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To Nick Caamano. Because when I met you as your fan and told you I was writing a hockey book, you made me feel like I was the STAR (pun absolutely intended).


 

 

 

Amur Leopard (Ah-mer): An endangered big cat of the world. Inhabits the far eastern portion of Russia and possibly a very small portion of China. Wild numbers are less than ninety due to habitat losses, poaching, wildfires, and other causes.


 

Hooking: When a player impedes the progress of an opponent by “hooking” him with his stick.

 

I’m Alex Kosinski, left wing for the Austin Amurs. Hooking is my penalty. It’s never something I set out to do, but it happens. After all, it’s hockey.

 

Hockey is life. Getting traded was a kick to the nuts, but at least I was still playing. It was all that mattered.

 

 

Until Sydney.

Our relationship was forbidden, but I didn’t care—I hadn’t run from a fight yet.

 

I had her right where I wanted her—until everything crashed around me. My past came back to bite me in the ass, and I was faced with getting kicked off the team. Now, I’m trying to pick up the goddamn pieces.

 

I’m not going to choose between her or hockey. I want it all. Because despite everything, she’s the best thing I’ve ever hooked.
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“Judas”—Fozzy

 

It was both strange and good to be in Texas. Home for me had initially been Northern Minnesota but ended up being all over the place thanks to hockey, including Canada for the last three years. Being traded midseason to the Austin Amurs was a hard pill to swallow at first, but in the end, maybe it was perfect for me, because it put me in my big brother’s backyard.

I’d only been back from getting my house on the market and packing my shit in Montreal for about a week. Dad thought this was a great move for me. I was beginning to think he might be right. At least I hoped he was.

“You looked really good this season, Alex. Despite how things ended, I’m proud of you, son. When was it you said you were coming up to the cabin?” Though I was a grown man, my dad’s words made my chest puff out. All I’d wanted, my whole life, was to live up to his accomplishments and then be known for my own.

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll be up there in a few weeks. You doing okay?” My dad and I were pretty tight. Then again, I was living his dream. He’d made it four years in the NHL before he’d had too many concussions and they wouldn’t clear him to play anymore.

“Yeah, things are good. The kids are really shaping up. I think next year is going to be their year,” Dad said over the line. Once I’d gone pro, Dad had decided to coach a junior hockey league team. They’d been after him for years—since I was playing junior league.

“That’s great, Dad. Well, I’m gonna let you go. I still have a few more things to unpack.”

“All right, son. Tell your brother I said hello,” he added hesitantly. There was some friction between the two of them. Mostly because Cooper believed Dad favored me, since I’d continued on in hockey when he’d abandoned it for racing. I didn’t believe it for a minute, but their relationship had been strained to say the least.

“Will do, Dad.”

We hung up, and I found myself staring at some of the signed images I’d just finished hanging on the walls. A few were my old teammates, and it sent a pang of something akin to homesickness rippling through me.

They say the player is usually one of the first to know they’re getting traded. Not always true. Mine hit me like a motherfucking freight train on a dark night.

After a particularly close game, I’d gotten into the locker room, showered, and changed as we all were planning on celebrating our win with a brief trip to the hotel bar. That’s when I saw I had a voicemail from my agent. That was never good.

Sure, there had been trade talks, but I was hopeful it wouldn’t be me. Unfortunately, I wasn’t so lucky, or the good Lord wasn’t listening to my pleas.

To top it off? I’d joined the Amurs in the middle of a four-game, six-day road trip. Let me clarify. One night I was playing with my boys, the next night I was suited up and playing against them. Talk about a kick in the nuts.

The friendships I’d made weren’t easy to walk away from. It sucked monkey balls.

Then there were a few of my former teammates that were pissed at me for leaving. Like it was my choice.

The new team was tight. They all knew each other and worked together well. I was suddenly the odd man out. I’d gone from the team captain and all-star to the newbie, and it sucked. Icing on the shit-tastic cake of my trade was that earlier in the season, I’d gotten into it on the ice with the Amurs team captain, Halvorson. It was pretty bad, and there was a bit of a grudge there.

Like I said, the one upside to being traded was that I ended up in Texas, where I was in a position to repair my relationship with my brother. Not that it was necessarily bad, but we’d definitely drifted over the years. Growing up, we’d been best friends, despite the almost two-year age difference.

Shoving my last pair of shoes in the built-in slot of my closet, I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

“Hey, Coop. I just got settled, and I need to go out and blow off some steam. You feeling up to going?” I’d lived in a rented condo ’til the end of the season, but recently I’d finally found a house that I loved. After Cameron McGregor, our center, told me it came on the market in his neighborhood, I looked at it and jumped on it.

“Shit, yeah! You should’ve told me, and I’d have helped you set up your mini-mansion.” He chuckled, and I rolled my eyes. He was forever giving me shit because I’d bought the massive home I did, but like I told him—a king needs his castle.

Okay, maybe it was a little big for a single guy but fuck it. It was perfect. When I said I had my castle, I meant it actually resembles a small castle. Every time I pulled into the garage, I felt like royalty coming home.

“You wanna meet me downtown? Or do you want me and the brothers to meet you at your place?” Cooper asked me. In the background I heard the zip of air tools. His flat track career might have been cut short thanks to his wreck, but he was making a killing doing custom work for guys who knew the quality of his work. He was meticulous and a genius when it came to making a vehicle scream.

Hell, he’d been the one to customize my Ducati.

“You guys can come by here if you want, and I’ll follow you downtown.” I pulled my shirt off and tossed it in the hamper as I prepared to shower.

Coop chuckled. “You sure you want a bunch of bikers pulling up into your driveway? What will your neighbors say?”

“Shit, they won’t say anything. I think half of them are my teammates.”

“All right, cool. What time?” We ironed out the details, and I got in the shower. Letting the hot water beat on me from multiple shower heads, I tried to relax. It had been a shitty end to the season. We’d made it to the second round of the Stanley Cup playoffs after entering as a Wild Card.

We’d lost in that second round—to my old team.

The only saving grace in all of it was that I was still playing hockey. I’d known that not having a no-trade clause was a gamble, but I really thought I’d be safe. Wrong. That’s what being big-headed had gotten me.

Then I’d had to go up to Montreal to get my shit moved down to Texas as soon as the season ended for us.

Taking a deep breath, I slowly exhaled. Fuck it. I was going to go out, forget about the fucked-up end of the season, and have a good time. I’d stick around town for a few weeks to spend time with Coop before flying up to Minnesota to stay with Dad. I’d bought a cabin on the lake, and we planned to spend most of the summer hiking, fishing, and boating.

Mom was off with her friends in the Mediterranean. She’d be back before the season started, so I’d stop by her place on my way back to Texas before training camp.

It wasn’t long before the rumble of multiple bikes sounded from down the road. By the time they reached my driveway, I had a huge smile on my face. I didn’t waste time; I opened the garage door and met them in the driveway.

My brother met me halfway and wrapped me in a bear hug. “Hey, little brother! You ready to tear up the town?”

“As long as you don’t break my ribs!” I wheezed out. He let me go with a laugh and a rough pat to the back.

“You guys want to come in to use the bathroom or anything?” I asked, since a few of the guys had women with them.

“Oh my God, that would be awesome! I have to pee so bad!” a strawberry blonde said. She was with the big dude they called Styx. Hard to believe the scary motherfucker was a nurse.

I knew Smoke’s wife, Nova, from when she’d given birth to their daughter. I’d stopped by the hospital and brought them a tiny Amurs jersey for her with a stuffed version of the endangered leopard that was our mascot. She walked over to give me a hug. “You behaving yourself, Alex?” she asked with a soft smile.

“Now what’s the fun in that?” I teased. She scoffed and hooked her hand through Smoke’s arm.

“Come on in. I’ll show the ladies to the bathrooms.” They all followed me inside. I heard a couple of them talking about my car. She was my baby, so I didn’t mind that they were praising her. One day, I’d have a Lamborghini or a Bugatti, but until then, my red Maserati GranTurismo was the one. Custom black interior with red highlights and stitching made her a sexy beast. Picked her up the day I’d gotten back from getting my belongings.

“Holy shit!” one of the guys said from behind me as we stepped inside the house. I directed the women to the bathrooms, and they took off oohing and ahhing.

“Damn, man. This is one helluva a place you got,” said Gunny with a whistle as he looked around the expansive space.

“Thanks. I fell in love with it as soon as I saw it.”

“You know everyone, right?” asked my brother as he motioned to his club brothers.

“Most of you, I think.” I’d met Smoke, Gunny, Lock, and Slice on several occasions. The rest I’d met briefly.

“Well, to refresh your memory, that big Viking bastard is Styx, the scary-looking dude that can eat his weight in Snickers candy bars and not gain an ounce is Slice. My VP, Straight, Radar, our prospect Drew, and of course you already know Gunny, the other Viking bastard, Lock, and my P, Smoke.” He leaned against the counter. Hands resting on the edge, elbows bent back, and ankles crossed, he looked around with a grin.

“Nice to meet all of you again. Sorry I’ve been so scarce. Things are pretty busy for me during the season. Then I had to get my shit moved down here.” One by one, I shook their hands.

“Man, no sweat. We know you have a busy schedule. Eighty-two regular season games over approximately six and a half months? Damn. We’ve been following you. Dude, you’re really good.” That came from Radar. He was an unassuming kind of guy. Tall, dark, and quiet the few times I’d met him.

“Thanks, I appreciate that. It helps that I love what I do.” I crossed my arms and grinned.

“Sorry about the playoffs. If it’s any consolation, y’all played great,” said Smoke.

I snorted in disgust. “Well, not good enough, but thanks.” It still rankled that we’d been eliminated so early on. Especially considering my old team went to the Stanley Cup Final. Consolation? They lost.

“No more talking about the bad shit! Tonight we’re going to go out and have a good time. Little brother, we’re gonna see if we can find you some prime Texas pussy before you run off up north for the summer,” said Cooper as he clapped his hands once and rubbed them together evilly. I rolled my eyes. Little did he know, I hadn’t been hurting for pussy in years. Hockey seemed to bring puck bunnies out in droves.

“Ew. Y’all are such guys,” said the strawberry blonde. There were a few chuckles. Cooper wrapped his arm around her and laughed.

“Aw, don’t hate on us, Gwen. We can’t help that the rest of us haven’t been as lucky as Styx.” The big dude in question narrowed his eyes at my brother and growled.

“Hands off my woman, Truth,” he grumbled. I snickered, and Cooper flipped me off as he released Gwen with a kiss to the cheek. Styx smacked him upside the back of his head. It was weird hearing them call him Truth.

“Watch yourself,” he warned Cooper with a barely discernible tip of his mouth. Fuck, if I didn’t know they were good friends, I’d be worried for my brother’s safety. Not that I didn’t think there was some truth to the possessiveness any of them felt over their women, but I’d never understand it. Who the hell wanted to tie themselves to one chick when there were so many to choose from?

“Have you met our ol’ ladies? I forget,” said Lock. He put his arm around a hot as hell inked-up woman who placed a hand on his chest. “This is my wife, Raiven, that’s Styx’s ol’ lady, Gwen, Gunny’s ol’ lady, Avery, and I think you’ve met Smoke’s wife, Nova. Right?”

“Ladies.” I tipped my head to them. “It’s a pleasure.”

Looking at Raiven and Avery, I did a double take. Obviously, I wasn’t subtle about it. They giggled, Lock snorted, and Gunny’s face got red. No one said a word.

Victor chose that moment to make himself known by wrapping around my leg with a loud purr.

“Whoa! What is that?” Raiven said with wide eyes. I glanced down at Victor. His large ears twitched, and his golden-green eyes stared up at me as if he was asking why his kingdom had been invaded by all these humans.

“This is Victor,” I said as I scooped his big ass up and cradled him in my arms like the baby he was. “He’s a Savannah. It’s a cross between a serval and a domestic cat. I got him because he reminded me of the Amur leopard. He’s only six months old.” I grinned as he wrapped his front paws around my forearm as if he was holding on to me.

“He’s huge!” Gwen exclaimed. “Can I hold him? Will he let me?”

I chuckled as I handed him over. “He’s heavy,” I warned. The look on her face was priceless.

“Avery, I think he weighs more than Tristan!” Gwen said with a giggle. Victor had his eyes closed as he enjoyed being fawned over by a bunch of pretty women.

“He’s such a player,” joked Cooper, and I laughed. It was true. He loved women. He’d scared the ever-loving shit out of my housekeeper the first time she came to clean. He’d followed her all over the house, purring and rubbing against her legs.

“That he is,” I agreed.

While they spoiled Victor, I made a decision. I booked a couple of rooms at a nice hotel downtown. Within walking distance of Sixth Street in case we needed to stay local. To make things easier, I figured we could all park our bikes in the parking garage.

“I booked us a couple of rooms, just in case,” I told Cooper and the guys once I had a confirmation number.

“Thanks, man, that’s cool of you. Most of us will keep it at a minimum since we have the ol’ ladies with, but we appreciate that.” Styx was the first to respond, and the rest followed. The girls put Victor down and he pranced off, done with all the commotion, or possibly because they’d stopped giving him attention.

“It’s no big deal. If we need more rooms, we can do it when we get there, but I figured that was a start. They have a parking garage too, so we’ll have the bikes off the street and with security.” I remembered how pissed Cooper was after someone trashed his bike not long ago.

“Badass, brother,” Coop said as he gave my back a firm pat.

“Okay then.” I rubbed my hands together. “Are we ready to paint the town red?”

“Does anyone even say that anymore?” Cooper laughed as he slung a thick arm around my shoulder. Laughing, I shrugged him off.

“I do,” I said in my cockiest tone.

“Well, then let’s get on with it!” said Slice as he walked through the garage ahead of everyone and stopped by his bike. The rest followed. Once Smoke had gotten on his bike, the rest did.

I’d backed my bike in the last time I’d ridden, so once I had my helmet and mesh jacket on, I climbed on my bike and pulled out of the driveway.

“Fucking crotch rocket,” teased Slice through the visor opening of his helmet. With an evil grin, I slapped my visor down, whipped around them, and shot off down the road. Within seconds, Cooper was pulling up next to me. Of course, his bike was sick fast, so I half expected that. We waited at the stop sign for the rest of them to catch up.

In unison, Coop and I looked over our shoulders at them. Smoke pointed at my brother, and I laughed as he dropped his head, then nodded. We waited for them to go around us and then we brought up the rear.

We enjoyed the ride to downtown, and I parked at the end of the row in the hotel’s garage. We all took our helmets off and hung them on the handlebars. Smiles were on everyone’s faces. It was beautiful weather to ride. Another benefit of being in Central Texas.

“You pull some shit like that again, and I’ll beat your ass,” Smoke said to my brother, who only looked slightly chagrined for his reprimand.

“Roger that, P,” he said with a suppressed grin.

“You think this is funny?” Smoke asked with an incredulous expression. The rest of the club had that “oh shit” look going on.

“Of course not, P. You know I’d never intentionally disrespect you. I was just fucking with Alex.” He did appear truly chagrined at that point.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Smoke gave him a stern stare, then hooked a big arm around Cooper’s neck and actually gave him a fucking noogie.

“Aww, Smoke, you fucked up my hair,” Cooper teased after Smoke pushed him away with a laugh.

“You’re lucky that’s all I fucked up.” Everyone laughed, and we made our way to the bar my brother’s club frequented on Sixth Street.

Time to unwind and have a good time. God knew I needed it.
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“Stroke”—Billy Squire

 

My brother’s club members knew how to party, which made me glad I’d gotten the hotel rooms, because several of us wouldn’t be riding our bikes anywhere that night. I’d already called and added rooms to the reservation.

A couple of hours into the night, we played a drunken game of hitting the electronic punching bag. Considering we were all buzzed, it was probably hilarious to watch. But when Smoke put us all to shame, we gave up and had another beer.

“This round is on me,” I offered as we were at the bar. My brother tried to protest next to me, but I flipped him off. When I looked his direction to offer a smirk, I caught a glimpse of long, shiny black hair over his shoulder.

Curiosity had me leaning back to see around him. The dark curtain of hair hid her face, but slender fingers picked at the label on her bottle as she chuckled. It was a deep, rich sound, and I’d be a liar if I said it didn’t stir something deep down in my… dick.

As if sensing me looking at her, her head slowly turned my direction. That stirring became a straight shot to the heart when I saw the icy blue of her eyes. I’d always been a sucker for dark hair and light eyes. Call it my kryptonite.

Her cheeks flushed a little. She bit her lip and dropped her gaze. One last shy flicker in my direction and she turned back to her friend. Not even a hint of recognition.

Huh.

“Hello? Earth to Alex.” My brother was waving a hand in front of my face. He looked over his shoulder in the direction I’d been staring. Then he returned to face me with a sly smile.

“Let me guess. The dark hair. Am I right?” He took a drink of his beer as he waited for me to answer.

“Hell yeah,” I said with a shit-eating grin. Continuing to watch her without shame, I took a pull of my beer and enjoyed the bitter brew as it washed down my throat. I’d have to work out like a motherfucker to overcome all the alcohol I’d had that night, but it would be worth it.

“Fine. Dibs on the blonde,” he said as he turned toward the two women. “Hello, ladies.”

I heard some of his club brothers behind me chuckle. “Oh fuck, here we go,” said Slice. Leaning my elbow on the bar, I glanced back at them and winked. Then I turned back to where my brother was working his magic. He’d moved over next to the blonde.

“Who’s your friend?” I heard the blonde ask Cooper.

“Alex, come over here,” Cooper said. Not one to waste time, I pushed off from the bar and went over to stand by the dark-haired beauty. I really expected her to recognize me after we started talking.

“This is Natalie and Sydney. Ladies, this is my brother, Alex.” At my brother’s introduction, the blonde gave me a flirty look, but after a brief “hi,” Sydney barely gave me a second’s notice. My ego was a little bruised.

“Hello, Sydney. Can I buy you a drink?” I asked her, still waiting for her to recognize me.

She was looking at me like I’d lost my goddamn mind. It made me wonder if I had a dick on my forehead. All I’d asked was if I could buy her a drink. The guys choked on their laughter behind me. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I should be excited that this chick had no clue who I was or highly offended.

A nudge to my back had me looking over my shoulder, prepared to fight. Seeing it was Slice, I calmed quickly. He leaned closer, and his lips quirked. “Hmm, I don’t think she recognizes you, puck boy.”

“Fuck off,” I said teasingly and shook my head, causing hair to fall in my face. I shoved the wavy dark hair back and caught her covertly studying me.

“Oh! I love this song! We should dance,” exclaimed her friend, grabbing Sydney’s arm and dragging her off her stool. The bar wasn’t exactly a dance club, but the girls didn’t seem to mind as they made their way to the dance floor giggling. Sydney cast one brief glance over her shoulder, I assumed to see if we were following.

Normally, I wasn’t one to dance, but for the right woman, I’d be a dancing fool. When I say right woman, I mean one I wanted in my bed. Sydney was that woman for the night—all I had to do was convince her of that fact.

Several small groups decided to dance when they saw us step into the area in front of the stage. Cooper didn’t waste time stepping behind Natalie and grabbing her hips. Not one to be outdone, I held my hand out to Sydney and raised a brow.

Shyly, she placed her cool fingertips in my hand. I really didn’t think she would, so I hid my shock and drew her in. That close, I noticed her top lip was slightly fuller than her bottom. It gave her an almost doll-like appearance that was driving me crazy.

Though it was a fast song that called for more of a bump and grind, I successfully turned it into a sensually slow close dance. Through each move, I breathed in the intoxicating scent of whatever the fuck she was wearing.

I’d give her props; she held my gaze through every second of the song. As I stared down into her mesmerizing eyes, I inched her closer and closer until finally we were grinding slowly in the middle of the floor. Everyone else faded away into background noise as I poured all my attention into her.

“Um, I’m sorry if I offended you about the drink. Guys don’t usually offer to buy me drinks, so I wasn’t sure what to say.” She bit her lip, and I wanted to suck on it.

Was she serious?

I grinned. “How about thank you?”

Her cheeks flushed, and her mouth quirked on one side. “I guess that would’ve worked,” she said as she smiled and shook her head. If guys didn’t offer to buy her drinks, it was because they were afraid of being shot down. She was that hot.

We danced for a few songs before the band took the stage again and the dancers dispersed, making way for the band’s fans. Not letting go of her hand, I led her as we weaved our way back to the group.

“Sydney, I’d like you to meet some of the Demented Sons MC.” I introduced her to each of the guys and their women. She gracefully shook everyone’s hand.

“So what’s a nice girl like you doing with this guy?” teased Radar as he motioned toward me. Fucker. Thankfully, she shrugged and glanced my way.

“He doesn’t seem so bad,” she said with a teasing curl of her perfectly imperfect lips. I had an insane desire to taste them but held off. Everyone bullshitted for a while, and the beers continued to go back smooth. Sydney seemed to open up more and chill out the further into the night we got.

By the time 1:00 a.m. rolled around, she was leaning into me with a hand tucked into the back of my jeans. Inside, I grinned like a Cheshire cat. Hell, it might have been for everyone to see, I couldn’t say. And not one time had she referenced my career. I truly believed she didn’t know who I was. Then again, this was Texas, and I’d noticed I wasn’t recognized as much here as I had been up in Canada.

“You wanna get out of here?” I murmured in her ear. She tipped her head up to look at me, and the devilish glint in her eyes led me to believe it would be a yes. Instead, she toyed with me a little.

“And where would we be going?” she asked with a coy tilt to her lips. Her lipstick had long worn off, but she didn’t need it. She was really beautiful—and that wasn’t the alcohol talking.

I brushed her hair back over her shoulder and leaned closer.

“I have a room not far from here.” She looked at me questioningly, and I intentionally remained quiet. For some reason, I didn’t want to tell her where my room was. The thought of getting pussy because the girl actually liked me for me was novel.

The guys thought I was butt-hurt because she didn’t recognize me. That might have been partly true. The real truth was, I was blown away. It was such a rarity in my life for a chick not to know who I was that the thought of shattering that illusion wasn’t a welcome one.

For a moment, I thought she was going to change her mind. Then she tipped her chin up, almost in defiance, and shocked the shit out of me. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

Not wanting to give her time to back out, I stepped over toward my brother where he was heavily flirting with her friend. “Bro, I’m out. I’ll see you in the morning. If you need to stay in one of the rooms I booked at the hotel, just give them my name and yours. I’ve already made sure you guys can get a room key.”

His gaze flickered over to Sydney where she stood saying goodbye to the women. “Okay,” he said before he grinned, gave me a fist bump, and returned his attention to Natalie.

“I’ll see you all later,” I said to my brother’s club. They each embraced me, and I was again surprised at how they didn’t even know me, but still accepted me as family because of Cooper. Once everyone had said their goodbyes, I guided her out into the bustling street. It was early by Sixth Street standards, and the craziness was in full swing.

We dodged drunken coeds, laughed over half-naked people carrying bizarre signs, and stopped into Voodoo Donuts to grab an over-the-top donut. As she happily ate her treat, I caught myself sneaking sidelong glances her way.

“We could probably walk, but if you’re okay with it, I’m going to order a Lyft to pick us up.”

“That’s fine,” she agreed. I literally had to adjust my junk when she innocently sucked the remaining frosting off her fingertips.

The Lyft arrived, and within minutes we got out in front of the hotel. Her eyes widened slightly as we slid out of the car. “You’re staying at the Four Seasons?”

“Yeah, is that okay?” I asked with a smirk. Not that I was throwing my money around, but I probably was a little cocky by nature. Maybe the guys had been a little bit right regarding my ego.

“Uh, sure,” she murmured. The odd thing was, instead of seeming impressed with where we were, she grabbed my arm when I extended it and dropped her head.

What the fuck? It had me wondering if she was afraid to be seen with me. Most chicks would’ve been flaunting it and bragging already, with no less than twenty pictures posted on social media. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen her with her phone out once all night.

Not that I was complaining; it was just weird. Unusual. And solidified my belief that she had no idea who I was.

As soon as we stepped into the elevator, she seemed to relax as she leaned against the back wall. Unable to stop myself, I moved in front of her and braced my arms on either side of her head. Wide blue eyes stared up at me, and that sexy mouth parted. “Change your mind, Sydney?”

With a stuttered inhale, she gave a nearly imperceptible shake of her head. I groaned and dipped my head down to trail my nose along her jaw. She still smelled amazing.

“I’m going to fuck you on every surface of my room,” I whispered in her ear right before I nipped her lobe. A breathless moan escaped her, and she grabbed the sides of my T-shirt. As the elevator ascended, I pulled her slightly salty skin into my mouth and sucked hard before nipping at her neck. I wanted to mark her. I wanted everyone to see she’d been mine for the night.

The elevator stopped, the doors slid open, and I grabbed her hand, reluctantly pulling my mouth off her body. The glazed look in her eyes as she slowly ran the tip of her tongue along her bottom lip told me she was as turned on as I was.

Not wasting any time, I opened the room and pulled her inside. As soon as the door clicked, I had her against me. One hand cupping her perfect ass, I squeezed as I pressed my raging hard-on against her.

The short billowy top she had on had been driving me crazy all night. It was almost sheer, hinting at the lines of her bra and short enough that when she raised her arms to hook them around my neck, it exposed part of her torso.

Greedy, I slipped my hands underneath and slid them up her warm skin. Splayed wide, I spanned her back and pulled her tight to me, causing her tits to flatten against my chest. My cock was pissed that it was still trapped in my jeans as it throbbed between us.

