a padlock on it. There were windows, but they were weather resistant with dual panes and reinforced with mesh in the center. The mesh patterns were beautiful, and you wouldn’t know that they were for safety more than for décor.

The front of the cabin was all glass, same dual pane but without the mesh. If you were in the sitting room or game room, you could see right outside, and it always reminded me of those horror movies that always took place in the woods. Though absolutely stunning, it could get a little creepy at night.

As I got to thinking about the cabin in all its splendor, I was immensely grateful that I was going to be the second one to arrive. This would be the first year that Paul and I didn’t share a room, and I wanted to pick mine before he got here. I was determined to minimize any uncomfortableness, and picking our rooms at the same time would definitely feel awkward.

Ripley always got the master bedroom, which we all understood. Not only did the poor man not want to hang out with us, but it was his place after all. Roark and Bruce shared a room, and so did Sheridan and Leslie. Démon got her own room, but she always chose the smallest guest room. This time around, it made sense for me and Démon to share a room, and for Paul to take the small guest room.

When I finally pulled up to the cabin, I parked as far as I could to the right to make room for everyone else’s vehicles. From what I understood, not only were Roark and Ripley driving up together, but so were Leslie and Paul. Since their flights had come in together, it made sense for them to drive up together. So, that would leave only five cars to make room for, instead of seven.

As I parked and turned off my car, I shot Démon a quick text.

Me: How about u slum it n the lap of luxury with me this weekend?

Démon: I’m liking where this is going

Me: Paul can have the small room while we pillow fight in the bigger room

Démon: In r underwear?

I barked out a quick laugh. She was such a fruitcake. I knew for a fact that she liked penis only, because she’d been riding Bruce’s for a while now. They had some weird friends-with-benefits thing going on whenever they ran into each other. Seeing as how he lived in Georgia, and she lived in Oregon, it didn’t happen often, but everyone in our group was still single, so I could see them hooking up this weekend. In fact, maybe they should share a room, and then I could bunk with Roark.

Me: What would Bruce think?

Démon: R u kidding? He’d want 2 join

Me: LOL!! Say the word & I’ll bunk with Roark

Démon: I’m good. If things change, I’ll let u know

Me: Sounds good

Ending our conversation, I got out of the car, grabbed my bags, then headed into the cabin. As soon as I walked in, I spotted Sheridan in the kitchen, already into the alcohol.

“Oh, my God!” she squealed. “Junie!”

Years ago, she’d made the mistake of calling me Junie Bug, and Roark had lost his shit epically. I really felt sorry for whatever girl that he ended up falling in love with, because that boy was possessive as hell.

Because I had my hands full, I let Sheridan wrap her arms around me in a greeting hug. “Hey, Sheridan.”

“I’m so glad to see you,” she kept on. “I’ve missed everyone.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” I told her. “But my arms are going to fall off if I don’t unpack these bags soon.”

She grinned. “Oops.”

Grabbing my second bag with her free hand, she helped me carry my stuff to the third bedroom. My hope was that Démon got here before Paul and Leslie, so that the obvious could be stated without being said.

“I already have mine and Leslie’s room all situated,” she chattered about. “I thought you’d be bunking with Roark.”

Okay, a little awkward, but not fatal. “Démon is going to share the room with me. It makes sense. Paul can have the single guestroom.”

“Oh, I can see that,” she remarked before taking a sip of her...

“Vodka?” I asked, nodding towards her glass.

“You know it.” The sassy girl winked at me. “It’s still early enough to get some work in on our first night.”

I shook my head, laughing. “You won’t get any disagreements from me.”

“Well, I let you get to it,” she said. “I’ll be in the kitchen mixing some drinks for us.”

“Have you even eaten?” I called after her as she left the room.

“Does beef jerky count?” she hollered back.

I laughed, then went back to unpacking my stuff. A few minutes later, I heard the sounds of happiness clamoring throughout the cabin. My heart was beating a mile a minute, but it was from relief, not anxiousness.

Looking over at the doorway, Démon was walking into our room, her bags strapped to her body like a bellhop. “Heard you’ve been dying to sleep with me,” she smirked, and just like that, my nervousness evaporated into happiness.

“Heard you’re a firecracker in bed,” I shot back, throwing her a wink. “Why wouldn’t I want to?”

Démon walked over to her bed, unwrapped her bags from her body, then turned around and gave me the tightest hug ever. “I missed you,” she whispered.