Undaunted, my fingertips flicked the back of her bra, freeing her for my needy exploration. The shirt had to go. Didn’t matter how sexy she looked in any of it, I needed her bare skin against mine. As I pulled her shirt off, she pushed mine up over my abs. Once I dropped the silky fabric of hers, I helped her by grabbing mine from the back and tugging it over my head. Carelessly discarding it, I moved on to the button of her tight jeans.

“Lose the shoes. If you weren’t wearing these tight-as-fuck jeans, I’d say leave them on,” I growled.

Big blue eyes looked up at me as she kicked off her heels. It dropped her down to the middle of my chest. Where I normally went for the tall model type, there was something real about her. She fit me. She was intoxicating. Perfect.

“If I’m losing everything, what about you?” she asked as she rolled her jeans down over her hips. The peek of lace at her hips had me groaning as I pointed at them.

“Take those with the jeans or I’m ripping them off.” It was the only warning I’d give her. Watching me with those hypnotic eyes, she did as I instructed.

After kicking the last of her clothing off her feet, she reached for the waistband of my jeans. Before she got a good hold, I moved my hips back, taking them out of her reach. “Not yet.”

The questioning tilt of her head put it at the perfect angle. I leaned down and caught her lips with mine. While I ravaged her mouth and neck with wild kisses, my hands roamed her soft curves as far as I could reach.

Teeth clashing as I bit her lip, she gasped. It was the opening I needed to slip my tongue in to stroke and tease hers. She tasted like the beer she’d been drinking and a little like mint.

Fingers digging into her supple ass, I slid one hand down her thigh to lift her leg. Her hands skimmed over my abs and over my chest to curl around my neck and wind through my hair.

Needing to be closer, I lifted her to straddle my hips as I began to grind into her pussy. The thought of that first thrust damn near had me blowing my load. That shook me a little, because I rarely lost control during sex.

“Jesus,” I muttered as I broke free and trailed my teeth along the sensitive skin of her neck. My plan to start with her against the wall went to shit. I carried her to the bed, laying her across the blindingly white covers. Her inky dark hair splayed around her, and I stared down at the perfect lines of her body. Dusky nipples tightened as I unbuttoned my jeans.

Unable to wait, I crawled up on the bed. As I advanced, she scooted further up the bed. My long fingers wrapped around her thigh, halting her progress and opening her legs for me. To our left, the city lights reflected over the dark water, but I barely noticed.

“Perfect,” I said as I kissed up from her knee to her ribs. She shivered and grabbed my hair. My lips wrapped around one puckered nipple and suckled deep. While I tugged and teased one with my tongue, teeth, and lips, I used my thumb and forefinger to teasingly pluck and twist at the other.

The gasps and throaty little murmurs from her told me she was enjoying it. “Alex,” she breathed my name out. I switched to the other before moving on. The need to taste every inch of her was driving me over the edge.

My hands and mouth couldn’t move over her fast enough. Not that I wasn’t a generous guy, but I’d never had the need to explore every inch of a woman. With Sydney, I wanted everything. Shouldering her legs wider, I breathed in her scent at the slightly concave area above her pubic bone. The tip of my nose trailed through her neatly trimmed landing strip. Nipping her clit, I tormented her by circled it with my tongue.

Normally, I didn’t waste a lot of time with that kind of foreplay, and I sure as fuck never put my mouth to some random one-night stand’s wet pussy. But hell if I didn’t with her. It was craziness. Insanity.

But goddamn, she tasted so good. My tongue plunged into her cunt, mimicking what I’d be doing with my cock, working her over like a master. It wasn’t long before she was gripping my hair in both hands and grinding against my face. She moaned low and raspy before she screamed my name and her release flooded my tongue.

So. Fucking. Amazing.

Pulling away with a bite to her inner thigh, I ripped my jeans open, dug out a condom, and had it slid over my hard length before I knew it. My cock bounced in anticipation.

Her feet moved up my legs and pushed my jeans down to my thighs. I couldn’t be bothered to remove them all the way. Not yet. First, I wanted—no, needed—to be inside her.

Fingers testing to see if she could handle me, I watched as she arched up. It was like she was offering herself to me. A pagan goddess laid out at my altar.

I worked first two, then three fingers into her slick sheath. She was so fucking tight, I was afraid I’d hurt her, but she pushed into my hand and whimpered. Darkened blue eyes stared up at me as she reached up and gripped my hand that continued to work her over.

“Fuck me,” she demanded.

Any semblance of control I might’ve had vanished. Lining myself up, I shoved the head in and glanced up to her heavy-lidded eyes. Mouth parted, she panted, causing her perfectly shaped tits to rise. I was lost.

“Fuck!” I shouted as I plunged balls deep into her tight, wet heat. Nothing, and I mean nothing, had ever felt so good. Tingles shot up my spine, and I found myself on the verge of losing it.

Her entire body had tensed and her nails bit into my arms when I entered her. Those slick pussy walls gripped me like a clenched fist. Struggling, I grunted and breathed through the need to explode. “Fuck, baby, you’re killing me,” I groaned as I tried to move. “You gotta relax, or I’m gonna hurt you.”

With each jagged breath, she relaxed a little more until finally I could drop my hands to beside her head and move inside her. “Holy fuck,” I moaned. “Fuck, you feel so good.”

Fuck had become my new favorite word.

Except it was true. It was easily the best sex I’d ever experienced, and I was shocked. Ordinarily, I’d fuck like an animal and be happy that we both got off. Something about her had told me she’d be different, and I was right.

By the time I emptied into the condom, I was covered in a sheen of sweat and my mind was a mess.
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“Torn”—Creed

 

My head was pounding as I turned my face into my pillow. Except that didn’t really help get me away from the light threatening to blind me. When I tried to roll out of bed, I found myself stuck. Confusion had me lifting my head. A muscular arm covered in tattoos was flung over me, and a heavy leg pinned one of mine to the bed.

Eyes wide, I barely noticed the sunlight anymore. “Shit,” I whispered as I tried to figure out how I was going to get up without waking him. The events of the evening before began to bombard me as I slowly lifted his arm and inched my way closer to the edge of the big bed.

I’d lost my ever-loving mind. Glancing at the balcony, I was assaulted by images of being bent over the rail as he savagely fucked me. The roots of my hair actually tingled, wanting to be pulled tight in his fist again.

After getting my upper body free, I worked my leg from under his. He shifted and gave a little snore as I froze on the edge of the bed. When he didn’t make any further noises or movements, I climbed out of bed, wincing at the ache between my legs.

Trying to remember where my clothes were, I held my pounding skull. A glimpse of peach by the door brought back the memory of him telling me to strip out of my jeans and to take my underwear with them. My face heated at how I’d readily complied.

Thankfully, my phone was still in the back pocket. Struggling to be quiet as I turned my jeans right side out, I searched the room for my other beige heel. There was no way I was leaving in one shoe. I dropped to my knees after hurriedly pulling on my bottoms and bra.

“There you are,” I whispered as I reached under the dresser for the wayward shoe. My blouse was in the bathroom. No clue how that happened. Looking in the mirror, I groaned softly. Listening for movement, I cautiously turned the water on to a mere trickle. Enough to wash the raccoon eyes off. Then I looked around for a brush to use.

He had absolutely nothing in the bathroom. No hygiene bag, nothing. Dammit. Resigned to doing the best I could, I pulled my hair up in a ratted messy bun and secured it with a band from my pocket. “Good enough.”

Tiptoeing back out into the room, I risked a last look at the sex god from the night before. One arm thrown above his head, sheet riding low on his hips, one leg cocked to the side, he looked beautiful. Dark, wavy hair was spread out on the pillow, and I remembered pulling it as he… oh, God. A neatly trimmed beard covered his jaw, and thick lashes fanned over his cheeks. My eyes moved up as I fought drooling over the rippling abs on display.

Sweet baby Jesus, he was stunning. Not that I hadn’t noticed last night, but being able to overtly study him drove the point home.

He wasn’t massively buff, but he was fit, lean, and perfectly sculpted from sin.

I had to squeeze my hands into fists to keep from trailing them along the little bit of a happy trail peeking over the top of the sheet. The blankets were in a heap on the floor.

The thick bulge over one thigh had my face burning. I’d become very well acquainted with that part of him last night. Don’t get me wrong, I was no virgin, but I’d never had a one-night stand in my life. Why I’d done it last night, I didn’t know.

Actually, that wasn’t true. I’d wanted him the second I’d seen him. He was simply intoxicating, without the need for alcohol.

The thought of facing my parents had also been weighing heavy on me, and I’d gone out with Natalie as sort of a last hurrah. My parents didn’t know I was back in Austin yet. After graduation, I’d told them I was going to visit with a friend, then head home. It wasn’t a complete lie—I just didn’t tell them the friend was in Austin.

For a split second, I wondered if it would be bad form to take a pic of his dick as proof of the night. A tangible reminder, so to speak. I had to fight not to giggle at the thought.

Shaking my head, I ignored the pounding and tucked the memories away for a rainy day. It was time to join the real world. Last night was pure fantasy, not even remotely a part of my reality. Yet, I didn’t regret a minute of it.

Once I reached the door, I slipped my shoes on and slowly opened it, trying to be quiet. I didn’t want to have to work through that awkward morning-after dance. It was better if I could simply get the hell out without waking him. The click of the door when I shut it had me freezing and listening against it to see if he woke up. When nothing seemed to stir on the other side, I started toward the elevator, hitting Natalie’s number on my phone.

Right as the ringing started in my ear, I heard an echoing sound coming from one of the rooms. As I passed by the door next to the room I’d exited, I heard a muted “hello” right as Natalie answered her phone.

“Natalie?” I asked, though I’d called her.

“Mmm,” she mumbled sleepily.

“Uh, where are you?” I asked, staring at the door I’d heard the ringing behind.

She gave a giggle, and I heard a man murmur something in the background. Oh, God. “The Four Seasons. Can you believe it?” she answered with a yawn.

Fuck.

“Um. I think I’m outside your door.”

“What?” she asked, suddenly sounding wide awake. “How?”

“Long story. Are you ready to go, or should I get an Uber back to your place?” I didn’t want to be a party pooper, but I needed to get back, get cleaned up, and get to my parents’ for brunch.

“Shit, hang on.” There was rustling, a muffled masculine chuckle, and then shuffling before the door unlocked and her blonde head peeked out the door. She had a white sheet wrapped around her toga-style and the same just-been-fucked hair I’d had earlier.

“Sorry to wake you up. I didn’t know you were here too,” I whispered. “How the hell do a bunch of bikers afford rooms at the Four Seasons?” I continued to whisper as I glanced over her shoulder to make sure the guy wasn’t behind her.

She shrugged. “No clue. Don’t care,” she answered with a cocky grin. “You have fun last night?”

Again, my face heated, and I cursed my propensity for blushing profusely. “Girl, you have no idea.”

“Good. You deserve it, Syd,” she said with a sympathetic smile. She knew my parents well, since her parents were their neighbors and best friends. She knew the high standards my dad had for me and the hopes he’d had that I’d pull my head out of my ass and get a “real degree,” as he’d put it. Mom didn’t care, because she expected me to find a good marriage and run several charities like she did.

“Well, I’m going to catch a car and head back to your place.”

“Oh! Hold on.” She shuffled off, dragging the sheet behind her before returning to the door. “Here.” She handed me her apartment key. “Will you be there when I head home?”

“Probably not. I have brunch with the ’rents.”

“No problem, babe. Just leave the key in the planter on the back porch.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I’ll see you later.” She winked and closed the door.

With one last glance at the door I’d exited, I rushed to the elevator. Pushing the button multiple times, I waited impatiently for it to arrive at my floor. While I waited, I ordered an Uber to pick me up. I breathed a sigh of relief when I finally stepped on and the doors slid closed without a peep coming from down the hall. Not that I was afraid of him, but it was a little embarrassing to be sneaking out in the wee hours of the morning.

There was also the little problem of desperately wanting to go back for another round, though it would be a mistake. Not to mention my parents’ response at me bringing home a biker. I could hear it already.

“Sydney. You could do so much better than that. A biker, really? What were you thinking?”

I’d rather not. Besides, he was staying in a hotel, which meant he was likely only visiting. No sense in getting attached, because I sure as hell wasn’t looking for a long-distance relationship.

The bright light of day cast an embarrassing glow over me as I did the walk of shame through the goddamn Four Seasons. Every step, I prayed no one would recognize me. My mother had her annual charity auction there every year, and they knew me from helping her.

I’d never hear the end of it.

Thankfully, the car was pulling up as I rushed through the front doors, head bowed. Climbing in, I gave the driver Natalie’s address and hid my face with my hand as we pulled away.

The driver chatted happily away the entire way, and I answered with minimal words. When she pulled up in front of Natalie’s swanky apartment building paid for by her parents, I thanked her.

“Honey, there’s no shame in enjoying yourself. If men can do it, so can us women.” She gave me a wink, rolled up her window, and drove off. My shoulders slumped. She was right. There was no shame. Though the fact that she recognized me for what I was in the light of day was a little disconcerting.

As I unlocked the door and stepped in, I leaned against the cool metal. It wasn’t shame I was feeling. It was sad resignation.

Because I knew no one would measure up to him, and that seriously sucked.
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“Sydney, I have an interview for you Monday at nine in the morning with our human resources director,” my father announced at brunch. My fork clattered to the table.

“What?” I asked in shock.

“Now that you’ve graduated, you need to find a job. I’ve arranged for an interview. What’s not clear about that?” he asked as he took a sip of his mimosa.

My brothers all stared at their plates. They knew I had no interest in working at my father’s company. Network security held absolutely zero appeal for me. But did any of them stand up for me? Of course not. Because none of them wanted to piss our father off. In their defense, they’d all told me a million times that they were waiting for me to stick up for myself first.

They were right. I knew it, but it didn’t make it any easier to tell my dad “no.”

“Dad. Why wouldn’t you ask me first?” I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful, but I’m pretty sure I did anyway.

“Because the odds that you’d find a job with that history degree you got are about the same as me moving to Pluto.” Though I knew he was right, it didn’t mean that I wanted to hear it. I’d started in the degree program because I loved history and thought I wanted to teach. It didn’t take long to realize I didn’t have the drive to be a teacher, rendering my degree a little pointless. “All that money to send you to TCU, and you come back with a degree in history, for Christ’s sake.”

“I have some interviews lined up,” I blurted out. Then I inwardly cringed. It was a lie, and if he called me on it, I was screwed.

My father raised a brow at me and stilled. “When?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother lay a calming hand on his arm. She was on my side to a certain extent.

“Next week,” I added to the big fat lie. My twin brother, Jake, flashed me a look. He knew almost everything about me. He knew if I’d had an interview scheduled for next week, I would’ve told him—we were that close.

I squirmed in my seat a little as my father’s penetrating gaze bored into me. “If you don’t have a job by the end of the month, you’re talking to HR. Are we clear?” I nodded. When he relaxed and resumed eating, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Jake whispered under his breath, “You are so fucked.”

“Shut it,” I whispered back. Thankfully, my dad’s attention had been diverted to my uncle Simon. They sat discussing something that didn’t interest me, so I tuned them out.

The rest of brunch was uneventful. When our parents moved out to the poolside to visit with my aunt Beatrice and my uncle Simon, my brothers said their goodbyes to them.

“Hope you really have interviews lined up,” chuckled my brother, Theo. He was there without his wife and kiddos, which was odd.

“She doesn’t,” Jake confidently piped in. With an expression of mirth, he watched me slouch in my chair. “And why were you at the Four Seasons last night?”

Eyes bugging, I stared at him with my mouth agape. “Were you spying on me?”

He snorted and he rolled his eyes. “Please. You think I have nothing better to do? I had a date. We ate at Ciclo, then had cocktails in the bar. I saw you walk past with some dude with longer hair hanging in his face.”

“Oh, God,” I groaned as I covered my face with the cloth napkin.

“Jesus, Sydney,” my brother Diego said on a sigh. Theo growled, and I knew he was ready to kick someone’s ass. As my oldest brother, he was extremely protective of me. Oh, who was I kidding? They were all ridiculously protective, he was simply the worst of the lot. I dropped my hands to my lap.

Caleb slapped a hand on the table as he narrowed his eyes at me. “Who was he?”

“None of your damn business! I’m twenty-two years old. You don’t get to dictate my life any more than our father does, nor do you get to question who I hang out with.”

“Hang out with? In a hotel room? Alone? Okay, sure.” Jake gave me a droll look as he drew out his last word. My eyes narrowed as I glared at him for stirring the pot further.

“Look, it doesn’t matter,” I argued. Then to change the subject, I turned to Theo. “Where’s Wendy and the kids?”

I really didn’t like his wife, but I adored my niece and nephew. Theo appeared to tense before he waved me off. “She wasn’t feeling good, so she and the kids stayed home. Anyway, I gotta run so I can help with them so she can rest.”

Though I smelled bullshit, I let it slide. After all, I didn’t want to bring the conversation back to me.

We all stood from the table, and I went with my brothers to the door to say goodbye.

“See ya later, squirt,” Caleb said, using my childhood nickname. He knew I hated it, and that’s exactly why he did it. With one last hug, he walked out to his car.

“You know we’re only looking out for you, right?” asked Theo with a furrowed brow. He’d paused in the doorway.

“Yes. I know.” I sighed, resigned to the fact that I’d likely be the baby sister for the rest of my life.

He enveloped me in a huge hug, then wandered outside. Diego and Jake both hugged me together. “We love you, little sis,” said Diego. “That’s the only reason we worry.”

A reluctant smile crept across my face.

“You planning on seeing this guy again? Cuz if you are, we’re going to need to meet him,” added Jake with an evil little grin. I snorted out a laugh.

“Unlikely,” I said as I shook my head with a rueful tip of my lips. The thought of my brothers meeting up with the biker I’d hooked up with last night was not a welcome one. Poor Alex might be tough and have a gang of badass-looking members, but my brothers were a little crazy.

“Damn, I was hoping to put the fear of God in him.” Diego cracked his knuckles, and I gave him a push out the open door as he chuckled. Diego was a six-foot-four beast of a guy. He’d inherited my father’s lighter hair, which was hilarious considering my mother gave him a Spanish name. Then again, her mother was a blonde, born and raised in Spain. The dark hair she’d passed on to me came from her father.

That left me and Jake standing alone in the foyer. Only five and a half minutes apart in age, we were extremely close. Hell, if he weren’t a guy, people might think we were identical. Same dark hair, same blue eyes, same nose, arch of our brows, everything. He’d stayed local and gone to UT, while I’d gone hours away.

“It’s good to have you home.” He got serious, and my heart gave a little lurch. Jake was rarely sentimental unless it was only the two of us.

“It’s actually good to be home. I’ve missed you all.”

“You could’ve come home over the summers, you know.” He crossed his arms in front of him and tried to look intimidating.

“Mmmmm,” I drew out. As the youngest and only girl, my parents helicoptered me into the ground. I’d stayed away for a reason. Not that I’d never come home to visit, but the occasions were rare.

“We should hang out next weekend. You could come over to my place and we could chill. Watch the game.” Jake was a big baseball fan. He’d actually had aspirations of playing professionally until he blew out his shoulder in college.

“Maybe,” I said with a teasing shrug.

“You’ll be there.” His smug expression had me rolling my eyes. There was no way I was admitting he was right. Even though I wasn’t big on sports, I’d jump on the opportunity to spend the day with him, and he knew it. I really had missed him, and I’d hated being away from him.

“Get out of here. Don’t you have something to do?” I laughed.

“Or someone,” he teased.

“Ew!” I wrinkled my nose. Then I pushed him playfully out the door and closed it. He shoved his face against the rippled glass pane and made a face. Unable to help myself, I laughed and shook my head at his antics.

In the sudden quiet, I wrapped my arms around my waist and got lost in my thoughts.

“Sydney?” I heard my uncle call from the dining room.

“Yeah?” I replied and moved toward where he was waiting. He glanced over his shoulder out to the patio, then back to me.

“I happen to know that they are looking for an assistant to the fundraising coordinator at work. You used to help your mother a lot with her charities, so I thought it might be right up your alley. I could put in a good word, and the job would be yours,” my uncle said as he stood with his hands in his slacks pockets.

“I doubt I’m qualified for that,” I argued.

“It’s not overly demanding, and they’d train you. Besides, you wouldn’t have to stay forever, and it would get my big brother off your back until you could find something you really enjoyed.” People said my uncle was a shark of an attorney, but he’d never been anything but loving with me. Then again, I was the only female on their side in about four generations. I was a little spoiled.

That was probably one of the reasons my dad was so hard on me. Deep in my heart, I knew he wanted what was best for me, while wanting me to earn my own way in the world. Because God knew if it was up to the rest of his family, I’d be a pampered, smothered princess.

Thinking about it for a few minutes, I finally nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Uncle Simon. That would be great.”

He knew I had zero interest in my father’s network security company, much to my father’s disappointment.

“I’ll text you where to go and when.”

“Perfect.” Relief poured through me.

And that’s how my life started to fall apart.
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“LOUD”—Motionless In White

 

September—Training Camp

 

We hit the ice for the first time as a team since the season ended and it was like coming home. We’d had our physicals yesterday, and today we were in skates. We had our first preseason game in only four days.

“God, I missed this,” I said to McGregor as my blades cut across the rink for the first time this season. The scrape of metal on ice echoed in the air. It was music in its purest form.

“Hey, hey, boys! School’s back in session!” Halvorson, the team captain, yelled across the ice. Everyone laughed as we took turns slapping the puck around and warming up. I hoped he’d gotten over whatever chip he had on his shoulder when it came to me.

I laughed as McGregor jokingly pulled a figure skating move, and I copied him but flipped him off as I did it. Several of us had roots in figure skating, even though a lot of guys wouldn’t admit it. My dad swore it helped with agility and speed. I, for one, believed him.

“Enough of the fairy footwork,” grumbled Beck, our goaltender.

“You’re just jealous that you can barely move in your sumo getup,” teased McGregor with a laugh before he took a shot. Beck caught it with a loud “thunk” as the puck slammed into his glove.

“I can move fast enough to stop your sorry ass from getting the biscuit in the net,” he said with a wide grin from behind his birdcage. He flipped it back out onto the ice. It was all ribbing, because we knew it took every single one of us to make a strong team. Though I’d become more friendly with certain players on the team since my trade, no single person carried everyone, and we all loved the game.

I’d been playing hockey since I was old enough to hold a stick. Without hockey, I honestly didn’t know if I could breathe. I loved the game that much.

Unfortunately, I feel like it destroyed my parents’ marriage.

Maybe that’s not completely true, but it played into it. Cooper and I both played hockey as little kids. We wanted to be just like our dad. Mom and Dad toted us to game after game. Then Cooper’s interest branched off into motorcycles. He was flat track racing professionally by the time he was thirteen and I was eleven.

How did that split our parents up? Well, neither of them wanted to tell us no. Dad traveled with and homeschooled me, while Mom did the same for Cooper. The two seasons overlapped a little, but it still didn’t exactly allow for a lot of time spent together. Because though we spent off-seasons together, there was always an agenda—an end goal. Practice never ended for either of us.

“Nice play, Kosinski! Nice play!” Coach yelled from the side as my apple to Duncan allowed him to land it between the poles with a wicked wrist shot.

The scrape of blades on the ice, the clash of bodies against the boards, the crack of the stick hitting the puck, that was what I lived for. All of it. Every nuance, every play, every moment.

Hockey. Was. Life.

“Go go go go!” I heard my team captain yelling as we went through our drills. Sweat dripped from my head as I repeated the plays. Over and over until they were reflex.

“Let’s score some goals here! The name of the game is goals, guys!” Coach yelled. We’d been practicing for what seemed like ten hours. We were getting tired and starting to miss shots that we shouldn’t have. It showed that we needed to be there. Endurance was lacking for some, but we knew what to work on.

During the two months I’d been with Dad, I’d run every morning. Most mornings he joined me. Except, despite my sustained activity, my energy was flagging. Coach wasn’t going easy on us.

Finally, he called practice and we wrapped things up. First thing off was my helmet as I shook my sweat-soaked hair to cool off a bit.

McGregor skated up behind me as I headed off the ice. He flipped my hair up over my face and laughed. “Check out that flow. The bunnies are gonna love that shit.”

Shaking my head, I chuckled. “You’re just jealous ’cause you’re bald.”

“Hey, the ladies love the fuzz.” He ran a hand over his buzzed head. “They like the way it tickles the inside of their thighs.”

“Man, what the fuck ever. You keep telling yourself that,” Beck said as he shoulder-checked McGregor with a laugh.

We’d barely stepped off the ice when Coach yelled at me and Halvorson.

“Yeah?” I asked, letting the rest of the guys pass me in the hall as I waited for Coach to skate over and get off the ice. Halvorson looked irritated. Under his breath, he grumbled.

“I need you two to shower and meet me in the office.”

“Okay, what for?” I asked curiously. The season hadn’t even started yet. It was too early for me to be getting my ass chewed for anything. Halvorson and I had our differences, but we put them aside on the ice.

“The foundation representative needs to meet with you. They needed two players for a photo op, and I’m assigning the two of you,” Coach said with a sly grin. We both groaned. He had this idea that if he kept throwing us together for shit, he would make friends out of us.

“Come on, Coach, can’t someone else do it?” I hated all that photoshoot shit. Candid shots, sure—posing for the camera? No. I wasn’t a fucking model; I was a hockey player.