“I missed you, too.”

“I know you hookers aren’t going to let me drink alone!” Sheridan yelled from the kitchen, and that sent us into another bout of laughter.

“Can I unpack my shit first?!” Démon yelled back, and that just made me laugh some more.

Everything was going to be okay.
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Ripley~

Pulling up to the cabin, I saw three cars, one of them being Junie’s father’s Toyota. It was amazing what I knew about the girl, considering that I’d been told to stay away from her. The other two cars I didn’t recognize, but Roark had been chatty enough to let me know that Sheridan and Démon were already here with Junie.

They’d been kind enough to leave enough room for me to drive my Land Rover Defender up the driveway, and I hit the garage door opener to store my car inside. The garage was big enough for two cars, but I had the second stall occupied by an ATV for emergencies. I liked coming up here during the winter when I was in between competitions and training, so I needed the ATV.

Getting our bags from the back, Roark was all smiles, happy to see his friends again. As much as I hated coming up here for this, I was glad that my little brother enjoyed it so much. It almost made the agony worth it. However, the upside to this year’s trip was that I wouldn’t have to see Junie all in love with Paul. Even if I couldn’t date her, it was still a win as far as I was concerned.

The problem with my attraction to Junie was that I didn’t need to see where it could go. I already knew where I wanted it to go with Junie, though I knew that I was never going to get the chance.

See, like most professional athletes, if you were good, money and pussy were aplenty. Now, while I wasn’t as famous as a lot of football, basketball, or baseball stars, I was famous enough. Snowboarding might not be as popular or traditional as the other sports, but my name and face were on a lot of products, and I got asked for my autograph enough times to keep me humble.

So, with all that money and exposure, female company was never in short supply. I’d been hit on more times than I could count, and the sad part about it all was that it wasn’t flattering in the least. I was wise enough to recognize that those girls weren’t hitting on me; they were hitting on my name and bank account. While I was a big fan of the female form, I wasn’t a slave to my dick. When I’d been a teenager? Sure. All a girl had to do was flash a little cleavage at me, and I’d been rendered stupid like most teenage boys. However, I wasn’t a teenage boy anymore. I’d gotten my fill of pussy way before I’d ever gone pro with my snowboarding. College had been enough to sate my appetites, so this wasn’t about Junie being another notch on my belt. I mean, Christ, it’d been five years already, and I still couldn’t do more than grunt a few responses her way because her attention tied me up in knots.

It also wasn’t about the chase because I hadn’t been chasing the girl anywhere. Roark had put his foot down, and I loved and respected my brother enough to let it go. So, this wasn’t about some cute push-and-pull thing between us. Junie wasn’t acting coy, and I wasn’t acting flirty. The girl had no idea how I felt about her, and it was going to suck when she finally did get married, and I’d be expected to attend the fucking wedding. Unrequited affection was a motherfucker. I could call it unrequited love, but I wanted to keep some of my manhood intact.

Carrying my bags, I followed Roark through the garage door, leading us through the back of the kitchen. Ignoring the three girls in the kitchen and Roark’s enthusiastic greetings, I passed them all, then headed upstairs to my room. The cabin had a second floor that spanned only half of the house, leaving a balcony that roofed the game room.

Thankfully, everyone was used to my rudeness, so no one called me on it. Just as I was shutting the door to my bedroom, I heard Bruce Harris’ voice echoing the same happiness that Roark’s had. He must have just shown up, so that left only Leslie and Paul.

I immediately got to unpacking my stuff. The plan was to take a shower, then settle in with a book or videos. Even though it was the off-season, I was always keeping an eye out for the fresh faces in winter sports. It wasn’t about being knocked off the top spot because I knew that I would be one day. It was about still being the best at what I could do at my age. Sure, twenty-eight was young by most standards, but not in pro sports.

Besides, if history had taught me anything, it was that Roark and his friends were going to get marginally buzzed tonight, then spend tomorrow catching up, eating, swimming, then probably some games at night. Once it got to the game portion of the night, that’s when the heavy drinking would begin, and God knows what else. I’d made it a point to keep to myself, especially since Leslie had hit on me a couple of years ago. While the girl was nice to look at, there was only one girl here that did it for me, and that was Junie. Even if I wasn’t sick in the head over that girl, there was no way that I’d fuck around with one of Roark’s good friends. Roark was a good guy, and he valued his friendships. Junie was the exception because I didn’t want to fuck around with her; I wanted that girl pregnant with my children.