“Nope. Besides, the two of you are probably the biggest beauties we have.” He laughed, thinking he was hilarious. Giving him an unamused look, I sighed.

“Fuckin’ A,” grumbled Halvorson. At least we were in agreement on this one.

“Hurry up and wash your asses.” Coach got off the ice and turned down the hall.

“This is such bullshit,” Halvorson bitched.

“I agree, but I don’t feel like getting my ass chewed.” Reluctantly, I headed to the locker room. I pulled off my sweaty practice jersey and removed my pads.

“What did Coach want?” asked Beck with a towel wrapped around his waist. He must’ve taken the quickest shower known to man. He dropped to his seat and started to pull his socks on.

“Dude. How can you do that without drying your feet first?” I asked in disbelief. He simply shrugged and put the other one on.

“You in trouble already?” He chuckled as he pulled a shirt over his head.

“Nah, he’s volunteered us for the foundation,” I grumbled. Beck laughed.

“Aww, you get to be pretty and splattered on all the fundraiser shit.”

“I guess,” I said as I rolled my eyes. After stripping down, I went to shower.

Around me, water ran and voices echoed off the walls as the team bullshitted. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back under the spray. Letting the hot water loosen my overworked muscles, I tuned everyone out.

“Better get your ass in gear,” I heard Halvorson say as he passed me, obviously done with his shower. Fighting flipping him off, I shampooed my hair, conditioned it, lathered up my body, and rinsed. All within about five minutes.

Halvorson was dressed and waiting by the time I returned to my cubby to get my shit. I ignored him staring at me as I dried off and dressed. “You like what you see?” I finally said when I slipped my shoes on and turned to him.

“Fuck off, Kosinski. I’ve been waiting on you for over twenty minutes.”

I scoffed. “Whatever, man, I barely took five minutes to shower. You could’ve gone down there ahead of me. It would’ve given you more time to suck Coach’s dick.” He bowed up, and I knew he wanted to hit me but he wouldn’t. He hated my guts but wouldn’t jeopardize his position as captain or the team in general. At least not in front of everyone.

Not in the mood to argue with him, I walked away and headed to Coach’s office. I’d only made it halfway there when he moved up to walk next to me.

“You don’t always have to be such a dick,” he said under his breath. I stopped, and he did too. Turning toward him, I crossed my arms.

“Look, I didn’t ask to get traded. I get that we have some bad blood, but fuck, man, we’re on the same goddamn team now. You’re supposed to be the team captain. Act like it.” I was sick and fucking tired of him being an asshole to me.

He stepped toward me and pushed his chest out. “You didn’t deserve that spot,” he growled.

“Oh, now we get to the root of your issues,” I goaded him, knowing it was stupid.

Like a flash, he fisted the front of my shirt and slammed me against the wall. “You. You’re my issue. I’m sick of your cocky fucking attitude and you thinking you own the goddamn ice. Your spot should’ve gone to Andre Bruschka. Instead, they set their sights on you. All because you’re Jurek Kosinski’s son.”

“Fuck you!” I shoved him off me. “I earned my own place on that ice. I didn’t ride my father’s name into shit.”

“Hey! That’s enough,” Coach bellowed from the end of the hall. “Get your asses in here.”

With one last glare at each other, we walked down and stepped into Coach Nick Soderberg’s office. My anger was so hot that I barely noticed the two women waiting in the room until I heard a soft gasp. At the same time that my eyes hit a pair of familiar blue ones, Coach introduced them.

“Alex, Kristoffer, meet Katie and Sydney. They represent the foundation and will be the ones you work with on this year’s projects.” My heart was hammering in my chest, and I barely heard what he said. My mind was too busy imagining the way she’d screamed my name as I was pounding into her and giving her the fourth orgasm of the night.

Because standing there in the office was none other than the Sydney from my one-night stand at the end of last season. She was also the same Sydney who’d starred in a great many of my fantasies over the summer.

Looked like this season was about to get a whole lot more fun.

Or a lot more complicated.
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“Soft”—Motionless In White

 

Holy shitballs.

Alex, my one-of-a-kind one-night stand. The man responsible for ruining me for other men. The man I’d thought was a biker passing through. My Alex was Alex Kosinski, hockey player. No, not just hockey player, NHL superstar hockey player. Why, oh why, hadn’t I done better research on the team when I started?

“Sydney?” I heard his deep voice say, and I blinked rapidly to clear my vision. He was standing in front of me with his hand outstretched. Realizing I’d made myself the center of attention, I flushed hotly. Then I slipped my hand in his to shake. The shock to my system at his touch was something I hadn’t been prepared to experience.

“Nice to meet you,” I said weakly. One of his brows cocked as if to say oh, this is how we’re playing this? His strong callused hand wrapped around mine. I’d had visions of those same hands sliding over my skin for months.

“Nice to meet you, too.” He smirked. The other guy had barely made my radar, but he stepped up and shook my hand next. No one else had noticed the tension between me and Alex, but he seemed to pick up on something, as his gaze flickered from me to Alex and back to me. I watched with trepidation as I waited for him to bust us out on our lie.

“Kristoffer,” he offered. “Nice to meet you.”

Relief settled in my bones when he didn’t say anything more.

Katie was explaining her ideas and plans to the two of them as I stood back and reeled at my current situation. Maybe it shouldn’t be a big deal. Sure, we’d slept together, but it didn’t mean it had to affect our working relationship.

Oh, God, who was I kidding? We’d fucked like rabbits all night, and I hadn’t been able to forget it. Every night, I relived it in my dreams.

“Sydney,” Katie said firmly. I jolted out of my thoughts, embarrassed at getting lost in my head twice since stepping in that office.

“I’m sorry. Yes?”

“I asked if you could set up the photographer for Tuesday to shoot the images of Alex and Kristoffer,” she repeated, though I’d missed it the first time.

“Of course,” I replied with my cheeks on fire. I dropped my gaze to my tablet, where I entered the note to call the photographer. When I raised them, it was to find Alex’s locked on me.

The meeting was called to an end, and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I thought I’d make it back to my small office without having to awkwardly interact with Alex again. Lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t realize he’d followed me until I dropped my stuff on my desk and the door clicked.

Startled, I glanced up to find him leaning on the closed door.

“Alex,” I said in surprise. Nervously, I shuffled things on my desk.

“Oh, so you do remember me?” He raised a sexy brow and smirked. Damn him for being so beautiful. Several of the players were pretty hot, but I obviously hadn’t seen them all. And in my defense, it never crossed my mind that Alexander Kosinski, left wing of the Austin Amurs, would be my one-night stand Alex.

Since starting my job, I’d noticed a lot of hockey players were beat up and rough-looking. Speaking of my job, it had turned out to be one that I surprisingly enjoyed enough that I hadn’t bothered looking for a different one.

“Of course I do.” My face heated again—something it did often around him. “But I didn’t know who you were that night. Honest.”

“Trust me, I know you didn’t,” he said as he continued to stare at me. The predatory look in his eyes reminded me of the critically endangered cat the team was based on.

“Oh. Okay. Well, I didn’t want you thinking I was trying to use you as a connection to get this job. I actually thought you were a biker. I mean, you were with that club and staying in a hotel.” I dropped my gaze to my desk, but he was mesmerizing, and I had to look at him again.

He chuckled. “Well, my brother, Cooper, is a member. I just hang out with them every so often.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling awkward and suddenly at a loss for words.

“I still want you,” he bluntly announced. My eyes bugged. If I thought my face was heated before, it went up in flames at his statement.

“Alex! I—we can’t!” I sputtered.

“Why not?” He seemed completely oblivious to the fact that it would be a big fat no-no for us to be together. Granted, I hadn’t read the employee manual like I probably should’ve, but I was sure there had to be some kind of fraternization policy with the players, or people would be trying to get jobs with the team to hook up with players all the time.

Not to mention, I couldn’t risk losing my job. I needed my job. My father would be all through my ass. Hell, he might disown me. Or worse, make me work at his company. So far, he’d been happy with my choice of jobs. For one, it made my mother happy because I was working with charitable endeavors. When Mom was happy, Dad was happy.

“Maybe because you’re a player and I’m an employee of the franchise?” I asked incredulously, like it should’ve been obvious. He took a step closer to me, and I retreated behind my small desk.

“Are you afraid of me?” His head tipped inquisitively. My traitorous eyes trailed down his fit body, remembering every inch of it. Inwardly, I groaned. His moisture-wicking shirt hugged every muscle. The edge of his tattoo peeking from the end of his sleeve, reminded me of digging my nails into his inked skin as he hovered above me. I licked my lips, and he chuckled darkly.

Slowly, he advanced on me. Since my office was small and the desk had one end against the wall, I had inadvertently trapped myself when I stepped behind it. Holding my hands out, I intended to ward him off, but he didn’t stop until my hands were pressed to his chest.

Oh, sweet baby Jesus.

I jumped when I realized my hands had traveled down to slide over his abdomen. My gaze shot up to his heavily lidded one. “Don’t stop,” he rasped.

Snatching them away like he was on fire, I hugged myself to keep from reaching out for him again. Because lordy, did I want to more than anything. I tried to reason with him. “Alex, you need to leave. This is inappropriate.”

“Inappropriate? What’s inappropriate is us denying the attraction we have to each other. That night was probably the best sex I’ve ever had,” he murmured as he leaned in and inhaled deeply as he pushed his nose into my hair.

“Alex, please don’t do this,” I weakly pleaded. His proximity was doing crazy things to my heart and mind. Not to mention my body—because it vividly remembered how he’d made it sing.

“Don’t do what? Don’t want you? Impossible.” His hands had yet to touch me since shaking my hand earlier, but his breath on my ear was sending shivers of desire down my spine.

“I could lose my job,” I weakly argued, though I wasn’t 100 percent sure that was true.

“No one needs to know,” he whispered into my ear, and his hands reached out to caress my hips over my pencil skirt. I shuddered the moment he made contact. Working their magic on my body, they massaged and gripped everywhere he could reach. At that moment, I was ready to throw caution to the wind, yank my skirt up, and lie back on my desk.

Until there was a knock on the door.

I blinked and he was on the other side of my desk, sprawled in the small chair there. He dwarfed it to the point it was almost comical.

The door opened, and Katie stuck her head in. Surprise lit her eyes when she saw Alex in my office. “Alex? What are you doing here?” she asked.

He casually looked over his shoulder and gave her that disarming grin of his. “Hey, Katie! I had some ideas for the photo shoot that I thought I’d run by Sydney, since you weren’t in your office.”

“Really? That’s great!” Katie fell under his spell so easily that it almost made me want to scratch her eyes out. Which was insane, because I adored her and I’d never been a jealous person before. Especially considering Alex was a guy I wasn’t in a relationship with.

When he told her his ideas, I was floored. Had he actually come up with that on the spot, or had he really thought about it before he came to see me?

“Come over to my office and I’ll see if I can get the ball rolling on that,” Katie said. She gave me a cheerful wave and walked out the door.

He stood and followed Katie to her office without looking back. He walked out like I was nobody. Certainly not the person he’d been ready to molest two minutes ago in my office. It left me feeling a little bitter. Had he simply been playing me?

Ugh, what the hell was wrong with me? It didn’t matter, because nothing further could happen between us.

Alex Kosinski was officially off-limits.

And I hated it.
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“Misunderstood”—Seether

 

October—Season Opener

 

It was Thursday night. Our first game was on home ice. That was a good sign for me. I was superstitious, as were a lot of hockey players. People thought baseball players cornered the market on superstition, but we were probably worse. We all had our pregame routines, and mine was a carryover from my childhood.

“Where’s my Ding Dong?” I shouted out into the locker room as I searched everywhere. It was always waiting with my gear. Except I’d dressed in my usual order and laced my skates, only to realize it wasn’t there.

“Check your underwear, Kosinski!” Baranov yelled from his side of the room. Laughter filtered through the locker room.

“Fuck off! Where’s my motherfuckin’ Ding Dong? This isn’t funny!” Though I tried to fight the panic clawing at my throat, I was shaking. It may seem stupid, but it started with my very first hockey game. I’d been whining that I was hungry. Dad and Mom told me I’d just finished eating, but I’d been insistent that I would surely die if I didn’t eat something. One of the other moms had produced a Ding Dong that I’d proceeded to shove in my mouth.

We won the game. Something settled in my brain that it was because of that goddamn Ding Dong before the game. From then on, I had to have one before each game. I never ate the shit at any other time, but before a game, I had to have one.

“Kosinski!” Beck yelled. I whipped in his direction.

“What?” I angrily replied.

“Think fast!” The wrapped Ding Dong sailed toward me, and I snagged it out of the air.

“Assholes,” I muttered as they all laughed. Then I unwrapped the stupid snack cake and shoved it in my mouth, finishing it in two bites. “I don’t fuck with your little habits,” I muttered around a mouthful of chocolate cake. It had to be the chocolate ones, too. None of that vanilla shit or the other random flavors that popped up every so often.

“Are you really gonna go out there with that chocolate shit in your teeth?” Novacek asked, repulsion heavy in his accented voice. He’d been traded to us right at the end of the preseason, and this was the first game of the season he would be playing with us as a right wing to Heikkenen’s left.

In my opinion, he was going to be a great addition to the team. Not only was he a smart player, he had good hands, and hell if he couldn’t find the back of the net like nobody’s business. I wished they would switch him and Halvorson out. Then again, despite our off-ice animosity, Halvorson and I made a great team on the ice.

Along with Dmitry Kalashnik, Andreas Papadopoulos, and Nathanial Sinner, they made up the new faces for the team. Yeah, his last name was really Sinner. It was nice not to be the new kid on the block anymore. Each one of them brought a certain strength to the team, but to integrate everyone took some adjustments. A few were resistant to it; the rest of us realized that it was the name of the game.

Dmitry was a great addition, and we’d been lucky to get him. He was Baranov’s cousin, and they were fierce together.

“Yeah, I am.” I wasn’t, but I couldn’t help fucking with the burly Czech as I smiled with a mouthful of black between my teeth.

He curled his lip and muttered, “Crazy Americans.”

With a chuckle, I took a swig of water, swished it, and swallowed. Jordan Beck chuckled as he quietly laced his skates. McGregor removed his earbuds and pulled his jersey on. After he’d listened to a specific playlist, he wrapped up his pregame rituals with his jersey going on right before we headed out of the locker room door.

As we approached the ice, the chanting from the crowd amplified. Fans stood by the barricades and held their hands out. My gloved hand trailed along above my head to snag them as I passed.

The second my first blade hit the frozen surface, my heart jumped. Adrenaline surged in my system as I experienced the thrill of the game. No matter how many times I stepped out onto the ice, it was always like the first time.

“Let’s do this, boys! Let’s have some fun here!” Halvorson yelled as we started warm-ups. Biscuits slung at Beck left and right, and he blocked the majority of them like his life depended on it. I was thankful that he had a no-trade clause, because he was a wall. It was a challenge to score any time I’d played against him last season.

He swapped out with Bergström, our alternate goaltender. Bergström was young, but also had a lot of promise. I liked him right off the bat.

Like a machine, I went through the motions of warm-ups, pregame pep talks from the coaches, and finally standing on the ice as the National Anthem was belted out. Hand over my heart, I swelled with pride to be starting in the first game of the season. It would’ve driven me nuts to sit on the bench.

The puck dropped, and it was a wicked battle, with Michigan on their A-game. They scored the first goal of the night, and though it left me with an ache in my chest, it built up a fierce determination in us all. Beck was hot as a motherfucker, but he reeled it in, and I saw the burning in his eyes.

That was the only goal they succeeded in getting past him for the rest of the game.

In the second period I got thrown in the penalty box after I hooked one of the dickheads that kept getting into Beck’s crease. As I stormed into the penalty box, I happened to look up, and what I saw blew me away.

Sydney sat up several rows and over from the penalty box. Our eyes locked, and my chest tightened. It didn’t look like she was with the people on either side of her, and I had to wonder what made her go to a hockey game alone.

We won the game, thanks to Heikkinen’s wraparound for a last-minute score. As we skated off the ice, I glanced in the direction of Sydney’s seat, but she was gone. The entire time the coaches were praising us, through my rushed shower, and in my quick exit from the stadium, I wondered if she’d be waiting.

It had been a month of sexually frustrating moments. Every interaction I had with Sydney for the foundation, she ensured we weren’t alone. Anytime I tried her office, the door was locked—she was either out or hiding from me.

When I got out to my car, I was unsurprised but disappointed that she wasn’t leaning against my vehicle. Despite how irrational my thoughts were, I found myself bummed by the fact that she wasn’t there. As if she’d know which vehicle was mine and be able to get access to the lot we parked in. As if she’d be there at all. I thought that her being at the game meant something.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

“You want to go grab a beer?” McGregor shouted from over by his truck. Normally, I would’ve said sure, but we had an early flight in the morning to Nashville for our first of three away games. It was a five-day road trip with the last game in Pittsburgh before we headed home.

“Nah, I’m beat. Plus, I still need to pack and shit.” He raised a brow at me but didn’t say anything. It’s not like we packed much for the road, and he knew it. I did need to get all of Victor’s shit ready, though. He was going to stay with Cooper while I was gone. I’d taken him back to Minnesota with me over the summer, and this stretch would be the first time he would really be alone. I didn’t want him tearing up my shit if he got pissed.

During the drive home, my thoughts returned to Sydney. What had she been doing at the game? Had she been there to watch me play? Then an uncomfortable thought found its way into my head. What if the reason she’d been adamant that we couldn’t see each other was because she was already seeing one of my teammates?

Not all of us went home for the entire off-season. Some of the guys had families nearby.

Fucking hell. Why hadn’t I asked her if she was seeing someone?

Because your ego wouldn’t let you consider it. That small voice in my head pissed me off.

After parking in the garage, I let myself into the house. Victor was yelling at me as soon as the door closed. He’d obviously missed me.

I crouched down to pet him.

“Hey, buddy. How’s my boy? You gonna be good for Uncle Coop?” I snickered at calling him Uncle Coop. Especially because I doubted I’d have kids for a long damn time. The thought of leaving my kid for stretches at a time didn’t sit well with me.

My phone rang, and I stood, much to Victor’s displeasure.

“Hey, Dad,” I answered.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d be home yet. That was a great game, son!” His praise had me grinning as my chest puffed out.

“Thanks, that means a lot.”

“Looks like you have a good starting lineup going. I really liked the look of Halvorson this year. And I think you’re right about Novacek. He brings experience and maturity to your line, and you seem to work well together.” I snorted when he mentioned Halvorson.

“Yeah, now if Halvorson could stay off my ass when we aren’t on the ice.” There was a brief moment of silence.

“Alex. There will always be players that test you. You won’t always be friends with everyone on your team. But setting those differences aside to play as a strong unit is what makes a good player great. I have faith in you.” My dad was full of wisdom, and I valued his opinion. He had a good head on his shoulders. It’s what had made him a great player and an even greater coach.

“Trust me, I’m trying.”

“You leave tomorrow for Nashville, then Boston?” he asked.

“Yeah, then we’re off Monday, and then in Pittsburgh,” I replied with Victor rubbing against my legs. He let out a disgruntled meow.

Dad chuckled. “Is that Victor?”

“Yeah. Demanding little shit.” I reached down to pacify the big brat. I’d never considered myself a cat guy before, but Victor was different. He was a cool cat—a big-ass cat.

“Well, give him some treats from me. Good luck in the away games, son. I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks again. Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, son.”

We ended the call, and I kicked off my shoes. After snagging them from the ground and returning them to their place in my closet, I flopped back on the bed. Curiosity getting the better of me, I pulled up my social media app. We all had one, but I rarely posted anything. I’d thought about looking her up before, but I’d held back. Hesitating, I fidgeted in agitation. Then, I typed in Sydney’s info.

Several Sydney Drakes came up. The first one looked like it might be her but the image was small. We had some hockey-related mutual friends, so I clicked on it. Sure enough, there she was. Though her status noted she was single, her profile pic was of her kissing some dude on the cheek.

A tight feeling spread through my chest, and I didn’t like it. Fuck, was that jealousy? I’d never been jealous when it came to a woman before. Then again, the number of actual relationships I’d ever had were limited. I rarely got attached, and I never gave women false hope.

“Miss Sydney Drake, we have unfinished business,” I said with a smirk as I sent her a friend request.
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“Dangerous Night”—Thirty Seconds To Mars

 

When I’d decided to utilize my ticket to the game, I told myself it was good for my job to understand the game a little more. I’d chosen to upgrade my seat to one closer to the ice to see the game better. Once I’d sat in my seat, I knew the truth was I’d wanted to see Alex Kosinski in action.

Not that kind of action. I’d already seen that, and it was amazing.

I’d wanted to see him on the ice.

It had been riveting. I’d been on the edge of my seat most of the game. Not that I knew exactly what I was looking for, but Alex was a force on the ice. When the puck was in play, he and Kristoffer Halvorson seemed to work well together; any other time, they barely acknowledged each other.

After the game was over, I hadn’t wanted to leave. I found myself sitting in the seat with a hockey hangover.

I’d driven home buzzed with excitement from the rapid pace of the game.

A notification had me slipping a bookmark in and closing my Teagan Brooks paperback to pick up my phone. Ever since the night I’d hooked up with Alex, I’d been addicted to MC romances. The irony wasn’t lost on me that I should’ve been reading hockey romance instead.

I was a little surprised by what I saw on the screen.

Alexander Kosinski had sent me a friend request.

No. Way.

I figured when I told him we couldn’t hook up again, he’d move on. Maybe it wasn’t really him.

Right.

The dude was bold as hell, why was I the slightest bit surprised?

Clicking on the circular pic, I opened up his profile. It showed a picture of an Amur leopard as the profile pic. Scrolling through the profile, I noticed there were very few posts. We did have several mutual friends with the Amurs organization.

Tapping the side of my phone as I bit my bottom lip, I debated whether or not to accept. Screw it. I clicked the blue accept button and stared at my phone for a bit.

Right when I was preparing to return to my hot biker book, my phone chimed. My pulse raced as I wondered if it was him, but I was afraid to look. The phone chimed again, and I hesitantly opened the app.

Okay, that was a lie. I snapped it open as fast as I could unlock my phone.

Alexander: Sydney? Amurs Foundation Sydney?

Alexander: I saw you at the game tonight

My heart that had been running a mile a minute suddenly lurched. Of course I knew he’d seen me, but I never expected him to try to contact me. He was a professional athlete. He was famous. I’d honestly expected he’d have gone out with his teammates and gone home with some random chick. I knew they flew out early tomorrow, though. Maybe he’d gone home?

But still. He was contacting me?

Deciding to bite the bullet since he knew I’d seen his messages, I replied.

Me: Yes. It was a good game

Oh my God. Why didn’t I say something cooler than that? I was lame as hell.

The little bubble with dots popped up, and my heart went crazy again. If it kept up, I’d likely stroke out before the night was over.

Alexander: Did you come to watch me play?

Nothing like jumping in with both feet. He had no shame, obviously.

Me: I thought it would be a good idea to watch you and Halvorson play since I’d be working closely with you both

I winced at how ridiculous that sounded.

Alexander: Ouch. And here I thought maybe you couldn’t resist my charm

A smile crept over my face. He really was pretty charming when he wasn’t being cocky, but even when he was cocky, he was sexy as hell.

Me: What charm would that be?

Teasing him had me feeling a little giddy, and it shouldn’t. Because I shouldn’t be encouraging him. We had to work together.

Alexander: Double ouch

Me: How do I know this is really you?

Alexander: Every surface of my room at the Four Seasons

My face heated and between my legs tingled. That fast. Lying frozen on my bed staring at my screen, I was unable to reply.

Alexander: Give me your phone number so I can call you?

Me: Alex, I don’t know if that’s smart.

Alexander: Please?

I debated. It was probably the dumbest thing I could do, but I found myself sending him my number.

I’d barely hit the send button before my phone was ringing. Nervously, I glanced at my closed door. My parents had gone to bed earlier, but I didn’t want them to hear me talking to Alex.

“Hello?” I answered softly. God, I needed my own place.

“Sydney.” My name sounded like a prayer coming from his mouth, and it sent my insides flipping crazily. No matter how bad of an idea I tried to tell myself this was, I reveled in the sexy rasp of his voice coming through my phone. It was definitely the real Alex.

“Alex, I told you we couldn’t have a relationship.”

“Who said anything about a relationship?” It was my turn to think ouch. Which then had me questioning whether I was capable of having a strictly sexual relationship with him even if we weren’t employed by the same franchise. It wasn’t my norm, but I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t at least tempted.

I sighed. “Alex, why are you calling me?”

“Can I come over?” No sweet words or placating bullshit.

“No!” The thought of him showing up at my parents’ door was enough to bring me to the side of my bed. My feet hit the floor, and I began to pace. “Why would you want to come over at this time of night anyway?”

“Because I want a repeat of that night.” He had no shame whatsoever. Brutally to the point.

“Oh my God. Alex,” I said as my body rebelled against my protestations. My heart was working overtime, wetness pooled between my legs to the point my inner thighs were damp, I trembled, and my voice wavered.

“I’d be willing to bet you’re already wet for me.” His sultry tone poured through the line like warm honey. My face was on fire, and I was thankful he couldn’t see me at that moment.

“Alex, you can’t talk to me like that.”

“Why not? Would you rather I discuss the weather? Maybe lie to you?”

“No, but I’m not losing my job because of your craziness. Besides, we don’t really know each other.”

“Now there’s where I’d have to disagree with you. I’d say we know each other very well and in the most important way—the biblical sense.” A smile was evident in the tone of his voice. My hand palmed my face as I growled in frustration.

“That doesn’t mean we actually know each other. That just means we fucked,” I bluntly announced.

“Stop talking dirty to me. You’re getting me all worked up, and you’re probably going to leave me hanging. Am I right?” His voice sounded suddenly pained, and I couldn’t help the laugh that slipped out.

“I’m not going to see you tonight,” I firmly agreed. If I was honest, the biggest reason was because I was living in my parents’ home. The problem with that was it should’ve been because I knew it was wrong and would end badly.

He sighed. “You’re killing me here, Syd.”

“Oh, please. I’m sure a big hockey star like you could easily find someone to join you in bed. You certainly don’t need me.” Though I sounded confident, as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I hated them. I hated the truth in them, and I hated how badly it hurt to think of him finding someone else to screw.

It shouldn’t, because we were nothing to each other. Any relationship between us was likely forbidden. Yet the thought of him with someone else the way he’d been with me that night made my stomach churn.

Stupid, because I wasn’t the only woman he’d been with, nor was I likely to have been the last woman he’d been with. Ugh, that thought didn’t help any of my inner turmoil.

“Need and want go hand in hand. Except I don’t want someone else. I seem to be ridiculously enraptured by a certain dark-haired woman who’s insistent on leaving me with blue balls.” He was laying it on heavy, complete with a pitiful tone and a little fake sniffle. I snorted at his ridiculous behavior.

“If that’s even slightly true, it’s only because you’re one of those twisted individuals who wants what you can’t have. The unattainable simply holds more interest than it should.” It seemed like I was trying to convince myself of my supposed intelligent insight as much as I was him.

He huffed a heavy sigh. “You’re full of shit, but I’m going to let you think you’ve won because I haven’t even packed a single thing for our road trip. I’d give up every ounce of sleep if you said you changed your mind, though.”

“That’s not going to happen. But good luck with your games.” Feigning disinterest, I clutched my phone tightly as if it would keep him on the line. My pacing stopped, and I stared out my window into the dark night sky.

“Can I call you while I’m gone?” His pleading tone sent a pang of longing through me. Why, oh why did he have to affect me that way?

In my head I screamed. Yes! Yes! Call me every damn night!

Then the logical side of me took over. I hated that side. Grrr.

Exasperated, I slumped my shoulders and dropped my head. “What part of it being a bad idea wasn’t clear?”

“You’re saying we can’t be friends, either?” he prodded.

“Friends with benefits, you mean. Jesus, you’re relentless,” I grumbled. He chuckled, and I wanted to throw my phone because of the frustration he aroused in me. Aroused was a really good word for what he did to me. Especially considering I knew it couldn’t go anywhere.

“In case you were wondering, there’s no actual policy on fraternization.” He dropped that tidbit, and I had to wonder what possessed him to look that up.

“No actual policy….” I trailed off.

“I mean, it’s frowned upon, but not forbidden.”

“Translation: While they won’t fire you for that, if you’re caught fraternizing, they’ll find something to shitcan you for,” I drawled. My tone was dry, and he sighed.

“I guess I don’t know,” he finally admitted. The disappointment in his voice actually made me feel bad for him. It was like he was a little boy who’d been told he couldn’t have dessert.

“On that note, travel safe and have a good trip with successful games. Goodnight, Alex.” My firm response was met with silence. It should’ve made me feel better that I’d effectively shut him down, but it didn’t.

“Goodnight, Sydney” was his forlorn reply. The phone went dead, and I began kicking myself. The little devil on my shoulder questioned why I couldn’t have gone to his place and had a repeat performance of the best sex of our life. She went on to insist no one needed to know.

Remembering that night, even the little angel on my other shoulder was tempted.

I tossed and turned for hours after hanging up. Thankfully, Fridays weren’t overly busy. Alex was going to be the death of me if he didn’t let this drop.


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“Wicked Garden”—Stone Temple Pilots

 

A slap shot that sent the puck right between the goalie’s legs as he tried to drop to the ice won us Saturday’s game. With it happening twenty seconds before the buzzer, all we had to do was play an elaborate game of keep-away for the remaining seconds of the game.

Once the final buzzer sounded, we celebrated and ignored the chirping of the opposing fans.

Grins on all of our faces, we listened to the brief pep talk from Coach before we hit the showers.

“Kosinski!” Beck called out from across the shower bay.

“What?” I yelled back before dipping my head under the water.

“Wanna hit the hotel bar when we get back?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said as I went back to get dressed. I didn’t want to admit that for some reason, I wasn’t feeling up to it.

The trip to the hotel was boisterous as everyone rode the high of our win. Twice, I checked my phone to see if maybe Sydney had messaged me. Not that I expected her to, but I was curious as to whether she’d watched the game.

“Hey, I need to make a quick phone call,” I said once we reached the hotel. Beck and Baranov gave me a fist bump before they made a quick pit stop in their room and went back downstairs. McGregor followed me into our room.

“You calling your dad?” he asked as he plopped onto the bed and turned on the TV.

“Huh? Um, yeah.” I stuttered slightly because I didn’t want to admit I was calling a chick, and I especially didn’t want anyone to know I was contacting one of the franchise employees. Because regardless of what she decided, I didn’t want her to lose her job.

“Cool. Tell him I said hello,” he said as he flipped through the channels.

Irritation simmered that he was waiting for me, but I didn’t want to make big deal of it. Instead, I stepped out onto the balcony. As I pulled up her number, I hesitated. Chewing on my lip, I questioned my sanity.

Sydney had said she didn’t want to hook up again. I was pretty sure it was the risk of getting caught that was stopping her. So why wasn’t I dropping her like a hot potato? There were so many fish in the sea that I didn’t need to chase pussy. I’d certainly never done it before.

Why was I willing to risk so much now?

Something about her intrigued me. It had since that first night, even besides the fact that I could honestly say I’d never had such off-the-charts sex as I’d had with her. The few hookups I’d had over the off-season left me feeling empty and off. There was physical satisfaction in it for my dick, but it wasn’t long-lasting and never really fulfilled my needs. In fact, after the last one, I wasn’t interested and hadn’t bothered making an effort.

Instead, I’d poured my energy into working out and spending time with my dad. I’d essentially been celibate since midsummer. Unless you counted jacking off to her memory.

Jesus, it made me sound like a real wuss. What the actual fuck?

Checking over my shoulder to see that McGregor was still engrossed in the TV, I hit call. Might as well complete the pussification cycle.

“Well, congratulations. Good game” was her immediate greeting.

“I didn’t figure you’d answer,” I admitted with a wide grin. I leaned over the balcony and ignored the cool breeze as I took in the Nashville lights.

“I’m not that rude, though I did consider it.” I appreciated her honesty.

“I’m also surprised you watched the game. More research?” A smirk stole across my face as I stared out over the city and waited for her reply.

“Something like that.” There was a rustling in the background. It gave me pause.

“You busy?” I asked, trying to sound like it was no big deal that I was curious.

“Getting ready to go out with Natalie,” she replied, and I straightened. She’d been out with Natalie the night I met her. In fact, Natalie had hooked up with my brother.

“Oh? Where are you two headed?” Though I tried to sound casual, I knew it didn’t come across that way. Fucking hell, I was turning into a puss. And all over a girl who didn’t want anything to do with me other than work or chatting on the phone, it would seem.

“Just down to a little bar in Cedar Park. There’s a live band playing that she said was really good.” The jingling of keys was followed by the sound of footsteps on stairs. “I’ll be staying overnight with Natalie! See you in the morning!” she called, but it obviously wasn’t to me.

By then I was confused and pissed. It dawned on me how little I knew about her. A million questions sat on the tip of my tongue that I had no right to ask. A small part of me was tempted to call Coop to see if he would go down to check on her. Except I didn’t want to admit to him that I was interested in a repeat with her. I’d never hear the end of it.

There were the sounds of a car starting and then I could tell I was over the auto system.

“I should probably let you go.” Irritation bloomed in my tone. I sounded like a jealous dick.

“Are you okay?” She sounded concerned.

“Can I ask you a question?” I blurted, even though that was a question.

“Sure,” she suspiciously replied.

“Are you seeing someone?” My eyes slammed shut, and I dropped my head because I sounded like a fucking girl. Her profile pic of her kissing that guy still haunted me.

She sighed but didn’t answer right away. During the silence, I wanted to ask what she was wearing. It better not be something sexy. I found myself on the verge of asking for a selfie so I could see. Then part of me wondered if she actually lived with someone and that’s who she’d called out to. Was she with them when we’d met that first night? Was she planning on going out and cheating on them tonight?

I needed to stop. Things were getting ridiculous. All I’d wanted was another epic fuck with her. At least that’s what I wanted to believe. Instead, my mind was going crazy over her.

“No. But Alex, that’s irrelevant. Nothing can happen between us. You know this, and I know this.” Part of my spirit lightened at her admission. There wasn’t anyone in the picture at the moment. I could work with that.

A knock on the glass had me looking over my shoulder to see McGregor tapping his watch. I gave him a thumbs-up.

“Well, have fun but not too much fun.” I sounded like a grumpy old fart. She laughed. I loved the rich sound of it. “Drive careful.”

Drive careful? Jesus what am I? Her father?

“Will do. Good luck tomorrow night. I’ll be watching, so don’t mess up,” she teased with laughter still bubbling in her voice.

“Gee, thanks.” I gave a wry grin that was lost on her. “Later, Syd.”

“Bye, Alex.” The call ended. I ran a frustrated hand through my hair that had fallen over my face.

I stepped back into the warmth of the room. “’Bout time,” he said as he put his wallet in his back pocket. He glanced back at me. “You okay? You look like someone pissed in your skate.”

“Yeah, it’s all good. Let’s go.”

He studied me for a minute, not believing what I was saying. I could see when he decided to let it drop. “Cool. We don’t have much time.”

He was right. We had an early morning flight, a practice skate as soon as we landed, then the game tomorrow night.

We were silent on the way down the elevator. The door slid open silently, and the din from the bar could be heard from down the hall. Many of the guys were already there.

“Goddamn, took you two long enough! Were you getting your bromance on?” Beck called out when we approached. The rest of them laughed. McGregor and I both flipped them off.

“He was on the phone,” McGregor offered as he stepped up to the bar to get us each a whiskey.

“Calling your girlfriend?” Halvorson asked snidely as he raised his drink to his lips, holding eye contact the whole way. What the hell was he getting at?

“Fuck off.” I narrowed my gaze at him and accepted the short glass from McGregor. Ignoring Halvorson, I leaned on the bar and watched the TV absently.

Manicured nails slid over the white fabric of the dress shirt I still wore. Disgruntled, I dropped my gaze to the hot pink tips and raised them to the green eyes blinking at me. “Hi,” she said and bit her lip, trying to look cute.

It never failed. A few of the bunnies always found out where we were staying and showed up at the hotel bar. Each one hoped to hook up with a hockey player for the night—or for good.

“Hey,” I said and returned my gaze to the TV. McGregor and Beck stepped up, and I noticed one had already latched on to McGregor’s arm. With a raised brow, I gave him that really? stare. A shit-eating grin accompanied by a shrug was his response.

That niggling little voice in my head that was responsible for getting me in a lot of trouble told me the brunette was right up my alley. If I was fucking her, I wouldn’t have to listen to McGregor fucking the chick hanging on his arm.

A flash of midnight black hair caught my attention from the other end of the bar. Even knowing it wasn’t her, it still reminded me of Sydney, and the chick trailing her nails on my arm lost my brief interest.

Then I remembered she was out with Natalie. Maybe she was already grinding against some other dude like she had with me. Hell, maybe they were already on their way to his place. Anger simmered in my chest at the thought.

Turning toward the brunette, I gave her my most alluring smile. “Can I buy you a drink?”
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The alarm was blaring in my ear as I lifted my face from the pillow it was smashed in. Pushing my hair back out of my face, I groggily look around and sat up. McGregor lay facedown with his arm over the chick from last night.

My head rolled over toward the pillow next to me. I grabbed it and threw it across the way at him. “Get up, fucker!”

He grumbled and turned his head away from me.

Shaking my head, I scratched lazily at my chest as I sat on the edge of the bed. The legs of my boxer briefs had ridden up in my sleep, so I tugged them down as I stood. A massive stretch to try to wake up more had me groaning. Then I closed the gap between the beds.

A wicked grin curved my lips as I looked down at his bare ass. “You shoulda gotten up.”

CRACK! My hand smacked down on his lily-white ass, and he instantly howled, coming straight up in the air out of the bed.

“Goddamn motherfucker!” he grumbled as he held his ass with his morning wood bobbing. I raised a brow at his display, and he flipped me off.

“You better get her out of here before Coach finds out she was here all night. You know how he gets about that shit the night before a game.” Not waiting for him, I headed to the shower. As I closed the bathroom door, I heard him telling her she needed to get going.

The hotel shower was nice and hot. As I closed my eyes and tipped my head back to wet my hair, I was reminded of the shower in the Four Seasons that night. There hadn’t been a more beautiful sight than Sydney on her knees with my thick cock in her mouth. My hands had been clutching her hair as I’d guided her at the pace I needed.

She’d been fucking perfect.

The memories had me stroking one out and cursing myself for changing my mind at the last minute last night. Sonofabitch, I was a fucking idiot. Unfortunately, as I’d thought about bringing that bunny back to the room, a sick feeling had settled in my guts. I’d turned to the nameless brunette after buying her a drink and bowed out, going back to the room alone.

I’d been sleeping by the time McGregor returned with his piece of ass. Thank fuck.

Wrapping the towel around my waist, I stepped out into the room. As soon as I was out, he jumped into the shower to wash the stench of strange off his dick. Fuck, I hope he used a condom. The room reeked of sex, and I found myself curling my nose in disgust as I pulled my clothes on.

“Wait for me! I’ll be ready in five,” he promised as he dried off and threw on clothes.

“Jesus, why? Do you need me to hold your hand? Hurry up, or we’ll both be in deep shit,” I said as I moved to wait by the door with my suitcase in tow. It was my turn to tap my wrist like I was tapping a watch. Except I didn’t wear one very often. Too much of a hassle.

We made it downstairs in time to grab some fruit and a bagel, then load up. I was pissed because I’d wanted some protein, but it would have to wait until we landed in Boston.

“You’re a dick,” I told him as I dropped into my seat and took a vicious bite of the apple.

“But you love me and you know it,” he said as he grinned and blew me a kiss.

When we hit the ice for practice, McGregor was dragging. Coach was all over his ass. Served him right. I chuckled evilly as I too gave him shit.

Shoving thoughts of an off-limits beauty from my mind, I threw myself into practice. There would be time to obsess over her later.

When I got home, I was going to have to up my game.
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“Calling All Angels”—Train

 

“And the Amurs lose their first game of the season. Actually, since preseason started, they’ve been on fire. After their performance last night, we expected them to fight a little harder to hold on to their mini streak. They seemed tired tonight—a little off their game.” The commentator was running his mouth as I watched Alex and his teammates sullenly skate off the ice. I knew they were upset, but it had been a nail biter of a game. They’d lost in overtime, which I hadn’t even known was a thing for hockey.

Then again, I didn’t know a lot about hockey, period. No pun intended.

Chewing on my lip, I wondered if he’d call me again. The night before, he’d seemed upset that I was going out, yet he was on the road. I’d heard enough stories at work about the things that happened when they were on the road.

My eyes wandered over to where my phone sat face up on the coffee table.

“You’ve become quite the little hockey fan,” my dad said as he stood from the couch where we’d been watching the game with my uncle. They’d started watching the games after my uncle took his job as the team’s lead counsel, but I never did.

“Well, I figure it makes sense to know a little about the franchise I work for.” I shrugged like it was no big deal and that I hadn’t been focused on one particular player.

I’d learned that Alex was a left wing, but they also called him a forward. I didn’t know exactly what any of that meant, but I was working on it. I’d also figured out that Kristoffer Halvorson was not only the team captain, he was a right wing.

I hadn’t asked him when they were coming back, but my uncle had been talking to my dad and I’d overheard they were flying to Pittsburgh tonight. It seemed like an exhausting schedule.

“Well, I’m heading to bed. I have work in the morning,” I said before kissing my dad’s cheek and then my uncle’s. If Alex called me, I didn’t want to be in the media room with them. After putting my empty cup in the dishwasher, I went upstairs to my room.

My childhood home was set off in the trees of an exclusive neighborhood in Old West Austin. My parents recently renovated the 1940s home, so my room looked nothing like it did when I was a girl, but it was still beautiful.

The nostalgic little girl in me never wanted to leave, but the pragmatic grown-ass woman knew I needed to get my own place soon. While I waited to see if Alex would call, I pulled up places to look at in the coming week.

Lost in my search, I jumped when my phone rang. His name flashed across my screen. Biker Boy. I giggled. Not wanting anyone to see his name in my phone, I’d tried to think of something off the wall to put in, and our first night came to mind.

“Hey.” I left it at that because I wasn’t sure what his mood would be like.

“Sydney.” He sighed out my name like it was prayer. That sent my stomach in a tailspin right down to my hooha. Why did this guy, of all guys, do that to me? “I can’t talk long. I’m at the airport, and we’re getting ready to fly out, but I wanted to call you.”

“Why?” It slipped out before I could think about it, and I cringed. He was already bummed; I really didn’t want to add to that. I couldn’t find it in me to be a real ass to him, but I’d done it anyway.

“Honestly? I have no idea.” He huffed out a frustrated breath. “I guess I wanted to—Fuck, I don’t know. Can I see you when we get back?”

“Really, Alex? How many times do I have to tell you I can’t? My job is important to me. I can’t risk it over a quick lay.” No matter how good it might be.

“I swear no one will ever know. I just want to see you. Maybe have a drink.” It sounded innocent enough, but our last wild night together had started with drinks. But damn, was it tempting. He was more than tempting. Dangerously so.

“I don’t know,” I hedged. The bad girl inside me was wavering, and he latched on to it like he could smell my weakening heart. The little devil on my shoulder was cheering.

“I’ll call you as soon as we land back in Austin. I’ll probably be tired, so it’ll just be one drink and to visit for a bit.” He sounded like a little boy begging, and after their loss, I wanted to cheer him up, so I caved. The angel on my shoulder did a face palm and the she-devil was slipping on her sexiest dress. Pretty sure I heard a faint bow chicka wow wow.

“Okay. One drink.” With a sigh, I prayed I wasn’t seriously fucking up. “As friends,” I added for good measure.

The smile on his face was evident in the tone of his voice. “Really? That’s great!” I heard someone call out near him that their flight was boarding. “I gotta run. We need to get out to the plane. I’ll talk to you soon.”

I gathered that meant he’d likely be calling me tomorrow and maybe after their game in Pittsburgh on Tuesday. I wondered what they did on the off day in between games on the road.

“Okay. Good luck in Pittsburgh,” I offered.

“Thanks. Watch the game?” He sounded so hopeful.

“Of course,” I replied with a wry tip of my lips.

“Cool. Later,” he said in a rush. The call ended, and I sat there feeling like I’d taken a ride in my washing machine’s spin cycle.

It was wrong to encourage him. There was too much at stake. I’d meant it when I told him my job was important to me. Not only did I love what I did, it gave me independence and kept me from being railroaded into working at my dad’s company or being married off to someone my mother deemed a good match.

Needing to talk to someone about this, I called my bestie.

“Hello, chica! You regretting not going home with that hottie? Wanna go out and look for him tonight?” I laughed at her ridiculous greeting.

“No and no. I actually needed some advice.” I exhaled heavily as I scrolled through the apartments online. Natalie had not only been my best friend all through high school, we’d both gone to TCU together. If she hadn’t moved in with her sister and her sister’s friend, I’d have gotten an apartment with her.

“Okay, girl. I’m all ears. Speak to me.”

For a moment I debated telling her my dilemma. If any of this got out, it could mean my job. That was the worrisome part. I’d looked up the actual policy in the employee handbook. It was kind of vague for people in positions like mine. Now, if I’d been an ice girl, that would’ve been a completely different story. Weird.

“Remember the bikers from the night we got home to Austin after graduation?”

“Oh Lord, do I. I still haven’t found someone who lived up to Truth. God, why didn’t I get his number?” She sighed longingly. It was so over the top, I actually giggled.

“Well, I could probably get it for you.” I sighed myself.

“What? Shut. Up! How?” she screeched, causing me to wince and pull the phone away from my head until she stopped.

“Christ, woman. Chill.”

“You better spill whatever you had to say, because now I’m really curious. And you better get me that number. If nothing else, give him mine. Please, have mercy on a desperate girl,” she pleaded.

“Well, it turns out your guy was my guy’s brother,” I began.

“Well, duh. They’re all brothers. It’s some sort of biker thing,” she said as if I was simple. Rolling my eyes, I sighed again.

“No. As in, they are blood brothers, same momma, same daddy type brothers.”

“No shit? How did you find this out? Did he call you?” She rapid-fired questions at me. I flopped back on my pillows after setting my laptop to the side.

“Something like that. He wants to hook up again, but it could jeopardize my job. Maybe.” Staring up at my ceiling fan, I counted the boards in my tongue-in-groove ceiling. It was one of the quirky unique characteristics of our home. The open beams and painted wood ceilings were stunning.

She was silent for a heartbeat before the questions started again. “Define ‘maybe.’ And how did you come to this conclusion?”

“He’s one of the players,” I whispered before closing my eyes.

“Come again? Did you just say that sexy beast you hooked up with is not only brothers with the sexy beast I hooked up with, but he’s a professional hockey player? Because I had to have heard you wrong, honey.” She waited for my answer.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying. He plays for the Austin Amurs. He’s one of their star players. He was the starting left wing tonight.” Closing my eyes and talking about him was a mistake, because I pictured him in my mind too easily.

“Shut. The. Front. Door. Are you telling me that the guy you hooked up with is Alexander Kosinski?” The volume of her voice increased with each word until she was damn near shouting.

“How do you know who he is? You never watch hockey.” A frown formed on my face. Natalie had never been big on sports either. Unless it was baseball. When Jake was playing.

“Uh, because I don’t have to know what he looks like to know his name. My sister’s roommate has the biggest crush on him and talks about him all the time. She has season tickets in the hopes that she’ll get to meet him and hook up with him one day. Wait until I tell her this. She’s gonna be livid.” Natalie chuckled with evil glee.

“You can’t tell her!” Panic shot through me at the thought of her saying anything.

“Okay, okay, chill, babe. I won’t,” she assured me. I prayed she meant it. “So what exactly is the problem?”

“Remember? He wants to hook up again,” I repeated. “Keep up, girl.”

“And that’s a problem how? You said he was incredible. And I quote, ‘best sex ever.’ So why wouldn’t you?” In the background I could hear her drumming her nails on something.

“Because they have a loose no fraternizing policy at work. Not exactly forbidden unless you’re one of the ice-girl chicks, but still frowned upon. I don’t want to risk my job.” Because I really did want to have a second round with Alex, I whined out the last sentence. It made me want to throw myself down and throw a temper tantrum like a three-year-old.

“If it’s loose, then how can they enforce that? Besides, if you’re not looking to marry the guy, why can’t you have some serious no-holds-barred, wall-banging sex and not advertise it? People have workplace affairs all the time and no one finds out.” Hearing her say it like that made it seem so much more feasible. Except I wondered if it was that little she-devil driving that train.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Well, if I were you, I’d jump on that pony and hold on for the ride. Besides the fact that he’s hot as fuck, he worked magic on your lady bits and you damn well know it. I’d enjoy that for as long as I could if I were you.” Her conviction solidified my decision.

When Alex got home, I was going to have that drink with him.

And I’d see what happened after that.
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“Rocking The Boat”—Ice Nine Kills feat. Jeremy Schwartz

 

Stick in the air, I roared as my teammates slammed into me. I’d scored my first hat trick with the Amurs and brought our lead up by two in the third period. The celebration was short-lived as we dove back into play. A lot could happen in five minutes, and none of us wanted to lose our lead.

The Pittsburgh fans were definitely not happy, but we were riding high on cloud nine and ignored their chirping as we passed the puck. McGregor had managed to steal the puck from their center and was hauling ass back to the net. A quick pass to me, then I passed to Halvorson right as their defenseman slammed me into the boards. Halvorson passed it back to McGregor, who’d set himself up for a sweet but quick wrist shot.

“Fuck yeah!” I yelled as I embraced him and patted the top of his helmet. Everyone was smiling. Even Novacek with his missing tooth. No one gave a shit when we were on the ice. Call me vain, but I religiously wore a pretty serious mouthguard. I liked my teeth where they were—in my head.

Thankfully, we’d redeemed ourselves for the loss Sunday, but it still burned.

By the time the final buzzer sounded, Pittsburgh had scored a lucky tip-in that pissed Halvorson off because it was off his stick. Either way, we won and we were going home on a winner’s high.

Before we boarded the plane, I separated myself from the group enough to make a call to Sydney.

“Hello, Alex.” Her husky tone carried over the line and went right to my dick. That had never happened to me before. Then again, I’d never had a female I talked to on the phone besides my mom. I steered clear of relationships and commitments.

“Hey, Syd. You saw the game?” My heart jackhammered in my chest like it did right before we took to the ice. The anticipation made me jittery in a good way. It was a feeling I hadn’t been able to shake no matter how long I’d been playing.