After putting my stuff away and showering, I threw on a pair of grey sweatpants, leaving the rest bare since I had no plans on leaving my room. Roark and I had gotten something to eat on the way, but if I got hungry later, I had no problem throwing on some socks and a t-shirt, then going downstairs to get something to eat. If it came down to that, hopefully everyone would be asleep by then.

Grabbing my laptop, I dropped my ass on the bed just as a knock on my door had me closing my eyes in irritation. I knew that it was Roark, but what could he possibly want? The dude had full range of the place, so he didn’t need my permission for anything.

“Come in,” I called out as I looked at the time on the corner of the screen.

7:36 pm.

I turned my head just as the doorknob turned and the door was pushed open. My heart jumped in my chest as my lungs ceased to work properly.

What in the actual fuck?

“Hey, sorry to disturb you,” Junie mumbled.

I set my laptop aside, then stood up, uncomfortably aware that I was dressed in nothing but my sweats. “No, it’s fine,” I lied. “What did you need?”

Those warm brown eyes of hers were staring at my chest, and if she didn’t stop, these sweats weren’t going to be able to hide what she did to me. I wanted to fuck the life out of this beautiful girl, and the last thing that I needed was for her to be in my bedroom.

“Roark sent me up here because he can’t find the tequila,” she muttered sheepishly.

“Don’t you guys usually save the tequila for tomorrow night?” I grumbled, annoyed that Roark had sent her up here for some fucking tequila. He could have sent Bruce up here to ask me. Hell, he could have even sent Paul. So, why send Junie when he knew that I made it a point to avoid her?

“Everyone’s kind of...overly excited, I guess,” she muttered. “I think...well, there’d been some concerns on whether we’d...if we’d all be able to keep the tradition going, so everyone’s...happy.”

“Are you?” I wasn’t sure why I asked her that, but even if she was over that jackass, this couldn’t be easy for her.

Junie smiled at me, and it hit me straight in the nuts. “I am,” she replied. “It really is nice to see everyone. I’m glad that I-”

My head tipped a bit. “You, what?”

Her eyes darkened for a second, and I swear to God, I wanted to beat the fuck out of Paul Hopper like he deserved. I’d been the voice of reason a few hours ago when Roark had talked about wanting to kick Paul’s ass, but now, here I was, wanting to do the same.

“I’m...I’m just glad that I didn’t let him ruin everything,” she admitted softly. “I’m glad that I chose the highroad.”

“Then you must not have really been in love with him,” I told her, knowing that I was overstepping.

Her head reared back. “Excuse me?”

“Oh, I have no doubt that you loved him,” I continued. “But I’m beginning to doubt that you were in love with him.”

“Because you know me so well?” she challenged.

I stepped forward until I was crowding her petite frame, my naked chest in her face. “No,” I replied softly. “Because I know that if I were ever in love with a girl, and she left me, there’s no way that I could ever remain friends with her. The way I love wouldn’t allow for it. My broken heart would never heal. At least, not enough for me to be fucking friends still.”

Her eyes rounded at my audacity. “So, you don’t believe in loving someone so much that you want them happy, even if it’s not with you?”

Giving her some room to breathe, I stepped back a bit. “If I love someone that much, then I would do everything in my power to make sure that they were happy with me,” I told her.

“That’s not always possible,” she argued. “Life-”

“-gets in the way?” I taunted. “Only if you let it.” She looked like she was about to argue some more, but there was no point. “Tell Roark I’ll be right down.”

Junie bit her bottom lip as she looked at me like she really wanted to argue some more, but thinking better of it, she just gave me a tight nod, then turned and walked out of my room.

Taking my time getting dressed, it was another five minutes before I made my way downstairs, and the timing couldn’t have been worse if I’d tried.

Paul fucking Hopper was finally here.
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Junie~

Coming back downstairs and pretending that I hadn’t been ten seconds away from jumping Ripley Storm’s bones had been one of the hardest things that I’d ever done. That bare chest, those grey sweatpants, that damp, soft, dark hair, and those startling blue eyes...oh, my. Paul was the last guy that I’d been with, and if anyone could get me back on the saddle, I had no doubt that it was Ripley Storm.

Too flustered by my exchange with Ripley, I hadn’t even noticed when Leslie and Paul had entered the cabin. I’d been too busy tossing back whatever alcoholic concoction that Sheridan had made me, Roark still busying around, looking for the tequila.