“Yeah, I did. Y’all were on fire, and you with your first hat trick with the team. How awesome is that?” That sexy Texas drawl of hers was doing really weird things to me. Like the stupid grin on my face. Between that and the raging hard-on she gave me, I needed to turn my back to the guys.

“Look at you, learning hockey terms. And thanks, it was definitely a better game than Sunday.” I chuckled. Then I continued, “I’m sorry I didn’t get to talk much yesterday. We were tied up most of the day and then we had a team dinner that lasted way longer than I thought.” I didn’t know why I was making excuses; ordinarily, I wouldn’t give two shits. Like I said—weird.

“You don’t owe me an explanation. I told you that last night when you called.” The thing was, I’d wanted to call her as soon as I opened my eyes that morning too. She was the first thing I thought of when I woke up, and the last thing I thought of when I went to bed. That was extremely unusual for me.

“Yeah, I guess. Anyway, we’re about to fly home. I know I asked you to meet me for a drink, but it looks like it will be kind of late by the time we land. What about tomorrow after you get off work?” Even as I said the words, it seemed like a million days away. What I really wanted was to go straight to her house the minute I landed.

Jesus, I needed to get a grip. Or get laid. Maybe that’s what it was. If I could have her again, I’d get over the spell she had on me. Maybe my mind had built the experience up to be more than it was. Except as soon as I thought that, I knew I was full of shit.

“I know I said I would,” she began, and I could tell she was getting ready to blow me off. I’d asked her too soon and given her time to talk herself out of it.

“Don’t you dare let me down. You said you’d meet up, and I’ve looked forward to that this whole road trip. It’s what drove me tonight.” I laid a little guilt on for good measure.

She sighed, and I’d have given anything to have seen her face to be able to read her better.

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah. Where do you want to meet?”

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her to come to my house. McGregor called my name, and I glanced over my shoulder. They were heading out to the plane.

“Pick a place close to the arena and text it to me. We’re boarding, so I gotta run,” I didn’t want to end the call. If I’d called her earlier, I would’ve talked to her longer, but then people would’ve wondered who I was talking to. It would’ve been evident I wasn’t talking to either of my parents or my brother.

“I can do that,” she replied. “See you tomorrow.”

As I raced after the guys and took the stairs up to the plane two at a time, I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

“What are you smiling about?” Halvorson laughed as I stepped into to cabin behind him. “You look like you just won the lottery.”

“Maybe I did,” I cryptically replied.

He rolled his eyes and shook his head before taking his seat. I grabbed a seat a few rows back from him, next to McGregor and across the aisle from Beck and Heikkinen. On the ice I thought of everyone as being on my side. We were teammates, after all, but McGregor and I had gotten pretty close. Other than my brother, he was probably my best friend since moving to Texas. Beck, Heikkenen, and Baranov were up there too.

As the plane began its ascent, I really thought I’d be too hyped up to sleep. Except the next thing I knew, I was being tapped by McGregor and I woke up to the pitch in my stomach as the wheels hit the ground.

We all said our goodbyes and climbed into our vehicles to head home. Since McGregor, Baranov, Novacek, Beck, and I all had houses in the same neighborhood, we’d carpooled with Novacek in his SUV.

“You’re quiet,” Beck observed, pulling me from my musings as I vacantly stared out the window.

“Hm? Oh, just a lot on my mind right now.” We pulled up in front of his place first. He got out and waved to us as his motion lights all came on. His place wasn’t quite as big as mine, but equally as nice.

My place was next.

As I got out, McGregor held a fist up over his shoulder. I bumped mine to his, Baranov’s, and then Novacek’s. “Thanks for the ride, man,” I said to Novacek.

“Of course,” he replied with only the slightest tip of his lips. “You can drive next time.”

We all laughed because everyone knew they all wouldn’t fit in my car.

“Yeah, I’ll strap your ass to the roof.” A bark of laughter escaped him, and I shook my head and climbed out of the back seat. “See you guys at practice.”

The bright glow of his headlights cast a shadow as I walked to my front door. After entering my code, I waved, went inside, and reset the alarm. I saw them back out and drive off as I shrugged out of my suit jacket.

Victor came bounding down the stairs. Cooper had to leave on a run today, so he’d dropped him off at the house earlier. His plaintive cries told me he was very upset at me for leaving him. I reached down to stroke his silky fur.

“Aww, I’m sorry, big guy. I had to go to work.” If a cat could pout, I’d swear he was. He followed my every move as I went to my room, kicked off my shoes, stripped out of my travel-worn suit and shirt, then dumped it all in the dry cleaning bin. The shoes went in their appropriate cubby in the closet.

Picking up my phone, I looked at the time. Though we’d gotten home earlier than I expected, it was still after ten. She’d probably be sleeping, but I had this inexplicable need to let her know I was home.

Me: Just thought I’d let you know we made it back. I’m at home and getting ready for bed. See you tomorrow.

Before I could set my phone on the charger, the screen lit up. That stupid grin hit my face again.

Sexy Sydney: Good to hear.

Me: What are you still doing up? Don’t you work tomorrow?

Sexy Sydney: Can’t sleep.

Me: You should come over. I’ll draw you a hot bath.

Like a complete dork, I inserted a winky face emoji at the end.

Sexy Sydney: If you promised a back rub I’d be tempted to be all over that.

At her response, my heart stuttered and my dick reared its head.

Me: Done.

Striking while the iron was hot, I shot off my address. Though I didn’t really expect her to show up.

Sexy Sydney: lol

Me: I’ll wait up for you.

Padding to the bathroom, I scratched my stomach and yawned. I might’ve been tired, but not that tired. Not if it meant Sydney was coming over. I grabbed the plushest towels I had, set them artfully on the corner of the oversized tub.

Cursing that I didn’t have any candles, an idea hit me. Without concern that I was running through my house in my underwear with all my windows open, I stopped in my den. I grabbed the fancy candelabra thing the decorator had put on the sofa table. Then I dug through my kitchen junk drawer for a lighter and rushed back to my bedroom.

Once I had everything set up to my satisfaction, I stepped back to eye it all. Not bad, considering the last-minute planning. Of course, if she didn’t end up coming over, I’d have done it for nothing. Shrugging, I went back to the room and fell back onto my bed. Victor had wandered off, still pissy with me.

Checking my phone, I tried not to let my disappointment swallow me when she hadn’t replied. Oh, well. I tried to tell myself it was no big deal, but I was disappointed.

I clicked on the big-screen TV and propped a few pillows up behind me.

While I was watching the recap of the game on one of the sports networks, my doorbell rang.

A quick glance showed that Sydney still hadn’t responded to my last text. Figuring Coop had made it back to town, I paused the TV and got up. Without grabbing any pants, I shuffled to the door.

It probably would’ve been a good idea to check to see who it was, but I was tired and didn’t think about it. The rippled glass distorted whoever it was, and I froze when I swung the door open.

She visibly swallowed, and I read nervousness in her eyes. “Hey,” she said, still standing on the front porch. Then she glanced over her shoulder and bit her lip. Like a dumbass, I looked to see what she was looking at. A car was parked in my driveway.

Heart thumping wildly, I could only stare at her. Midnight hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, and she was casually dressed in jeans, Converse, and a hoodie. Very little makeup obscured her natural beauty.

“You’re in your underwear,” she said after her gaze flicked to my dick.

I looked down, but words eluded me.

“Um, can I come in?” It was like her words snapped me out of my stunned silence. Without giving it much thought, I grabbed the front of her hoodie, pulled her inside, and slammed the door. Before her wide, startled eyes could blink, I had her against the glass, hands framing her face and lips on hers.

A gasp of surprise parted her mouth, and I stole the advantage, my tongue tangling with hers. She tasted so fucking delicious, I didn’t want to stop, but I realized I was probably pushing my luck. Reluctantly, I pulled away, but it took several soft, longing kisses to completely stop.

Her eyes were dilated, and she was struggling to breathe normally. How did I know? Because I was mirroring her, move for move. I couldn’t suck enough oxygen in, and my pulse was hammering away. It was almost too much. Everything about her was so electric, sending life-threatening voltage through me, leaving me stunned.

“Wow,” she finally choked out.

“Yeah” was all I could get out.

“You said something about a hot bath and a back rub?” Her beautiful eyes blinked at me in expectation.

A wry smile snuck out, and I clasped her hand. “Come on, I got you.”

We made our way to my room, and she giggled at my TV. “You don’t get enough of the game?”

Shaking my head, I pulled her up against me and wrapped my arms around her. “It’s you I can’t get enough of,” I whispered.

The heat of her palms on my bare chest was scalding. Looking down at her upturned face, I drew in a fortifying breath. “Please tell me you’re not just here for the bath.”

I needed to be sure.

She shook her head, and her long ponytail swished back and forth.

“Thank fuck,” I whispered as I wound her hair around my hand and used it to bring her closer. A kiss that I meant to keep sweet exploded like they all seemed to do with her. Again, I forced myself to break away.

“I’m scared, though.” Her breathless reply and the glitter in her eyes spoke of her vulnerability.

“Baby, I won’t hurt you,” I assured her, but she dropped her face to rest in the crook of my shoulder.

“But if people found out, I could lose my job. I know it’s not a certainty, but I’m afraid to push it.” As she spoke, her breath fanned across my neck and chest. It sent shivers of desire skating through me.

“We’ll be careful. Let’s get that bath ready.” Stepping back, I took her hand again, only dropping it once we were beside my massive tub and I started the water. I’d gotten a housewarming basket when I moved in from one of the neighbors with some bath shit in it. As the water filled, I tossed one of those frou-frou bath bombs in and lit the candles in the holder. Then I dimmed the bathroom lights, casting the room in a warm glow.

Turning back to her, I tossed the lighter to the counter without breaking eye contact. The water continued to run behind us as I advanced. She took one hesitant step back but immediately paused when I shook my head.

Callused fingertips trailed along the soft skin of her cheek. Reverently, I lifted her hoodie with the shirt underneath. She raised her arms to help me. The movement of her throat as she swallowed caught my attention and I pressed a kiss to the wild pulse visible on her delicate neck.

A soft gasp escaped her, and she tilted her head slightly. As my hands worked her jeans open, my tongue trailed along her skin. A light nip on her earlobe followed by a sensual exploration of her soft curves, and I was intoxicated. Drunk on her allure.

Worshipping at her altar, I slowly dropped to my knees as I tugged her jeans down. My teeth, lips, and tongue further adored her as I blindly lifted first one leg, then the other. After tossing her bottoms to the side, I buried my nose in the silky dark curls above that magic pussy of hers.

“You cast a spell on me,” I murmured against her satiny skin. Her slender fingers tangled in my hair, holding me against the slight curve of her lower stomach. Tipping my head back, I looked up at her. Blatant need in her eyes, she breathed heavily, and her full top lip was tugged between her teeth.

Rising to my feet, I reached around, unclasped her bra, and freed her of the last piece of clothing separating us. She was a goddess, and I wanted to fall back to my knees before her. Instead, I held her hand as she stepped into the soft pink foam and settled down into the bath after she tucked her hair up in a loose bun.

“Lean forward,” I told her as I pushed my briefs down, freely my painfully hard length. She did, but not before she snuck a quick peek. The faint flush to her cheeks gave her away as I shut the water off and climbed in behind her. She settled against my chest, and I wrapped her in my arms.

As we sat in the peaceful quiet, I knew I was in trouble.

I just didn’t know how much.
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“A Wonderful Life”—Brian Fallon

 

For several minutes, he was content to hold me. His tattooed arms were wrapped around me, and I had reached a hand up to wrap around the back of his neck. The steely length of him pressing into my lower back didn’t go unnoticed. In fact, with each small twitch against my back, my core clenched in anticipation.

I might be a fool for sneaking out of the house and driving to his place, but I’d never wanted anything more. No, I wasn’t fool enough to think this was going to be a forever kind of thing, but I found myself wanting to take what he offered until the novelty wore off.

“I can’t believe you came,” he murmured as if he could read my mind.

“I almost didn’t,” I softly replied.

He unwrapped his arms and gently pushed me forward. Curiosity had me turning my head back to him. He was putting some creamy baby oil in his hands. They were cold, despite his rubbing them together in an attempt to warm them, and I instinctively arched as he made contact with my skin.

“Why do you have creamy baby oil?” I asked breathlessly.

He softly chuckled. “I use it to shave.”

“But you have a beard,” I stuttered.

“Not always,” he whispered before he pressed a soft kiss to my shoulder. A shudder rippled through me at the sensation of his lips on me.

It didn’t take long for his hands and my skin to heat it up as he allowed his palms to firmly glide up my back and over my shoulders. My eyes closed, and I groaned as his hands worked magic on my shoulders, neck, and back. At my sound, his cock jumped against my back, and he let out a nearly silent groan of his own.

Though I could’ve let him work the knots from my shoulders until the water cooled, I wanted more. Turning in his arms, I straddled his hips, sandwiching his cock between us. His eyes looked gray in the dim light as he held my hips and waited to see what I would do.

The warm water lapped around us as I leaned in and curled my hands over his toned shoulders.

“Kiss me,” I whispered, because the ambiance demanded it.

He captured my mouth boldly, and we combusted. It was as if there was no slow with us as soon as our lips touched. It was a fiery battle in which there were no winners. One hand slipped into his shoulder-length, dark locks. I loved his hair. It was soft and silky through my fingers, but in all honesty, I couldn’t get enough of any aspect of him.

The slosh of the water filtered through my lust, and I realized I was shamelessly grinding against his straining shaft. Breaking away, I gasped for air. “We’re making a mess,” I muttered against his lips as I gave him another lingering kiss that he ended with a bite to my lower lip.

“You done in here?” he asked, equally out of breath. I nodded, and he sighed. “Good.”

We stood, and he grabbed one of two massive plush towels. As the water drained, he dried me off in what became a seductive game. Once I was dry to his satisfaction, he wrapped the towel around me and dried himself. He didn’t wrap his towel around his waist; instead he tossed it down to the floor to soak up the water we’d splashed out. Then he lifted me out of the tub, crouched, and dried my feet.

It seemed crazy that a rough and wild hockey player was being so romantic and sweet. He’d actually set the bathroom up in hopes that I’d take him up on his offer. Then again, I had tried my best not to laugh as he lit candles in a big candelabra that definitely didn’t fit his bathroom decor. I’d wondered if he’d grabbed it off his dining room table, but once he’d focused his intense attention on me, those thoughts had dwindled away.

Romance obviously done, he scooped me up and ran to the bed as I giggled. With a playful grin, he tossed me onto the comforter. I had to fight covering myself as my boobs jiggled.

Like a predator, he stalked me up the bed. When he settled between my spread legs and rested on his elbows over me, I again grabbed his hair.

With a teasing tug, I pulled him to kiss me. The blaze ignited as soon as our lips met. Breaking away, he suckled on my shoulder, nipping and soothing it with his tongue. He did that to every bit of my skin he could reach from his position.

Desperate, my hips arched up into him, and I searched for more.

The rustle of his movements in the drawer of his bedside table preceded him lifting his head. I missed his lips immediately. With a lustful gaze, I watched as he knelt between my legs and tore open the square wrapper.

Suddenly bold, I took it from him. “Let me.”

I took the slippery disk and reached down. He moved to rest on his fists on either side of my head. Not letting go of his gaze, I stroked his thick length as he slowly thrust into my hand. Gathering the moisture from the tip, I swirled it around the end. As I played, his head dropped slightly, and he groaned.

“Fuck, Sydney. Put it on now. Otherwise I’m gonna shove my cock in that tight cunt and fuck you bare.” His pupils were dark and large as he panted above me. Power surged within me at the tenuous grip he held on himself because of me. As quickly as my suddenly fumbling hands would allow me, I rolled it down as far as it would go.

I’d barely let go before he had it lined up and circling in the almost embarrassing amount of wetness covering me.

“Goddamn,” he groaned as he clenched his eyes for a moment.

“Hurry,” I whimpered in impatient desperation. Bold, his eyes opened and held mine as he slowly began to feed his generous length into my tight channel. God, he was so thick, it was painful for a moment. I appreciated that he worked his way in, allowing my body to accommodate him slowly.

Once he was fully seated, I realized I’d been holding my breath and let it out in a blissful huff. My slick walls gripped him tightly, and he dropped his head to my shoulder with a moan.

“Jesus. Go easy,” he gritted out, and turned to rest his face against my neck. But I couldn’t. The need for him to move was too great, and I thrust my hips up with a grinding twist. Seeking more friction, I continued to rub against him.

Fire lit his eyes as he raised his head to stare at me. In protest, I whimpered and tried to regain the contact of my clit against his flesh. With a dark look, he pulled nearly all the way out as he straightened his arms to look down on me. A quick snap of his hips had him deep inside my heat, wringing a grunt from me.

“Fuck,” he muttered as he buried himself in me again. My nails dug into his forearms where they were braced on either side of my head. Several more thrusts, and a fine sheen of sweat began to break out on his forehead. “I don’t think I’m going to last long,” he warned.

“I don’t care, Alex.” Honestly, he felt so good, I could barely think straight. My reply was enough to unleash a beast in him that sent us both hurtling toward a precipice of epic proportions.

Over and over, he plunged into me as I wrapped my legs around his and raised my hips to meet every thrust. It wasn’t long before that familiar surge of erotic pressure started building. The explosion hit me, and my head bowed as waves of pure ecstasy slammed into me.

“Alex!” I ground out as I rode the blissful pulses. He tensed over me and stilled. I thought he was going to come, but he exercised Herculean willpower. Then I lost myself to sensation.

By the time I came down from my high, I was bonelessly sated.

“Turn over,” he demanded as he helped me flip to my stomach. Using his large, capable hands, he hoisted my hips in the air and slid back into my wet core. Whimpering in surprising need, I clutched the sheets in my fingers and ignored the comforter wadded up under my waist. My face buried in the pillow, I waited for him to move.

His hand pulled my hair loose from the bun, and it curtained around me. “Fuck, I love your hair,” he said under his breath before he palmed the back of my skull, then gathered a handful of my hair and pulled my head up.

My back was tightly arched, and he growled into my ear. “I’m going to ruin you for other men, baby. I’m going to fuck you so hard, you won’t walk right for a week.”

“Okay,” I greedily whispered.

“Okay?” he clarified. I nodded the best I could with my hair fisted in his hand. He sighed into my neck before nibbling along the side and kissing that sensitive area where my neck met my shoulder.

He let me lie back down and gripped my hips tightly. I thought I’d remembered that first night with crystal clarity. I was so very wrong. He either reminded me, or he went above and beyond.

I found out that hockey players don’t only play hard, they fuck harder.

And it was glorious.

With animalistic abandon, he drove into me. Rapid, hard, and deep.

“Fuck, you’re so goddamn perfect. Beautiful. Perfect. Motherfucking voodoo pussy,” he chanted with each thrust.

My eyes popped open in shock when I realized I had another orgasm barreling down on me. “Oh my God! I’m going to come again!”

“You’re goddamn right you are,” he ground out as he didn’t pause. Pleasure like I’d never experienced before blasted me.

A few more strokes, and his fingers dug into my hips as he roared. Through my own aftershocks, I could feel him pulsing within me. He gave one last shuddering lunge, then pulled me with him until we rested on our sides.

Sweaty and with our chests heaving, we lay there in shock.

“Jesus,” he muttered into the back of my neck.

“I agree,” I mumbled into the pillow, uncaring of my hair plastered to my face.

Vaguely, I was aware of him leaving the bed but returning to spoon me. With his heavy arm wrapped around me and his hand tucked into my cleavage, I fell asleep.
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I’m not sure what woke me, but it was still dark outside. The TV was still on but paused on the game he’d been watching earlier.

And there was a heavy weight on the lower half of my body.

Blinking away the sleep from my eyes, I tried to focus on what was lying on me. A soft rumble vibrated through my thighs, and I raised my head with a confused frown. My eyes bugged when they met the glowing green of two eyes staring back at me.

Unable to speak, I fumbled my hand around until I encountered the warm skin of the man next to me. First, I gave him a little poke. When there was no response, I nudged him. After that got me nothing, I slapped him repeatedly until he grunted.

“Mm. What?” His head lifted, and he gave me the same look I imagined I’d had. A sleepy look of disorientation.

“There’s a fucking leopard on me!” I whisper-yelled in a near panic. The thing lying on me continued to stare as its growl rumbled through me.

“A what?” he asked in bewilderment.

“That!” I pointed at the baby leopard I was sure wanted to eat me. His gaze followed the direction I indicated, then he flopped back down on his pillow. The cat’s tail flicked back and forth, and I whimpered as I waited for it to pounce.

“That’s Victor. He’s a Savannah cat. He’s not going to hurt you,” he mumbled. Then he promptly fell asleep again.

Fell.

Asleep.

While I was afraid for my life, he went back to sleep. A soft snore proved my assumption was correct. Sweet Jesus.

My gaze swung back to the cat. “Hey, Victor,” I tried in a tremulous voice. The cat tipped his head and looked at me with curiosity of his own. He inched closer to my face, and I held my breath.

Slowly, he crept closer. And closer.

Until his nose touched mine.

The thing was huge. And so heavy it was difficult to breathe. Then he did the craziest thing—he rubbed his face along my jaw and the side of his teeth moved along my skin. He did that to both sides before he shoved his big head into the crook of my neck, then settled in between me and Alex.

That’s when I realized the rumble was him purring. My shaking hand tentatively reached up and stroked his thick fur. Surprised at how soft he was, I threaded my fingers through his pelt. With his purring, warm body snuggled up next to me, I fell back asleep.
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“Words As Weapons”—Seether

 

The incessant ringing confused me. It wasn’t the ringtone for my alarm. Then last night’s late adventures came back to me, and I pushed myself up to my elbows. Flipping my hair out of my face, I looked over to the sleeping woman next to me.

And Victor snuggled up between us.

“Hey, get your woman-stealing ass out of here.” I shooed him away, and he glared at me as he stretched and jumped off the bed with a light thud on the hardwood floor.

Amazed that she was sleeping through her alarm and that it was going off before mine, I shook my head. Then, I pushed her hair up onto the pillow to expose the beautiful curves of her body. Tickling her skin with my beard, I pressed kisses along her spine until she whimpered softly and slapped her hand around on the bedside table, looking for her phone.

Problem was, it wasn’t there. With a chuckle, I got up to find it.

After checking her pants, I finally saw it lying half under the door on my bathroom floor. I shut it off because I knew I wouldn’t be going back to sleep.

As I shuffled back to bed, I stopped and stared at the woman in my bed. My heart hammered as I found myself not only mesmerized by her beauty but stunned by the fact that I was feeling like a romantic sap. Then I glanced down at my stiffy and back at her sleeping form.

Being presumptuous, I quietly took a condom out of my drawer and rolled it down my rock-hard length. Moving as silently as I could, I climbed back into bed behind her. She rolled slightly to her stomach making my job so much easier.

With a single finger, I slowly inched the sheet down over the curve of her hip until her perfect ass was exposed. Thanks to the way she had cocked her leg up, her glistening pussy was exposed. It had me literally biting my fist to keep from groaning out loud.

“Sydney,” I whispered.

“Mmm?”

Using one hand to hold myself up above her, I nudged her wet opening with the tip of my finger.

“Sydney? I need you,” I said into her ear.

“Yes,” she murmured as she pressed her ass up into me and made a moan of contentment. Once I slipped my cock partially in, she momentarily stiffened, then whipped her head around to look at me.

“Want me to stop?” I asked with a grin. If she said yes, I might die of blue balls, but I’d stop. Waiting for her answer, I teased her by slipping the head in and out. And prayed she wouldn’t ask me to stop.

“No way,” she whispered as she arched her back to lift her ass. It offered me better access, and I fed my cock in to the hilt. By the time I was fully seated, we were both breathing heavily.

Because I knew we didn’t have a lot of time due to both of us needing to get to work, I made it quick and dirty. She was screaming my name in under five minutes, and I was happily blowing my load.

“Holy shit, Alex,” she gasped as she flopped back down to the bed. Holding the end of the condom, I slid out and laughed. Then I smacked her bare ass, causing her to shriek.

“You’re gonna pay for that!” she said as she jumped out of bed and chased me into the bathroom.

I tossed the condom in the trash, then spun around, causing her to plow into me. Not letting her get the upper hand, I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her into happy submission. By the time I tugged her bottom lip in my teeth, she was heavy-lidded and languid in my arms.

“That wasn’t fair,” she whispered.

“Never said I played fair,” I teased, then let her go to turn on the dual shower heads. “Get in and I’ll scrub your back,” I said as the corner of my lips tipped up. She stepped under the water as I hung up two towels and followed her in.

I made good on my promise and not only scrubbed her back but washed and conditioned her hair. “Your hair is absolutely beautiful,” I murmured as I rinsed the conditioner out of it.

She turned in my arms, slipping hers over my shoulders. As her fingers teased the ends of my hair, she pressed a kiss to the base of my throat. “So is yours,” she said against my skin before resting her cheek against my beating heart.

For a few minutes, we stood in each other’s arms and let the water wash over us. Finally, she looked up at me with worry in her eyes.

“What are we doing?” she asked, and I knew she wasn’t talking about us being in the shower. Gathering her hair, I smoothed it into a thick wet rope to buy myself time. Because honestly, I didn’t have a good answer for her.

“We’re having some amazing sex,” I said with a sigh, even though I knew deep in my guts it was more than that. Keeping my gaze averted, I tried not to let her see the truth.

“That’s it? Great sex? Because regardless of what we said, this seems like it’s different. Is it just me? Am I reading too much into this?” Confusion heavy in her voice, she pushed back out of my arms. Before she could step out of the shower, I grabbed her arm. The thought of her walking away from me sent panic clawing up my throat.

“Syd, wait. Can we talk?” My free hand pushed my wet hair back. “I’ve never been in a situation like this before. I really like you, but I’ve never done long-term. So can we play it by ear and see what happens?”

That took a lot out of me to admit. My faith in relationships was pretty much shit, but it didn’t mean a small part of me didn’t long for it. The problem was, I didn’t really know how to begin having one.

She appeared to waver as she chewed on her lip and studied me.

“Okay, but only because I’m not sure what I was thinking by telling myself I was okay with hooking up. I probably shouldn’t have come over last night, but there’s something about you that I can’t stay away from. You’re like a drug I can’t resist,” she said as she stared into my eyes.

“Well, as long as we fly under the radar, no one needs to know. That way if things don’t work out, no one’s the wiser. We’ll play it by ear.” It blew my mind that I was even considering exclusivity. “Will you come to the games? I want to be able to look up and see you there.”

“I can’t afford to upgrade both nights.” She grimaced apologetically.

“What if I got you tickets? You could bring your friend from the bar,” I offered.

Biting her lip indecisively, she at least hadn’t said no right away. “My family is going to wonder how I suddenly became this big hockey fan when I never was before.”

“Tell them your friend wanted you to go with her,” I countered.

“Natalie? The only sport she ever liked was baseball when my brother was playing,” she wryly replied. My brain was stopped on the word brother. It made me realize I knew nothing about her except for where she worked.

“You have a brother?” I asked as I followed the water rivulets that cascaded over her shoulder and dripped off her nipple.

“Four.”

“You have four brothers?” I asked, giving her a dumbfounded look.

“Yes?” She wrinkled her nose and waited for my response.

“And will said brothers want to beat my ass?” I trailed my finger along her bottom lip.

She chuckled adorably. “Maybe?”

“You think I could take them?” I asked with a cocky grin. Playfully, I flexed my arms. It pulled laughter from her, and the sound of it did crazy things to me. Made me want different things out of life.

“Probably not all at once. They’re pretty badass,” she said with a poorly suppressed grin. My hand slammed over my heart.

“Ugh! You wound me. No faith in my ass-kicking ability. Ouch.”

She scoffed playfully. “Whatever. Anyway, let me see what I can do. I’ll talk to Natalie, but I don’t want you thinking I want shit from you. I’m okay with sitting in the seats I’m able to get.”

Starting at her hairline and running my fingers along her wet, dark locks, I stopped at the ends and curled it around my fingers. Then I held her gaze. “I know, but I want to be able to see you. Be my good luck charm,” I urged her.

Her expression was one of disbelief. “I can’t be your good luck charm. It’s not like I could go to your away games. There’s no guarantee I’d be able to go to watch every game either. Some games I’ll have to work for the foundation.”

“I understand, but knowing you’re there when you can be means a lot.” I’d never had a girl want to be at my games simply to watch me play. They usually either wanted to fuck me or spend my money. Sydney hadn’t asked me to buy her shit. Sure, she wanted to fuck me, but I certainly wasn’t complaining about that, and it had been far from her throwing herself at me. I’d had to work for it.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she repeated, and I decided to take it. “I need to hurry, though, so I can get to work.”

“Since we’re going to the same place, I can give you a ride. If you want,” I offered hopefully. Then I paused. It had me wondering where the fuck the needy bastard I’d turned into came from.

“Thank you, but that’s a colossally bad idea.”

I pouted. She rolled her eyes and we finished up in the shower.

After putting her clothes from last night on, she ran out to her car to grab her “emergency kit” as she called it while I got dressed.

Watching her get ready in my bathroom was the oddest thing I’d ever witnessed. Chicks didn’t do that with me. Hell, they were lucky if they made it home with me. Usually it was their place so I could dip when we were done. This whole overnight sleepover thing Sydney and I had going on was new.

And a little terrifying.

“Fucking Victor,” I said as I returned to the bathroom to brush my teeth. He was sitting on the counter watching her put on some lip gloss. When I said his name, he gave me a side eye like he couldn’t believe I was daring to bother him.

She paused and looked at me with a smirk as I brushed my teeth and rinsed. “He was giving me pointers on my eyeliner.”

A chuckle escaped me before I sobered. “You know you don’t need all that on your face, right?”

She gave me a questioning tip of her gorgeous lips.

“You’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen without makeup.” Stepping behind her, I pushed her hair to one side and kissed her neck. “I mean that.”

“Thanks,” she said softly. “This is actually minimal, since it’s what I had in my purse.” Then she gathered all her stuff up and put it back in her bag. The sight of her packing her shit up didn’t sit well. It made my chest ache and my stomach cramp. It made me imagine crazy shit—like her stuff in my bathroom permanently.

“You could leave all that here. Stay the night again,” I offered, trying to sound nonchalant as I grabbed my wallet and car keys out of the tray on the counter. Glancing at the time, I saw I needed to get moving if I was going to make practice on time. Traffic would be picking up soon.

“Alex,” she started. The hesitation in her tone rubbed me the wrong way. Jesus fucking Christ, I was turning into a straight-up pussy—or at least a dude drowning in it. “One night I can cover up by saying I left for work early. Another night would raise questions if I’m not at home.”

My hackles rose. “Who would know or complain? You’re a grown woman,” I argued, trying to find out more about her living situation.

Her face turned a rosy red, and she bit her lip as she looked off to the side. My hotheaded side started to come out when she didn’t answer right away. My mind made up all sorts of shitty scenarios. The one she gave me wasn’t what I expected.

“I still live at home.” It was said in a soft, embarrassed whisper. “With my parents,” she clarified.

My heart stuttered for a second. “Uh, how old are you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “Fuck you, Alex Kosinski. Not all of us have paychecks bigger than the national debt.”

Though I tried to hold a straight face, I wasn’t successful. “I wish I made that much. Granted, it’s nothing to snub your nose at, but I’m not that loaded. I didn’t mean it like that, anyway. I was only double checking that you were legal.”

“Really?” she asked as she shot me a droll look. “We met in a bar.”

“Hey, I’ve seen some really good fake IDs in my time.”

“I work full-time for the foundation,” she deadpanned.

“Okay, maybe you dropped out of school,” I countered, now playing with her. She rolled her eyes.

“I’m twenty-two. How old are you?” She crossed her arms and leaned against the counter with a saucy attitude that drove me crazy.

“You mean you don’t have my whole bio down pat?” I teased as I stepped close to her and boxed her in. Her chest rose as the pulse in her neck gave away her excitement. I pressed my lips to the bounding pulse, and she took a shuddering breath before I pulled away.

“That is so not fair,” she sighed. The grin that escaped me was wicked.

“I know. I’m going to be late. But you didn’t answer me.”

“No, Mr. Kosinski. I don’t know your bio.” She smirked.

“Look it up. Then find an excuse to stay tonight. Tell your parents you’re staying at Natalie’s. Tell them you’re partying all night. I don’t care what you tell them, but tell them something and please be here.” I was stepping way out of my norm by inviting her to stay not once, but twice. Stepping back, I blatantly adjusted my dick and raised a brow, waiting for her response.

Indecision was written all over her gorgeous face. Finally, she sighed, and her shoulders drooped. I waited for her to let me down easy.

“Okay, but I can’t do this every night.” Her clarification was irrelevant to me. As long as she was there tonight, that’s all I needed. At least that’s what I believed and what I told myself.

“Perfect.”

One last glance at her stuff, and she left it sitting on the counter. She slipped on a pair of black heels. Paired with the straight black skirt and the white shirt, she looked a little like a sexy librarian. Especially with her midnight hair twisted up in some messy do that looked artfully sexy.

“Where’d these come from? Were you planning on staying overnight?” I asked as I tugged on the front of her blouse.

She smirked as she rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too big-headed Mr. Hockey-Star. I’d picked up my crap from the dry cleaner on my way home yesterday. I had the shoes in my trunk.”

“Mmm. Lucky for me,” I said with a grin.

“You’re really going to be late.” She wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know. Coach would likely chew my ass, but it was worth it.

“Sneak in to watch us practice if you can,” I said, then wondered who the hell I’d turned into. She walked ahead of me to the front door. The entire way, I watched her ass as it moved in that slim skirt. Fucking perfect.

“I have a job to do, you know?” she said over her shoulder.

“Yeah, but it’s in the same place I’m practicing today. I thought maybe you might get a break. Or say you were getting ideas for the photo shoots. Or something.” I shrugged.

Jesus, who is this needy person speaking for me?

“We’ll see.” She paused in the doorway as I opened it for her. Before she could say anything, I hooked the back of her neck and pulled her in for a kiss. She sighed as I let her go. “See you later,” I said as she made her way to her car.

Absently, she waved over her shoulder. Right as I was shutting the door, I saw her press her fingertips to her lips as she sat behind the wheel. By the time I was in my car and the garage door was rolling up, a goofy grin was affixed to my face.

It lasted all through practice, and several of my teammates commented. It was impossible to get rid of it though. Despite the fact that I never saw her enter the stands to watch us practice. Then again, Coach was working us pretty hard. After all, we had a game tomorrow. It was possible I missed her.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Beck asked me as we were showering. The room was full of steam, and he nearly shouted to be heard over all the water and talking.

“What are you talking about?” I asked before turning my face into the water and scrubbing my beard. He didn’t answer until I turned back around, shut off the water, and wrapped my towel around my waist.

He was looking at me strangely as he followed me back to the locker room. McGregor was already there, as was Halvorson.

“Looks like the face of someone who got laid,” snarked Halvorson. McGregor looked from him to me with a confused expression. For a brief second, I paused as I stared at Halvorson with narrowed eyes.

“Dude. It’s the middle of the week and we just got home last night,” argued McGregor. “He’s good but he isn’t that good.”

Halvorson gave a sarcastic snort like he knew more than he was saying. My blood started to heat at his attitude, and I got up in his face.

“What’s your deal, man? If you have something to fucking say, just say it,” I said, my mood shot to hell.

His face morphed to one of mock innocence. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“Whatever. I don’t have time for your shit.” I dressed, grabbed my crap, and left. I’d almost made it to my car when McGregor called out to me. Pausing, I looked skyward before I turned.

“Wait up!” He jogged to catch up. Once he reached me, I started walking again. In my peripheral, I could see him taking sidelong glances at me.

Finally, I paused outside my car and faced him. “What’s up?” I asked, trying not to sound shitty with him, because he hadn’t done anything.

“Jesus, what the fuck was that back there?”

“Ask Halvorson. I have no clue what his deal is other than he’s pissed because I joined the team. Like I had a choice. Like I called them up and said, ‘Oh! Take me! Please!’ Because I can assure you I didn’t. Do I like you and the team? Sure I do. But I didn’t ask for this and I’m sick of his fucking attitude. Being traded is the name of the game. I’m terribly sorry I didn’t have a fucking no-trade clause with Montreal, but I have one now. So fuck him.” That was one good thing my agent had done. Well, I’d thought it was. She’d negotiated a no-trade clause for me with Austin.

“Alex, man, chill. He’ll get over it. He can be a dick, I get it.” McGregor attempted to be my voice of reason, but I was beyond caring at that point.

“Yeah? Well, he needs to get off my dick, cuz he’s swinging on it like Tarzan. He’s constantly got something to say. Always digging. Always pushing. There’s only so much of his mouth I can take before I’m going to knock his fucking teeth out.” Catching movement, I looked over to see Halvorson sliding his shades on like he was motherfucking Joe Hollywood. He shot me a smirk and slid into his Porsche.

My fists clenched as he gave a sarcastic wave when he drove past us.

Something with his attitude didn’t sit well with me. It was like he was up to something, but for the life of me, I had no idea what.
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“Radioactive”—Imagine Dragons

 

Biker Boy: I didn’t see you at practice

My phone pinged, and my heart galloped as soon as I saw his name. Glancing at the clock, I saw I still had about forty-five minutes before I was done for the day. Biting my lip, I picked it up and nervously tapped on the side. I didn’t want to seem too eager.

Me: We got busy

Biker Boy: You still coming over after work?

Me: Since all my makeup and shit is there I imagine so

That was a piss-poor excuse because it was only my emergency shit that was there. I didn’t really wear a lot of makeup most of the time. Yes, I had done myself up that first night we met, but it wasn’t an everyday occurrence. If I had to go to work with a bare face, it wouldn’t kill me.

Biker Boy: Cool. Call or text when you get here. I’ll open the garage and you can park inside

Me: Afraid your neighbors will know you’re having sleepovers?

Biker Boy: You’re gonna pay for that when you get here

Me: Oooo. I’m scared

Biker Boy: You should be

The little devil emoji he inserted at the end made me snort out a laugh. He didn’t strike me as an emoji kind of guy, so anytime he used them, I got a chuckle out of it.

“Must be interesting,” Katie said from the doorway with a grin. Startled and embarrassed at being caught on my phone at work, I dropped it and placed my hands over it. Katie giggled. “Relax. I was just going to tell you that it’s kind of quiet this afternoon if you want to head out early. I’m going to take off in a few minutes. You going to the game tomorrow night? I meant to ask you earlier.”

“Um, yeah, I think I will. My friend Natalie has been bugging me to take her to a game.”

“Cool! I’m not going to be there because I’m going out to dinner with my sister. Sam and Josie are running the table tonight. We’ll be setting up a table at the Saturday game, so we probably won’t see a lot of it then. Have fun.” With a wave, she left. Until then, I’d worried I’d get my butt chewed for being on my phone. Though Katie was pretty cool, I was still new.

Packing up my bag, I took one last glance at the computer screen. The action shot of Alex at the end of last season was hot as hell. He’d teased about me doing research on him. Though I’d looked him up, I was telling the truth when I said I hadn’t memorized it.

Now I knew that he was twenty-five. Originally from Minnesota. Played hockey all his life. Dad was a former NHL star, and parents were divorced. Both still gorgeous, even though his dad likely had had his nose broken at some point. Alex had sure come from really fantastic genes.

There were a ton of pics of him online—each one hotter than the last.

There were also a ridiculous number of him with sexy supermodels, beautiful debutantes, and celebrities. That was not including all the pics of him with female fans. The gossip sites all pegged him as one of the biggest playboys of the NHL. The dude could literally have any woman he wanted.

Why me?

No, I wasn’t ugly. But I certainly didn’t compare to the women he was usually seen with. Maybe it was the challenge of making sure we didn’t get caught. God, what if it was that I’d been easy? Like the hundreds of puck bunnies in the world.

Ugh, I needed to stop.

Blowing out a heavy sigh, I shut down my computer. I walked out to my car, digging my keys out of my bag. When I got close, I jumped.

“Oh my God, you scared the hell out of me,” I said with my hand pressed to my racing heart. Halvorson gave me a crooked smile as he leaned against my car. “What are you still doing here?”

“I left after practice but had to come back. Left my phone.” He held up a cell phone in his hand.

“Oh. Okay. Well, what are you doing waiting by my car? You could’ve come to my office if you needed something,” I offered, confused.

“Well, I actually just happened to notice your car as I came out to mine.” He nodded over to the flashy sports car parked next to me. “Then I saw you walking out and wanted to make sure you got to your car okay. It’s not very often, but sometimes we get some sketchy characters over here.”

“Really?” I looked around nervously. The stadium seemed to be in an okay area, and we were in the secured employee and player parking. Maybe not the most upscale neighborhood, but definitely not bad. I hadn’t had a bad experience yet.

He shrugged. “Not often, but sometimes.”

“Well, thank you.” I gave him a small smile. He continued to block my door. “Was there something else?”

Raising his chin, he appeared to study me. Then he pushed off my vehicle with a grin. “No, not really. Looking forward to working with you on this project this year.”

“Thanks, I’m looking forward to it too.”

With a friendly wave, he walked around my car, got in his, and drove off. It was then that I wondered how he’d known which car was mine. Feeling perplexed at the whole encounter, I shook my head before getting in my car and pulling out of the lot.

Halfway to Alex’s, my phone rang. Biker Boy flashed across my car’s display. The ridiculous smile on my face was a direct reflection of his call. My odd interaction with Kristoffer Halvorson was forgotten as I answered.

“Hello, handsome,” I said with a grin. Then my face heated because maybe I was overstepping my bounds. It had me wondering what the rules to a casual hookup situation were.

“You almost here?”

“Just about,” I said as my heart went haywire at the thought of seeing him again soon. That in itself told me I was playing with fire. I was getting too caught up in him, too quick, and the odds that this would end badly were scarily high.

Not only was I risking my job, but I hated to see what my uncle would say if he found out I was banging one of the players. Lord help me.

“Good, I started supper.”

“You cooked? And don’t you mean dinner?” I grinned as I switched lanes.

“No self-respecting Minnesotan calls it dinner unless it’s midday.” He sounded affronted but then snorted out a laugh. “Just get here safe.”

“Yes, sir!” I said in a snarky tone before I giggled.

“See you soon.”

“Yep,” I replied then ended the call. The rest of the drive was a bit of a blur because I was antsy and on the edge of my seat. Rationally, I tried to tell myself it was because this was new. New sex was exciting.

No, it wasn’t.

I’d had plenty of short relationships that involved sex. Wow, that made me sound like I was easy. Okay, maybe not that many relationships. The one thing I could say with certainty was that none of them, and I meant none, left me feeling like Alex did.

When I pulled into his driveway, I didn’t actually need to call. One of the garage doors was open to an empty bay. I pulled in and turned off my car. Then I sat there for a minute trying to get my heart to chill out. The door that went into the house opened, pulling me out of my half-assed meditation.

Too bad my heart wasn’t close to calming down. When I stepped out of the car, everything else was meaningless background. The man standing there as the garage door slowly closed held my complete attention.

Dark, wavy hair brushed his toned shoulders, and an Austin Amurs T-shirt stretched across his perfectly sculpted chest. Worn and slightly tattered jeans were slung low on his narrow hips. The look on his face screamed I want to fuck you. Now. On the hood of your car.

My hooha was answering, For the love of God, yessssss!

“You coming in? Or are you gonna stay out here all night?”

“I’m coming,” I said breathlessly. To which he smirked.

“You sure as hell will be,” he said softly. Oh, sweet Jesus. Inside, I whimpered.

When I reached him, my stomach flipped, and I took a deep breath. That was a mistake too, because the scent of his body wash, cologne, or whatever it was that made him smell so delicious hit me. It nearly made me dizzy with desire.

He didn’t move out of the way at first. The tip of his tongue touched his bottom lip before his beautiful teeth bit it. It was a sexy standoff until he backed up for me to come in.

He was grilling steaks on the indoor grill that was a part of his fancy range. His entire kitchen was a chef’s dream.

“It smells delicious,” I said as I set my purse on the kitchen island and turned to face him. Like the graceful cat that was his mascot, he prowled toward me. Stopping toe to toe, he hooked the back of my neck with his firm hand and pulled me in.

“Thanks. I hope you like your steak medium,” he murmured. “If not, I can pull yours off now, or leave it on longer.”

“Medium is actually perfect.”

By that time, my heart was hammering against my ribs and my stomach was full of butterflies clamoring to escape. Everything about him hit my senses, and the second his lips touched mine, it was like being hit with a million volts. Despite the slow and sensuous way his lips owned mine, it was explosive.

Finally, he broke away, leaving me reeling and dazed.

“Let’s eat before I’m tempted to have my dessert first,” he whispered against my forehead before he gave me a chaste kiss there and stepped away.

“Is there anything I can help with?” I asked, feeling slightly useless. He glanced over his shoulder from where he was plating our food.

“Yes, you can grab whatever bottle of wine you want from the wine chiller,” he said as he motioned to the massive built-in cooler in the corner of the kitchen. As I selected one, the giant cat rubbed against my legs. His purr was a loud rumble.

“You,” I said accusingly to the beast. “I want you to know you scared the absolute shit out of me.”

Alex chuckled from over by the stove. “I should’ve warned you, but I can honestly say I was pretty distracted last night.”

After setting the bottle on the table, I went in search of an opener. He pointed to the proper drawer, and I set it on the table too.

Dinner was amazing.

“Where did you learn to cook like this?” I asked before I took another scrumptious bite. It literally had me moaning.

“Fuck, Syd. Don’t do that,” he said in a pained voice with his fork halfway to his mouth.

I froze midchew. He swallowed hard, then placed his food in his mouth. The whole time, his eyes held mine.

Through a charged silence, we finished the meal. The dishes went in the dishwasher, and we christened his kitchen counter.

At least I hoped we were christening it, because the thought of him doing it with someone else made me ill. Not that I was naive enough to think there had never been women; I simply didn’t like to imagine it.

Later, after another hot soak in his opulent bathtub, we were snuggled up in bed. Victor was sleeping against my back, and I rested with my head on Alex’s chest and one leg thrown over his. I traced the tattoo on his upper chest.

“Did you decide if you’re going to use my tickets for tomorrow night’s game?” The question rumbled through his chest.

I lifted my head, resting my chin on his rock-hard pec as I looked him in the eye. “Actually, I think I will.” Though I tried not to smile, the corner of my mouth quirked, and his face lit up.

“Cool. I’ll make sure the tickets are at will-call. Or I can have them delivered to your office.” It wasn’t what he said but the expression on his face that told me he was happy with my decision.

“Will-call is fine. Saturday night I have to run the foundation table with Katie, though,” I admitted. “I’ll try to get a few peeks at the game if I’m able.”

“Thanks, babe.” He stretched to kiss the tip of my nose. Then he shut the light off.

Snuggling, I fell asleep thinking I could get used to nights like that.


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

“How Did You Love”—Shinedown

 

“This is only Coach Soderberg’s second season with the Amurs. The past few years have been a learning experience for Soderberg going from player to coach. Not to mention he’s one of the youngest coaches in the league after coaching in the AHL for only a couple of seasons. That’s gotta be tough. He probably played against a lot of these guys at one time or another.” The announcer was spouting mindless filler as we stepped off the ice after the first period.

It faded away as we moved further down the tunnel to the locker room. As the team pulled their gloves and helmets off, we dropped dejectedly to the bench. We were losing, and it didn’t sit well with any of us. At least we were only going into the second period one point down.

Except we never recovered. The entire game, we trailed by one.

“What the fuck was that out there?” Coach shouted in the locker room after the game. Sitting there sweaty, pissed, and bummed, we took the ass chewing. Thankfully, he chilled after his initial outburst. Coach was pretty fair and usually levelheaded. None of us really blamed him for shouting, because we all wondered the same damn thing.

Me: You wanna join us for a drink?

Sexy Sydney: I don’t think so. I have to work in the morning. Rain check?

Hating to admit that it kind of bummed me I wouldn’t see her, I walked over to the bar we usually went to after a game. It wasn’t a big fancy club; it was more of a hole in the wall that suited us fine. I shot her a text before I went inside.

Me: What about after Saturday’s game?

Sexy Sydney: I’m working the game. Don’t know what time we’ll get out of there. I’m sorry.

Me: Fine. We’ll reassess after Saturday’s game, but I’m calling the rain check Sunday morning. No excuses. Be ready to be up early

Sexy Sydney: Um K

We all nursed our woes with a beer, then went home with a new determination for Saturday’s game.

Thursday night’s loss had sucked donkey dicks. Friday’s practice was long and grueling.

By Friday night I was already feeling sexually frustrated. Which was crazy as hell, because I had gone half the summer without pussy and survived.

Deciding it was too easy for her to blow me off over text, I called her.

“Hey. Y’all practiced forever today,” she said in place of a hello.

I blew out a hard, ragged exhale. “Yeah, Coach was relentless. What do you say to a quiet night in with me?”

She immediately laughed. “Translation: Can we fuck?”

“Hey, don’t make it sound so crude. I’m not cheap and easy, you know,” I joked.

“Phbt! Okay, so you’re not cheap,” she amended with a giggle that shot to my dick. A fucking giggle had me hard as a rock. Christ almighty.

“I really wish I could. My aunt and uncle are coming over for dinner tonight. My brothers will be here too.” She giggled again. “You wanna come over and meet them?”

“Uh, think I’ll pass on that.” Not because I was a pussy, but because I wasn’t ready for any meet the fam shit.

“You sure?” she asked, and I could almost hear the humored curl on her sexy lips.

“Pretty sure. How about tomorrow after morning skate?”

Her beautiful laughter rang out again. “Now who’s being relentless? How about we’ll see?”

Looking to the heavens for strength, I dropped my shoulders in defeat. “Okay,” I grudgingly replied.

I spent the night having a drink down at McGregor’s with several of the guys. We all dispersed early because we needed to get some sleep. Maybe Sydney had actually done me a favor. Shaking my head, I grinned and climbed into bed.

Before I knew it, my alarm was going off and I was on my way to the arena.

After Saturday’s morning skate, I called her. She answered on the third ring and sounded out of breath. Immediately, I thought the worst.

“What are you doing?” It came out sharper than I’d intended.

“I just got off the treadmill. Why? Everything okay?” she asked, sounding perplexed. Running my hand down my face, I berated myself for being a dumbass.

“Yeah. Sorry. It’s been a rough couple days. Wondered if maybe you wanted to come over. I have a few hours before I have to be back at the arena,” I said, trying to keep my emotions in line. It was rough because I wanted to feel her skin against mine. Fuck. No, I needed it.

She remained silent, and I waited with my breath held. Abrasive irritation skated under my skin. Agitation had me strung tight.