What surprised me the most was that I’d known Ripley Storm for years, and that was the longest conversation that we’d ever had. The man rarely spoke to me, so it’d been shocking to hear him talk to me about something so personal.

It’d also been shocking to hear him talk about love as if we were in a romance novel or something. Every girl wanted her man to make them their priority. Even if we weren’t needy, we still wanted to know that we were wanted. For whatever reason, society made unfaithful men the norm, so that caused insecurities in women, no matter how beautiful a woman was. So, led to believe that men were never satisfied with just one woman, it’d done a lot to my lady bits to hear Ripley Storm talk about how he’d do anything to keep his girlfriend happy.

Everything was muffled nonsense as I thought about the eldest Storm brother. While I knew that there could never be anything between us, a girl could still dream. At the very least, fantasize with her hands down her panties late at night.

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been in a Ripley-induced fog, but it’d been long enough to swallow another tumbler worth of vodka. Whatever Sheridan was serving up, the drinks were going down smoothly.

Finally, I snapped out of my thoughts as I heard Roark’s voice echo throughout the room. “We got tequila, folks.” I looked over, and Ripley was walking behind him, a couple of more bottles in his hands, and I quickly glanced away.

“Oh, God, just what I need,” Leslie exclaimed dramatically. “The drive up here took forever.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Paul muttered, and I just kept staring at the bottom of my empty tumbler.

“I’m going to go get settled,” Leslie announced, and I wished that I could be more ecstatic at her arrival, but Ripley seriously had me tripping balls here.

“Our room is all ready and set to go,” Sheridan told her. “Just like old times.”

I finally had to show some backbone and join the conversation when Démon said, “Well, we’re trying something new, and Junie and I are going to have a naked pillow fight in our room later tonight.”

I choked out a laugh as Bruce begged, “Please tell me that I’m invited.”

“Only if you’re a good boy,” Démon flirted back.

“Relax, Bruce,” I drawled out. “We’re not going to be naked. We’re going to be in our underwear.”

Bruce flashed those sexy brown eyes of his at me. “Even better,” he waggled. “Undressing a woman is my favorite part of the party.”

“Enough,” Roark chided like a disappointed father. “Leave Junie out of your pervy dreams.”

“Impossible,” Bruce joked.

“I take it that I have Démon’s old room?” Paul asked, and talk about walking the elephant into the room yourself.

Doing my best to prove that taking the highroad had been the right thing to do, I said, “I can always bunk up with Roark. You and Bruce can bunk up in the bigger room, then Démon can stay in the single.” I shrugged. “Roark snores, but I’m used to it.”

“Dick,” Roark grumbled. “I do not snore.”

I looked over at him. “Dude, when you sleep on your back, you sound like a goddamn freight train. On your side, you’re fine. However, when you’re drunk sleeping and flopped all on your back, it’s a nightmare.”

“She’s not lying,” Bruce said, backing me up. “I always pack earplugs on this trip because you end up doing the most.”

“How about you both suck my dick? Huh?” he shot back, flipping us both off.

“You don’t deserve to have your dick sucked after crushing my dreams of watching Démon and Junie naked pillow fight.”

“Well, it’d be nice to get some help with these bags,” Leslie huffed, and when I looked over at her, I noticed how she hadn’t made a move to put her stuff away. Her baggage was all around her feet, one suitcase and two carryalls. Paul had his hands full, but I really didn’t think one suitcase and two carryalls were all that big of a deal.

“Sure, Leslie,” Roark replied easily. “Now that the tequila’s been found, I can help you.”

“Oh, if you’re busy, I’m sure Ripley can-”

“I got it,” Bruce chimed in, and since he was closest to her, he had her suitcase and bags hefted up in his strong arms almost immediately.

Looking back down at the empty bottom of my tumbler, I wanted to get something absolutely clear here. That had not been jealousy when Leslie had asked Ripley to help her with her bags. I wasn’t the jealous type, and even if I were, there was nothing going on between me and Ripley Storm.

Nothing.

So, that little dip in my stomach must be the signs of a summer cold coming on or something equally impossible. A five-minute conversation with a shirtless Ripley had not been enough to turn me into a pathetic teenage girl that was crushing on a guy that was way out of her league. If blue eyes, brown hair, a perfect face, and a ripped body were enough to turn me stupid, then I would have fallen for Roark years ago, instead of being best friends.
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