“I’m all sweaty,” she finally tried to argue.

“Good. I’d like to keep you that way. Please come over?” It was a pregame booty call, and I wasn’t going to pretend it was anything less. I wanted her with an intensity that I wasn’t used to.

Expecting her to politely decline, I braced myself. I heard her sigh.

“Why are you so difficult to say no to? Okay, I’ll head over, but I can’t stay long.”

Fighting a fist pump, I grinned. “See you soon. Don’t bother with a shower.”

That would waste precious time, and my dick was damn near painfully hard.

I prowled around the house with Victor on my heels as I waited for her to arrive. It seemed like hours before the doorbell rang. I was tempted to give her my code so she could let herself in, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.

Before she could hit the bell again, I flung the door open, pulled her inside, and slipped my hands up the back of her shirt as my lips connected with hers. Immediately, my nerves settled. When I broke free to breathe, I rested my forehead on hers. “I told you to come straight over.”

Equally winded, she huffed. “No way was I bringing my nasty ass over here like that. There was no way you were, um, you know… down there if I was stinking.” Her cheeks flushed a sexy pink, and I laughed.

“What? Were you afraid I’d stick my face in your pussy and tell you that it was rank?”

“Oh my God! I can’t believe you just said that!” Eyes bugging, she shoved her face into my T-shirt. I continued to chuckle as I dragged her down the hall my bedroom.

“Alex, I want to get one thing straight,” she said, digging in her heels as she stopped me and raised my shirt.

“Yeah?” I asked, sucking in a breath at her touch.

“I’m here because I want you. Whatever magic you have going on with that dick makes me extremely happy.” Her lips curled into a devilish smile.

“By all means, I want nothing more than for you to be happy,” I said on a gasp as she undid my jeans.

She chuckled. “Good.”

Within minutes, we were both naked and quickly losing ourselves in each other.

Every single worry I had took a back seat when I was inside her. It was like magic, or the best therapy in the world.
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After battling for the puck against the boards, I was finally able to get control of it to pass off to McGregor. He passed it back to Baranov because Halvorson was tangled up with the opposing defenseman. It didn’t take long before he worked free, and Baranov passed the puck back to Halvorson, who took the shot.

“He shoots! He scores!”

Everyone piled on Halvorson as we yelled and celebrated. Our line worked great together on the ice. No matter what, I had to admit that.

Kalashnik wrapped his massive arms around us all as we laughed. He and Baranov were cousins and had an almost telepathic ability on the ice. They were two of the best defensemen in the league in my opinion. Then again, they’d been playing hockey together since they were like three.

We had a 2-1 lead going into the last few seconds of the third period. All we had to do was play tight defense and we were set.

The buzzer sounded, and everyone piled out of the box as we celebrated in one giant huddle.

The game had been intense, but we came out on top, and we were off on Sunday with a late-night flight out for a game Monday night. We’d be gone all week, with away games Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

“Good fucking game!” Halvorson shouted once we hit the locker room, and everyone gave an answering roar. There were huge smiles on everyone’s faces.

Mine slipped slightly when I dug out my phone to see that Sydney had bailed on getting together after the game.

“Who pissed in your victory punch?” asked Halvorson as he tried to look at my screen. I gave him a disbelieving look and locked my phone before shoving it back on the shelf. We weren’t close like that. What the fuck made him think he could be all up in my space like that?

“Back off, dude. Jesus.”

He rolled his eyes and turned to talk to the reporters that were filing in.

After the brief obligatory question and answer, I showered and grabbed my bag.

“You coming with?” Baranov asked as he stepped out into the cool evening behind me.

“Nah. Think I’ll head home. Gonna soak in the tub and get to bed early.” I’d taken a puck to the thigh and noticed a bruise forming already when I’d showered. So that wasn’t a lie. I really did want to take a hot bath, even though I’d hoped it wouldn’t be alone.

Since I had all day Sunday off and so did Sydney, I wanted to make the most of it. Especially since she’d declined having a drink with us after the game. She’d said she had a family thing. At nine thirty on a Saturday night.

It made me want to pout like a toddler.

Jealousy wasn’t a feeling I did well. It took everything I had not to act like a greedy little fucker and beg her to be with me instead. The last thing I wanted to do was scare her off by pushing for too much time with her. But tomorrow, I wasn’t taking no for an answer.
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“Who Wants To Live Forever”—Breaking Benjamin

 

My alarm went off early, and I woke disoriented. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember why the hell I wanted to get up so early. Then a text vibrated my phone in my hand.

Biker Boy: Hurry up. Get here ASAP or I’m picking you up.

Me: LOL. You don’t even know where I live

Biker Boy: Don’t be so certain. I have resources

My eyes went wide, and I scrambled out of bed. Surely he was kidding. I paused for a moment. Then I decided I didn’t want to risk it.

Me: Getting dressed now.

Biker Boy: LOL. Dress warm. Leggings if you have them

Warm?

It didn’t take long, because I skipped makeup and shoved my hair up in messy bun. Thick leggings, a hoodie, my slip-on Vans, and I was out the door. Thankfully, no one was up and moving in the house to question what I was wearing. It was still fairly warm for as late in the year as it was. Then again, my parents and my aunt and uncle had still been going strong when I went to bed last night at midnight.

Dangerously on autopilot, I made it to Alex’s house without memory of the drive. His door opened as soon as I rolled in the driveway. I stumbled up the walk. “I need coffee,” I muttered. He had the nerve to laugh at me.

I glared. “Do you value you your balls?”

His hands hovered protectively over his junk as he continued to laugh.

“You think I’m kidding?”

“No, but I think you’re grouchy and not thinking clearly, because you get plenty of enjoyment from them.” He snickered, and I took a deep, angry breath. “Okay, okay. Come on. Put your knives away, I’ll make you coffee.”

I followed him inside, and he popped a K-cup in the machine but filled an insulated mug instead of a regular mug and handed it over. He pushed the sugar bowl toward me and pulled creamer from the fridge.

Raising a brow, I doctored my coffee and sampled it to see if I had it right. A sigh slipped from me at the heaven that washed over my tongue.

“If you don’t stop that, you’re going to ruin my plans,” he said as he glanced at the clock on the stove. An evil smirk curled my lips as I slowly licked the coffee off my top one. Victor wandered into the kitchen and wove around my legs, meowing.

Alex ignored his feline as he growled and gently grabbed my elbow. “Let’s go.”

As I settled into his car, I sighed. “Ohhh, this is nice,” I said as I set the cup in the holder and stroked the leather. “This looks expensive.”

He shrugged as he backed out of the driveway. “It wasn’t too bad.”

“Will you let me drive it sometime?” I was kidding, of course. He didn’t look at me because he was concentrating on the early morning traffic.

“Sure. When?”

I almost choked on the coffee I was sipping on. “Uh, I was joking, but whenever. Except I can’t drive a manual transmission.”

He laughed. “Then why’d you ask to drive it?” A quick glance my way showed the twinkle in his gorgeous eyes.

“I was kidding?” I wrinkled my nose and shrugged.

“I could teach you,” he offered, and my mouth dropped open.

“You’d teach me to drive in this? God, I’d be terrified I’d wreck it!”

He shook his head with a smile. “It’s only a car. Besides, I’d take you to an empty parking lot somewhere until you got the basics down.”

“You’re serious!” I said in amazement as I turned in the seat to get a better look at his expression. He glanced my way again before returning his attention to the road with a sexy smile.

“Of course I am.”

I was surprised when he pulled up to the practice arena. They didn’t always practice at the main stadium, and sometimes skated at the smaller rink that was incredibly close to one of the apartments I’d narrowed my search down to. It was actually within walking distance.

“What are we doing here?” I asked in confusion.

“You ever skated before?”

“On the ice?” I asked with huge eyes and my mouth hanging open.

He chuckled in that ruggedly sexy way of his. “Yeah, babe, on the ice.”

“Uhh, no.”

“Then come on. I’m going to teach you.”

“Uh-uh! No way!” I argued. He got out of the car, reached in the back seat, walked around to my side, and opened the door. One arm on the roof of the car and one on top of the door, he leaned toward me. A duffle bag was slung over his shoulder.

“Sydney? Get out of the car or I’m going to pull your pants down right here and have breakfast.”

“You wouldn’t!” I narrowed my eyes at him. Then I had to shake away the image it evoked, because hell if it wasn’t tempting.

His answer was to raise his brow and smirk. “Sweet Jesus, you would,” I muttered as I jumped up, forcing him to stand upright. Still he kept me caged between his arms.

“Don’t worry. No one will be here. Everyone is out resting and shit before we fly out tonight.” He gave me a half smile.

“You had a morning skate yesterday, the game last night, a flight tonight, then a morning skate tomorrow, with a game tomorrow night, and you want to skate now?” I asked, incredulous.

“Babe, if I could fuck in skates I would.” Once he said it, he looked thoughtful.

“No! Absolutely not!” My outburst had him laughing like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

He took my hand in his and tugged me away from the car so he could close the door, then dragged my protesting self into the arena. We stopped at the counter where a young guy was sharpening skates. When he looked up, he grinned.

“Hey, Alex. What are you doing here?”

“Gonna get a little ice time. Need some skates for her. Mmm, and a helmet. Think you can hook us up?”

After figuring out what size I wore, he pulled out a pair of skates that looked like they were kids’ skates compared to Alex’s that he was lacing up as he sat on the bench. He patted the spot next to him. “Sit down, and I’ll help you get laced up.”

Expelling a frustrated breath, I rolled my eyes and flopped to the seat. He lifted my leg, swapped my shoe for a skate, and pulled the laces snug. Then he pointed to my hair. “Gonna have to take that out,” he instructed. Huffing like a child, I did as he said. He motioned for me to turn my back to him. A shiver slipped down my spine when his fingers brushed my back. Even with my T-shirt and hoodie separating us, I could feel his heat.

Color me shocked when he braided my hair. Yes, braided. “Where did you learn to do that?” I asked.

He gave me a mysterious smile and helped me to my feet. I wobbled a bit, but it wasn’t too bad. Then again, we were on the rubberized floor still. “Let’s go,” he said as he started toward a door, holding my hand. As we passed the counter, he handed his bag to the guy there, who took it and secured it.

The second we stepped through the door, the temperature dropped drastically.

“Holy shit! I’m going to freeze. I didn’t dress nearly warm enough for this!”

That sexy grin tempted and tantalized me, and I momentarily forgot any complaint I had. “Trust me, you’ll stay warm.”

“Okay,” I said on an airy exhale as he held my gaze.

He swung open the door or gate to let us out onto the ice. The second his first skate hit the ice, he glided away but circled around and came back. Sliding to a stop, he held out his hand to me.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m right here,” he said with kind eyes and a beautiful curl to his lips. In that moment, it truly seemed like he was right there. One hundred percent there in every way I needed him to be. My nerves were on edge, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified, but I trusted him to keep me safe.

Taking the plunge, I placed my shaking hand in his and stepped out onto the ice.

And promptly about busted my ass.

Like he promised, he caught me. His perfectly white teeth were exposed as he gave me a huge smile. “I told you,” he murmured before he brought me upright. After that, he started by teaching me to fall properly.

“Um, shouldn’t you be teaching me how not to fall?” I asked with a raised brow. He chuckled.

“Don’t worry. I will, but it’s inevitable that eventually you’ll fall. Hell, we occasionally bust our ass in a game. Shit happens. Best to know how to minimize the possibility of getting hurt.”

I sighed. “Okay. Fine.” With an exaggerated pout, I practiced what he showed me. We made laps, sometimes in front of, sometimes behind the single net that was set up on the ice.

Step by step, he walked me through the movements and the body mechanics. I’d lost track of time as we went round the rink and back and forth. Though I’d started out as scared shitless, by then I was laughing constantly.

He was skating backward as he held my hands and I clumsily skated forward. “You catch on pretty quick,” he said with a crooked grin.

“Ha! Right. I suck. You can tell me; you won’t hurt my feelings.”

He stopped and pulled me until I was flush with his lean body. Then he wrapped one arm around me, holding me snug. “I’d never lie to you.” His expression was dead serious, and his thumb traced my bottom lip.

It was one of those moments where everything around me seemed to freeze. Every cell in my body screamed for him to be closer, and I wanted him to kiss me in the worst way. I was pretty sure he leaned closer. The warm puffs of his breath feathered across my skin.

Then his lips quirked, and he released me and skated backward. Insecurity and fear caused my throat to tighten for a moment before I remembered the things he’d taught me. “There’s one more thing I want to show you,” he said with a glimmer of excitement in his eyes.

He turned and skated to the edge of the rink, where he let himself out of the gate. Panic fluttered at being left alone in the middle of the ice. “Alex!” I called, but he was already through the door to the front of the arena.

“Oh shit,” I whispered to myself. Glancing around, I realized there was indeed no one around. Dammit. Closing my eyes, I prayed he’d be back soon. Then I opened them and realized this might be the perfect opportunity. If I messed up, no one would see.

Utilizing the skills he’d shown me, I slowly started to move across the ice. My heart raced, and I breathed rapidly, but a smile spread over my face. I’m skating! On the ice and by myself!

Except, I wasn’t sure if I was coordinated enough to stop on my own. Then I figured if I couldn’t stop, I’d run myself into the wall. It couldn’t be that bad. I hoped.

The craziest thing happened though. I was actually able to stop like Alex had shown me. Then I took off again. Never getting too much speed, but moving of my own accord and in the direction I wanted to go.

Now, I wouldn’t say I didn’t wobble a little here and there, but I didn’t fall. There was a close call, but I crouched and prepared to catch myself. It was one of my best accomplishments to date, and I laughed as my skates scraped along the ice.

When clapping echoed across the rink, my arms pinwheeled as I started to lose my balance. What I didn’t realize was that there was no way I was going down, because Alex had gotten back on the ice and raced up to me. He wrapped an arm around my waist from behind and buried his short beard in my neck.

“Look at you go. Damn, I’m proud of you. Now, do you wanna try something different?” As his lips formed the words, they brushed the sensitive skin of my neck. Chills rippled through me, and I found myself leaning into him. In that moment, I likely would’ve done anything he asked.

He held a hockey stick up in front of me, and I deflated a little. “Umm, what am I going to do with that?”

“I’ll show you,” he said, then proceeded to teach me how to hold it, how to hit the puck he’d pulled out of his pocket, and everything I needed to know to be the world’s worst hockey player. We both laughed almost nonstop through his instruction and my horrible attempts to recreate his moves.

After about the fiftieth shot, I finally made it in the net. I whooped and hollered as he chuckled and lifted me into the air. “Look at you, Sid the Kid!”

“Who?” I laughingly questioned, having no clue who he was talking about.

“Sidney Crosby.” Alex explained, but still I stared at him in confusion. I still had no clue who he was talking about. He laughed as he lowered me back to the ice—my body sliding deliciously along his the entire way.

“He’s a first line center and only one of the best playmakers in the NHL. Not to mention, he probably has the best backhand shot in the league.”

“Ohhh,” I said, as if I had any more of an idea who Sidney Crosby was after his explanation. He chuckled and shook his head.

He glanced at the clock, and my gaze followed his. I was shocked by how much time had gone by. “You need to get going?”

“Yeah, I probably should try to take a nap, and I need to pack my suitcase.” Reluctance had his shoulders dropping a little.

“Need help packing?” I offered, trying to find a way to extend our time together. He was going to be gone for a week, and I was surprised to admit to myself that I was going to miss him. Despite his playboy reputation, he was proving to be thoughtful, funny, and sweet.

“That sounds like an amazing idea. Need a nap afterward?” he asked with a smirk. We made our way off the ice as he waited for me to answer. Once we were on solid rubber ground, I turned to him.

“I do believe you’ve worn me out, so that is utterly appealing.”

He kissed me, helped me change out of the skates, and we returned the helmet and skates to the guy. “Thank you,” I told him with a smile. His face flushed red, and he stammered slightly as he shyly glanced back at me.

As we climbed back in Alex’s sexy car and went back to his house, you could cut the tension with a knife.

It had me worried that maybe I had read too much into things.

The entire way, I tried to brace myself for the worst.
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“When I’m Away”—Artifas

 

She did help me pack my bag, and we did take a nap. It was the time in between that was the most memorable though.

Each time I slipped between her thighs, it was like losing a piece of myself. It wasn’t a feeling I was familiar with, and I’d be lying if I said it didn’t have me on the edge of brushing her off. I was suddenly in unknown territory for the first time in my life, and I didn’t like it. It wasn’t something I was used to in the least.

My alarm went off, and I hit snooze.

The silky heat of her skin against mine had me wanting to fuck her again before I left, but I knew I didn’t have time. I’d intentionally set my alarm as late as I dared to give me longer with her curled up to my side.

“I need to get up,” I said into the dark crown of her head before pressing a kiss to it.

She groaned in a grumbly way, and the arm that had been flung over me tightened.

“Yeah, I know. But if I’m late, I’m a dead man. Not to mention the fine I’d probably get slapped with.” I trailed my fingertips down the curve of her spine and gripped one of her firm ass cheeks.

We had away games all week. Monday, Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday. It was a schedule that ordinarily didn’t faze me. This time, I was procrastinating getting out of bed.

When my alarm went off again, I reluctantly extricated myself from her hold and padded to the shower. After a quick wash, I dried off, dressed, and brushed my hair. When I stepped back out into the bedroom, she was dressed and sitting forlornly on the edge of the bed.

“How do people do this?” she asked with a sigh.

“I have no idea,” I answered honestly. Because I’d never before had someone I dreaded leaving behind. “Will you watch the games?”

“Of course,” she replied with a sad smile.

“I’ll call you after we get back to the hotel each night,” I said, shocking myself. Our conversation sounded suspiciously relationship-like.

“Okay,” she whispered before ducking her head. I was pretty sure I’d seen a glistening sheen on her eyes before she did. Keeping her head bowed, she grabbed her phone and keys and walked out of my room.

The house was quiet with Victor gone already. Cooper had been by to pick him up early that afternoon, before we’d come back from the practice arena. She didn’t look back as she headed to the front door, and I followed, wheeling my suitcase along.

Using the app on my phone, I opened the garage door. Leaving my suitcase by the open doorway, I caught up to her as she prepared to open the door to her car. Before she could open it, I caged her in. Slowly, she turned to face me.

“Good luck,” she said as she tried to act unaffected by our parting. It was the most bizarre experience of my life. Because I was not the guy that had a girl. Not one that mattered. Yet, this was feeling like way more than a booty-call exchange.

That in itself was enough to terrify me, yet the fluttering in my chest didn’t feel a bit like fear as I stared into her blue eyes. In fact, it made me want more.

“Thanks. I’ll call you. Will you answer?” Jesus, I sounded like a pussy.

“If I’m able, yes.” Part of me really wanted to ask what she meant by that, but I was freaking myself out with that line of thought. It was impossible that I was getting attached. No way.

“Okay.” We stood there staring at each other, and deep down I knew I needed to get my ass in gear. Yet neither of us moved.

Finally, I leaned down to capture her lips in a soft but a little on the edge of desperate kiss. When I raised my head and opened my eyes, nothing was any clearer, but I knew I needed to go.

“Thanks for teaching me to skate,” she said breathlessly. Unable to form words, I nodded. Then I cleared my throat.

“You’re welcome.”

“You better get going.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, well, I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

I nodded again but didn’t move. She glanced over her shoulder at her car, and I shook myself out of whatever had taken over me. Stepping back, I dropped my arms and took a fortifying breath that didn’t do much for that weird feeling that I couldn’t shake.

Nothing more was said as she climbed in her car and drove off. That tight feeling in my chest didn’t ease once she was gone. I placed my suitcase in my car and drove to the arena.

Since I was running late, it didn’t surprise me to find I was the last one to arrive. Coach and our general manager both looked at their watches. Rolling my eyes, I stowed my suitcase, climbed on the bus, and took my seat.

“What the fuck, Kosinski?” McGregor was looking at me like I had a dick on my forehead.

Beck sat there giving me an expectant look. Kalashnik and Baranov looked over their seat, giving me smirks and raised brows. The bus pulled out and they turned around.

“What?” I asked nonchalantly.

“What do you mean what? You’re never, and may I repeat, never late.” McGregor frowned as he continued to look at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Technically, I wasn’t late. I still had about,” I glanced at my watch, “five minutes left.”

“And I ask again, what the fuck?”

“I had shit to take care of,” I replied with a shrug. Then I pulled out my phone to look busy. I saw that I’d had several missed calls and text messages from him and Beck.

“He had shit to take care of,” McGregor mutters. “I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”

Though I was trying to ignore him, his dramatics made me laugh. “Jesus, dude. I don’t know why you’re making a big deal out of this.”

“Maybe because this is so out of character for you that I’m wondering if you’re okay. You were late, you didn’t answer your phone, your text messages. Are you ill?” Again, I chuckled at his dramatics.

“Dude. Chill. I made it. So I was later than usual. It’s all good. And I was driving—I couldn’t answer your text messages.” How I missed his calls, I had no idea.

He snorted in disbelief but thankfully let it drop. We got to the airport, boarded the plane, and waited for takeoff.

For a moment, I stared unseeing out the window. Then I pulled my phone out of my pocket again. On a whim, I sent a text.

Me: Miss you already

“Who’s Sexy S—” McGregor didn’t get the whole thing out before I smashed a hand over his mouth. He mumbled behind my hand as I shushed him.

“Keep it down,” I urged before looking around to see if any was paying attention. Relief hit me when no one seemed to be listening to anything we had to say. When he shook me off, I apologized. “Sorry, Mac.”

“Dude, what the fuck?” he asked. I raised a brow.

“Is that all you can say?” I knew I was making light of his concerns, but I wasn’t ready to share anything about Sydney with him or anyone else. I told myself it was because I didn’t want to jeopardize her job, but part of me wanted to keep her all to myself for a while. My secret that belonged only to me.

He frowned. “No, but you don’t normally get your panties in a wad about your hookups. All you had to say was that you were setting up a night with one of your bunnies. So now you’re acting out of character again.”

I could’ve lied and said that’s what I was doing, but the thought of saying that when it wasn’t true seemed wrong. Thinking about hooking up with a bunny while we were on the road also held no appeal to me.

That had me a little concerned. With my own frown, I put my phone on airplane mode and leaned back in the seat. Sydney hadn’t answered me, but I didn’t want to draw more attention to it.

“Everything is fine,” I told him.

But I had to wonder if I was lying to him and myself.
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Monday’s game was an afternoon game. After the morning skate, I checked my phone. Sydney had replied last night, but by the time we landed, I knew she’d be in bed. She hadn’t replied to my messages telling her good morning.

Realistically, I knew she was likely busy. Still, I sent her another text. She replied during the game and I saw it afterward. She messaged that they were indeed busy but told me she caught part of the game on the monitors they had set up around the arena. She told me good luck, but obviously, I didn’t get the message until it was too late.

We’d lost the game, and I was irritable like the rest of the team as I sat in the locker room after, sweaty and tired.

Coach had chewed our asses for being distracted, sluggish, and all around off our game. The mood was sober as we showered. Still quiet, we boarded the plane to take us to the next town.

To top off my irritation, my phone had died because I’d forgotten to pack a charger. McGregor and I had different phones, or I’d have borrowed his. Then once we got going with our day, I didn’t think about asking anyone if they had a charger. I didn’t get to plug it in until we got back to the hotel after the game and I bought a charger from the gas station on the corner.

Once it had enough charge on it to turn it on, I impatiently waited for it to load.

“You coming downstairs with us?” asked McGregor as he came out of the bathroom. I looked up from my phone.

“Nah. I need to make some calls,” I replied. He came over and sat on his bed facing me.

“You okay? I may have only known you for a short time, but I know you well enough to know you have something on your mind. Your behaviors have changed drastically.” The worry that furrowed his brow had me running a hand over my face. I debated whether to unload any of what was going through my head. In the end, I decided it might be better if I waited.

“I’m good. My mom is talking about coming down to visit soon. I’m a little stressed is all.” All true, but definitely not the driving force behind what was going on with me.

“Oh, shit. Do you not get along?”

“I’m not really sure how to answer that. I guess? Sort of. I mean, for the most part, but it’s a little tense with me and my mom.” My shoulders slumped. In all honesty, it was the first time I’d ever discussed any of my personal family life with anyone but my brother.

“You stayed with your dad, right? I think I remember reading that somewhere.”

I nodded. “My brother stayed with my mom. It kind of sucked because he and I had been close. No matter how much I love hockey, sometimes I wish they would’ve told us no and had us be normal kids. Maybe they’d still be together.” I shrugged and looked off out the window.

“Dude. You do understand their divorce wasn’t your fault. Right? You were a kid. They made choices as adults that affected their marriage. That’s on them.” My eyes flickered back to him.

“All this emotional talk is making me itch,” I said to lighten the mood. He chuckled and shook his head.

“You sure you don’t want to go downstairs? It might help to have a drink. Clear your head. Relax.” He made the offer one last time, but I wasn’t feeling it.

“Thanks, but not tonight,” I said. He stood and went to the door.

“Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find us after you’re done with your call.”

“Thanks, man.”

He nodded and left the room. Once the door clicked shut, I glanced down to see my phone had enough juice to make a call if I left it plugged in. Checking the time, I realized that with the time difference, she might still be having dinner with her parents.

I figured if she couldn’t answer, she wouldn’t.

The phone rang several times. Right when I thought it would go to voicemail, I heard a breathless, “Hello?”

“Hey. You okay?”

“Ugh, yes. I left my phone in my room and I went running to grab it when I heard it ring. I hoped it was you. I’m so sorry about the game.” It all rambled out of her in her winded but still sexy-as-fuck-sounding voice.

“We were definitely off our game today. But I’d rather not talk about it. How did work go today?” Insanely, I actually wanted to know about her day. In the back of my mind, a snarky little voice was saying things I didn’t want to hear. So I told myself the reason I wanted to know was to give me something to think about rather than how shitty I’d played today.

“It was good! We locked down several contributors for the foundation.” The excitement was evident in her tone. It brought a smile to my face as I lay back on the bed to talk to her. After toeing off my shoes, I plumped the pillows behind my head and tuned in to the sound of her voice.

By about forty-five minutes into our call, she’d yawned several times, and I knew I needed to let her get to sleep. “You have an early morning tomorrow and so do I.” She yawned again, causing me to chuckle. “So on that note, I probably better let you go.”

“Mm, ’kay,” she murmured. My chest seemed lighter after talking to her. Like the heavy weight from our afternoon loss had been lifted.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” I offered hopefully. Then I kicked myself for sounding like such a sap. Daily calls were for couples. Not friends with benefits.

“Sure, but if I don’t answer, I’m busy.” She sounded regretful, and it got me wondering what was going through her mind.

“How about if I call you later after you get off?”

What the fuck is wrong with me?

“Sure. Or I could call you after I’m off.” The offer was kind on her part, but the last thing I needed was to have to explain to the guys why a chick was calling me. Nor did I want to explain who she was. That would stir up a bunch of shit she’d likely kill me over.

“I’m not sure exactly what our schedule is going to be for tomorrow. Just send me a text when you get off, and I’ll call you,” I compromised.

“Perfect,” she replied.

“Get some sleep,” I told her with a ridiculous smile.

“You too,” she said on a sigh. “Bye.”

“Bye.” There was an awkward pause, and we ended the call.

For quite a while, I lay on the bed staring at the ceiling. I couldn’t even say what my thought processes were. Something in me was restless and anxious. It was like being on the precipice of something life altering but having no idea what it was.

I’d missed a call from my dad while my phone was dead, but I wasn’t in the mood to discuss the fantastic fuckup that the game had been.

Deciding I needed to get out of my head, I sat up, shoved my feet back in my shoes, and headed down to join the guys. We didn’t have a game the next day, and our flight wasn’t a super early one, so if I drowned my sorrows it wouldn’t be so bad.

It might’ve been a bad idea. Too bad I didn’t realize it until it was too late.
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I woke up the next day feeling like absolute shit. I’d known the minute I headed downstairs that I should’ve stayed in the room, but I didn’t listen to my good sense. I’d had too much shit swirling around in my head.

Mac was dragging ass as bad as I was. We took turns showering and packing up the minimal stuff we’d unpacked. We both slipped dark shades on and stumbled out to head to the airport. If I had to guess, I’d bet we were both still drunk.

“This is why I rarely drink like that,” I grumbled as we all fell out of the bus and shuffled up to the plane. McGregor and Beck grunted.

“Whose idea was it drink that much?” Baranov moaned from his seat next to us.

“I blame all of you dumb fuckers,” Westergaard said as he laid his seat back and covered his face with a blanket.

“Don’t blame me. I told you all you’d be paying for it today,” Sinner said. Westergaard lifted the blanket long enough to glare at him with one eye. Then he dropped it back over his face.

For a guy with the last name of Sinner, he was damn near a fucking saint.

“Listen up!” Coach shouted from the front of the plane after we were in the air. There was a series of groans that sounded from all around the plane. “Oh. I’m sorry. I have a plane full of fucking princesses? I thought I had a hockey team on here. If that’s how you’re going to handle every loss this season, then be prepared to get your asses handed to you by your friendly neighborhood coaching staff.”

His lecture that followed only half registered with most of us. In my head I was promising every deity known to man that if I made it without puking before we landed, I’d never drink again. Unfortunately, none of them listened, because coach had barely finished chewing our asses before I was out of my seat and in the bathroom hurling.

Banging sounded on the door as I was washing my mouth out. I didn’t fucking care if I was supposed to drink the water or not. Anything was better than the taste of puke. At least I spit it out.

“Hurry up!” Beck groaned from outside the door. I flipped the latch and barely made it out the door before he was squeezing his big ass past me and puking in the toilet.

Feeling slightly better after purging some of the awful feeling from my guts, I returned to my seat. I dropped down like I weighed five hundred pounds. A huffed grunt escaped me.

McGregor rolled his head my direction. Heavy-lidded, he stared at me. “Did you end up going back to that puck bunny’s room?”

“Huh?” I asked, looking at him like he was speaking a foreign language. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“That chick that was all over you last night. You left with her, so I figured you went to her room,” he explained. By then my eyes were wide open.

No. No way.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked again, as I sat up straight and fought the spinning in my head.

A phone dropped in front of my face from behind. I grabbed it and my stomach that had begun to settle suddenly cramped up, and I wanted to vomit again. Bold as you please, I was taking a shot from in-between some chick’s huge tits with my mouth.

Oh fuck.
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“The First Cut Is The Deepest”—Sheryl Crow

 

“How are things going?” I looked up with a smile at my uncle Simon’s voice. He was peeking around the doorway, and I laughed.

“You can come in. I’m busy, but not too busy for you,” I said as I motioned him to take a seat. His big body dwarfed my office much like Alex’s had. As he sat, he unbuttoned his suit jacket. The lines around his eyes and the tightness in his mouth spoke of strain or fatigue. Possibly both.

“Maybe I should be asking you if everything is okay?” I propped my chin in my hand.

The size of his sigh told me I was on the right track. He was dealing with some crap.

“Yeah, everything will be fine. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking being a sports attorney. Fucking hockey players.” He ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing on end.

“Yikes. That bad?” My nose wrinkled. I wished there was something I could do to help him.

“Yeah, but it’s okay. Nothing I can’t handle. I just needed to get away from it all and figured I’d come check on you. Every time I’ve planned to swing by to see you, something came up.” He leaned back. In defeat, he dropped his head a moment.

“Well, don’t feel bad. It’s not like I haven’t seen you at the house,” I said with a light laugh.

“Not the same, but thank you.” We chatted about my job and whether I truly liked it or simply liked it because it wasn’t working for my father. I assured him it was the former.

My desk phone rang, and he stood. “You have work to do. I’ll talk to you this weekend when your aunt and I come by.”

“Sounds good. Hope things get better,” I offered with a wrinkled nose and smile.

With a wave and a wry grin, he left, and I answered my phone.

“Ms. Drake. Umm, there’s a man named Cooper at the desk here to see you,” the lobby receptionist said in a hesitant voice. I heard the murmur of a voice in the background. It sounded like a man, and I wondered who it could be.

“Did he say what he wanted?”

“Um. He said it’s personal,” she whispered scandalously. That didn’t sound suspicious at all.

“Hmm, okay. I’ll be right up.” Grabbing my work cell in case Katie needed me, I left my office and made my way to the front desk. I stuttered to a stop when I saw who was standing there.

With his back to me as he stared out the huge window, I could see the leather vest he was wearing. I immediately recognized the patch from that night on Sixth Street. If I wasn’t mistaken, it was Alex’s brother.

“Truth?” I called out with a questioning tilt to my head. He spun to face me, and I was hit with how attractive both brothers were. They both had dark brown, shoulder-length, wavy hair, blue eyes, and an air of mystery that looked a lot like… well, sex.

Though I could see why Natalie had been so enamored with him, in my eyes, Alex was better-looking. Maybe I was biased.

“Sydney. Hey.” He gave a fleeting glance the receptionist’s way, then stepped closer to me. “Is there somewhere we could talk? Privately?”

“Sure?” I replied hesitantly as I noticed the receptionist pretending like she wasn’t listening. Then I motioned him over to the hallway and into a conference room. He closed the door, and I wondered if I should be worried, but then reminded myself that this was Alex’s brother.

“Have you talked to Alex?” he asked as soon as he turned from the door. Confused, my brow furrowed and my head tipped.

“Not since last night. Why?”

He blew out a heavy breath. “He asked me to come talk to you.”

“Why? He could have called me himself,” I said, even more confused.

“He wasn’t sure if you’d be able to answer your phone.”

“Well, he was right, and I’d actually told him that might be the case when we spoke last night. Is he okay? No one said anything about any of the players getting hurt or being sick,” I said with worry lacing my words.

“He’s okay.” He grimaced and palmed his face.

“Then why aren’t you acting like he’s okay?”

“He asked me to tell you not to look at social media and the internet in general. He wanted me to come in person so you would understand how important it was.” He looked a mix of pissed and worried, with a muscle ticking in his jaw. It didn’t make a lot of sense, and his telling me not to do something only made me want to do it more. It also made me suspicious.

“Why?” I asked with narrowed eyes.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “I promised not to say anything. He wanted to talk to you about it when he got back, but he’s stuck in the middle of this week-long road trip. He said to tell you he’s calling you tonight and to please answer.”

Unease began to settle in my chest. “What. Happened?” I bit out. I crossed my arms in front of me defensively. The poor guy looked so torn, but I wasn’t in the mood to be empathetic to his indecision or misery.

“I’m sorry. I can’t say. Just know that he said nothing happened and there’s absolutely nothing to worry about,” he said firmly, as his eyes pleaded with me to drop the subject and let him leave. Don’t shoot the messenger and all that, I guess.

“Nothing happened?” Those words alone told me I wouldn’t like whatever had happened that made its way to social media. That would be the only reason he wanted me to stay off it.

The problem with all of this was that Alex and I were essentially fuck buddies. We weren’t in a relationship. Sure, he’d taken me on a sweet almost-date when he’d taught me to skate, but other than that, we were nothing to each other. Yet, the thought of him doing something that could be interpreted as something he shouldn’t have done, well, it hurt.

Badly.

“Please, Sydney. Just do as he asked, and he’ll explain it all. I fucking hate being stuck in the middle like this, but he’s my brother.” His body language screamed that he was ready to explode, but he was holding it together. It made me wonder if whatever Alex had done didn’t sit well with him either.

Knowing I wouldn’t get an answer from the somewhat growly man, I decided to let him off the hook. But I hadn’t made any promises to him yet.

“Fine,” I said, keeping my agreement vague.

Except the man wasn’t falling for it. “Do I have your promise to wait for him to explain? I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’m trying to help the guy out. Which you need to know says something.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what he meant by that, but his expression told me not to ask. Rolling my eyes, I huffed. “Actually, I can’t promise that. My job requires me to post things for the foundation on our social media. Not to mention, what makes you think that whatever the hell it is will be something I’ll be willing to deal with now or after he explains?”

“Fair enough.”

I showed him out, but he stopped before he let the door close. The sunlight was nearly blinding me as I waited to see what he had to say. “For what it’s worth, I hope to see you around.”

Then he left.

Lost in thought, I stood there watching him walk out to the motorcycle parked out front.

It wasn’t until he was riding off that I realized I’d never argued the fact that Alex and I didn’t have an actual relationship. There shouldn’t be a reason for him to worry about anything.

Should there?
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I’d had dinner, begged off to my room with the bullshit lie that I had a headache, and stared at my phone. Willing it to ring, I waited for Alex to call.

A least fifteen times throughout the afternoon, I’d started to google him or pull up his social media accounts. I’d rationalized and debated with myself each and every time. How would he really know if I’d looked? He wouldn’t.

Yet, I would know. Also, depending on what was there, he might know too. There was the very real possibility that I wouldn’t be able to keep it to myself if it made me angry. If he went to the trouble to have his brother visit me personally, I was pretty sure I was going to be angry.

“Ugh! Call already!” I whisper-yelled right against my screen.

When it actually rang, I jumped and dropped my phone. It bounced off my boob and to the floor. Of course, it skidded under the bed and I was chasing it the entire way as it continued to ring.

“Hello?” I said from halfway under my bed.

“Syd.” His warm honey voice poured over me through the phone. Was that relief I heard in his voice? It told me he didn’t think I’d answer, or he was worried I wouldn’t. Which really made me want to know what the fuck was going on.

“Alex, don’t ever pull some shit like that again,” I began.

“Syd, I can explain,” he started, but I cut him off.

“You sent Truth down to my work, Alex. So I spent all afternoon wondering what the heck he was talking about. If he hadn’t come by, I likely wouldn’t have even thought to look online or at your social media. But plant that little niggling seed, and I had to know.”

He groaned. “Syd… I’m so sorry.”

I paused in my thoughts. Heart racing, I lay on my floor, still half under my bed. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know. All the worst possible things went through my head.

“What did you do?” I whispered over the whooshing in my ears and cracking of my heart that told me I’d gotten stupid and caught feelings for the dumb hockey player.

“I thought you saw it,” he said hesitantly.

“Nooo,” I said in a drawn-out fashion, half in warning. “I made myself keep my promise to Truth, but now you’re making me wish I hadn’t. What the hell is out there? What did you do?”

Though I was asking, I was really beginning to believe it was better I remained ignorant.

“Maybe we should wait and discuss this when I get back.”

“No.”

He sighed. “Okay. After I got off the phone with you, I joined the guys down at the hotel bar. We were kind of drinking away our sorrows. We don’t do it often. Not like that, I mean.”

He paused, and I waited. “Okay?” I prompted.

“I guess I… uh… well…”

“Spit it out, Alex, for fuck sake.” If he told me he fucked some random chick while he was there, I was going to puke right there under my bed. We weren’t a thing. Or a couple. Or whatever. We had no label, I mean. But that would be too much for me. Because if I hadn’t before, I realized with a certainty then that I didn’t want to share him. That was a hard pass for me. Regardless of how casual we were, I wasn’t going to have him dipping his shit elsewhere and then in me. Hell no.

“I took shots from this chick’s cleavage.” He groaned it out like it was the worst thing in the world. While it didn’t make me want to go out singing his praises, I was a bit relieved. At least until I realized I might be waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“And?”

“And what?” he asked in a defeated voice. Not comforting.

“Did you and she, uh, you know.” There was no way I could say it out loud, because I might hurl.

“Did I fuck her?” he asked, and I winced painfully. My head dropped as I waited for him to answer his own question. I couldn’t even tell him that’s what I needed to know.

“No. I didn’t. I mean, I don’t even remember doing the shots. Or I didn’t until I saw the pics the guys took. Then we looked online and she had tagged me in some that her friends took. That’s what I didn’t want you to see, because I didn’t want you to see them and think I did more.”

“If you don’t remember doing the shots, how do you know that you didn’t fuck her?” I finally asked. It was incredibly painful to say the words.

“Because once I saw the images posted online, it all came back to me. I did leave the bar with her, but she only helped me to my room, and I wouldn’t let her inside.” That admission was maybe more than I needed to know. Because fuck, did it hurt. It also made me angry that he would get so drunk that he couldn’t remember the things he’d done.

“Well, I mean, it doesn’t really matter either way. Right? Because we’re not really anything. Right?” It took everything I had to make it sound like I was unaffected. There was silence on the line. Fuming, I waited.

“Um. Yeah, okay. But for real, nothing happened. In case someone shows you, or you see it. Nothing happened.” He sounded odd.

“I believe you, but why would anyone show me? No one knows anything about us, so there wouldn’t be a reason.” My rationale seemed genius, but it sounded hollow when I said it.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. No reason.”

“We’re, what? Friends with benefits, I guess.”

“Sure. Look, I gotta get going. Coach put us on a curfew with bedtime and all after last night. I feel like I’m in fucking elementary school.” His grumbling actually had me laughing. Then he asked, “Why do you sound weird?”

I giggled. “I’m under my bed.”

“You’re what?” He huffed out a chuckle.

“Long story.” I laughed. Inside, I was still really upset that he’d gotten so drunk that he’d done something like that. But I also knew we hadn’t discussed exclusivity. When he got back, that definitely needed to be something we talked about.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Keep your fucking dick in your pants or it’s not coming near me again. Got it?”

“Syd. I meant it. Nothing happened.”

“I’m not saying it did, but I’m making sure that you know, in the future that won’t fly with me. Don’t give me a reason not to trust you.” Because relationship or casual, I wanted to know that he wasn’t going to give me some crazy shit.

“Trust me, I get it. If the roles had been reversed, I’d have been pissed. So thank you for not writing me off.” He sounded relieved. “Well, I need to get to sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a seriously ass-busting day. Coach has a hard-on for us after last night. He’ll be working the dog snot out of us. I’ll try to call you, but I can’t make guarantees until after the game.” I heard rustling. “I’m in bed now.”

Was it my imagination, or did he seem reluctant to let me go again?

“Sleep well,” I said with a soft smile.

“You too,” he said, then the line went dead. I dropped my head to the hardwood floor. Right about then, my door swung open.

“Um, why are you under the bed, Sydney?” my mother asked in her accented voice. I scooted myself out and rolled over to my back to look up at her as I held up my phone.

“Dropped my phone and it went under the bed.” I grinned, and she gave me a look that said she loved me but thought I was losing my head.

“Do you have a minute?” she asked. Her hand nervously twisted the charm on her necklace. I sat up and leaned against my bed as she sat in my desk chair.

“What’s up? Is everything okay, Mom?” My brow furrowed in concern.

“Oh um, yes. Everything is fine. I just hadn’t had a chance to talk to you much since you came home after graduation.” My mother’s Spanish accent had always been soothing to me as a child. Though she thought she’d lost it, it was still there, giving a slight lilt to her cultured tone.

“Everything is actually really good, Mom. I love my job.” I decided not to discuss my relationship, or lack thereof, with Alex. Besides, I had a feeling she wasn’t here to discuss my job anyway.

“I’m truly happy for you, Sydney. I’m not sure if I tell you that often enough. Despite your father’s attempts to get you to work for his company, I know he’s proud of you as well.” She absently straighter the pens I had scattered on my desk.

“Mmm, maybe.” At my reply, she quickly met my gaze.

“He is. I can promise you that. He was worried about you finding a job with your degree, that’s all.”

“So maybe this is the time to tell you, I found an apartment that is in my price range and in a decent area. I’ll be moving out soon.” Despite being a grown woman, I still cringed a little at the hurt I knew my mother was about to experience. She’d had a hard time with each of my brothers as they grew up and moved out. I was the baby and the only girl. Well, technically, Jake and I were the same age, but he was born first, and he’d gotten an apartment in Austin while he was in school, so our parents were able to adjust to his leaving easier.

Her sharp inhale told me I was spot-on. “You know there isn’t a rush,” she began. “You’re more than welcome to stay here as long as you need to.”

“I know, Mom, and I appreciate that more than you could possibly know, but I need to do this for me. I need to experience the real world, complete with my own bills and everything.” I attempted a smile that I was afraid may be more of a grimace, knowing my mother would’ve been happy if I never left.

“Oh. So you haven’t met someone? I thought maybe…. I mean, I hoped….” Hope shone in her eyes. Other mothers might be concerned their daughter was moving in with a guy when they weren’t married. Not mine. Mine had been trying to marry me off to someone from her crowd since I turned eighteen.

“No.” I sighed. “It will just be me.”

“Oh,” she said as her shoulders drooped slightly.

She visited for a few more minutes and then got up to go to bed. I stood up. “Love you, pretty girl,” she said as she hugged me. My arms squeezed tighter around her.

“Love you too, Momma.”

She left, and I sat on the bed holding my phone.

Tempted to do a search, I plugged in my phone and instead sent Alex a text telling him good luck at his game.

It was going to be a long week.
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“Back In Black”—AC/DC

 

Sweat dripped in my eyes, and I took my helmet off and wiped it away. We had just switched lines, and I was feeling it. Shifts are thirty to forty-five seconds for a reason; that’s usually when fatigue sets in and it’s time to get fresh legs out on the ice. We knew our limits.

Things had been intense, and we were working our asses off. I grabbed a bottle to waterfall a drink, then sprayed my face with it.

“Fuck. What’s their deal?” McGregor asked as he toweled his face.

“They probably have it in for us because of Kosinski and Ritchie getting into it. Fuckers,” muttered Halvorson, but it wasn’t said in a shitty way. Surprise hit me. Granted, we usually played well together despite our personal differences, but I was shocked to hear him sound like he was backing me.

“It’s like they’re trying to pick fights tonight,” grumbled Baranov as he dropped to the bench. The defensive line switched out right after we did.

“No shit,” agreed Kalashnik.

It was only the first period, and I’d been on edge since the second I stepped out on the ice. For one, we were playing my old team, which was always weird. For two, I still wanted to kick my own ass for what I’d allowed to happen when I was drinking.

I’d already had a penalty for hooking, and almost got into a fight with Ritchie, my old teammate. He’d always been a bit of a dick to other people, but we’d played well together when I was there. At one time, I would’ve said we were friends. Tonight it was like I had a target on me. I’d been slammed into the boards so many times, I was already feeling the bruises.

“Fuck, most of them used to be my friends. Hell, I hung out with a couple of them over the summer.” They were acting like they hated me.

“Well, it probably doesn’t make them too happy that their former teammate just scored two goals against them.” Halvorson snickered. Again, the surprise hit me when he held up his water bottle to toast mine.

“Well, fuck. Did they expect him to go easy on them? None of us play to lose.” McGregor huffed.

“Hell, I don’t know. Maybe that’s exactly what they thought, and when he outplayed them, they got pissed because he’s no longer on their bench,” Halvorson said with a shrug.

“Like that’s my fault?” I snorted.

“Who the fuck knows? No offense, Kosinski, but I hated playing y’all last season. They’re a bunch of dicks,” piped in Kalashnik.

It had me frowning and wondering if I’d been so big-headed with them that I hadn’t seen it.

We sat watching the action until it was time for us to switch out again. We piled over the wall like cockroaches when the lights came on. Determination drove me as we jumped into the game.

I didn’t see it coming, because Nicholson came at me from behind. He slammed me into the boards so hard my teeth rattled. When I shoved him off me and fought my way out of the corner, he shoved me and muttered something about fucking my girl since I was gone.

Temper already short, I lost it. Not because he was fucking Brandy. We hadn’t been serious in the least. Like I said, I didn’t do relationships. We’d been a convenience for each other. No, my lack of control was a combination of everything.

“What the fuck is your problem?” I asked him as I shoulder-checked him. He grabbed my jersey and swung me around.

It was on.

I grabbed him and waylaid his ass. He fought back but I was pissed by then. It wasn’t long before the gloves came off. Nailing him over and over, I took all my frustration out on his dumb ass. We hit the ice, and his helmet flew off, skidding across the ice.

At the first drop of blood to the ice, the refs came in and broke it up. As I skated to the box, Halvorson called out to me. I glanced his way, and he tossed me my glove I’d abandoned.

He had a big grin on his face and gave me an approving chin lift.

Damn.

Halvorson scored again, and everyone briefly celebrated on the ice. I yelled from the penalty box and shot Nicholson a wide grin next to me. Fucker. What I really wanted to do was flip him off.

Once our five minutes was up, I hopped back on the ice, ignoring Nicholson and his douche bag comments.

The period ended, and we all headed to the locker room.

“Kosinski! What the actual fuck was that out there? I’d expect that shit from Papadopoulos, but not you,” Coach shouted at me. I simply gritted my teeth and held my tongue. “You’re goddamn lucky you weren’t ejected from the game for that crap.”

We both knew he was full of shit. It was only my first major penalty of the game. Then again, they still could’ve done it. And Papadopoulos had been earning a reputation as a brawler, but he was a decent guy and a strong player. It was unlike me to fight.

“Nicholson had it coming. He’s been riding Kosinski all goddamn period,” argued Halvorson. Coach and I both turned our gazes his way. Mine full of wary disbelief, Coach’s full of disgruntled satisfaction.

The rest of the break was a bit more upbeat and directed toward motivation. The fight might have gotten my ass in a sling, but it seemed to allow me to chill out a bit. That edge was still there, but at least it wasn’t as sharp.

The second period had them tying up the game. We were 2 and 2 by then. It wasn’t until the third period that we pulled our heads out of our asses and scored the point that won us the game.

We were happy but subdued. At least I was.

“Thank fucking God. We needed to win that one,” McGregor sighed as he laid his aching body down on the bed that night. We were all sore and tired as fuck.

“Amen,” I moaned from my bed. I’d called Sydney while he was in the shower.

During the rest of the four-game stretch, I called Sydney when I could. Hell, as often as I could. She’d become my island. Talking with her each morning and night calmed me—grounded me.

It was also a shock to admit that I missed her. She’d moved into her own apartment from her parents and I hadn’t been there to help. It kind of blew. Sure, her family had helped her, but it didn’t stop me from wishing I’d been there. I’d asked my brother and his club to help, but she thanked me before telling me they had it under control so I told him never mind.

By the time the road trip was over, I was ready to go home. It had been a ridiculously long week that had ended in two wins and two losses. We’d held it together better after the second loss since it was a close game and they only scored the winning goal in overtime.

Driving home Sunday morning, I called her again.

“I take it you’re home?” she asked, and the sound of her voice coming over my speakers was a balm to my soul. She did crazy shit to my head. Made me think things that I didn’t normally consider.

“Sort of. I’m stopping to grab Victor, then I’ll be home.”

“Oh, I was going to see if you wanted to see my new place in person.” She’d walked me through it via FaceTime, and when she’d gotten to her bedroom, I’d been so tempted to have her take her clothes off. In the end, I hadn’t because I didn’t want to push my luck after my colossal fuckup.

“If I didn’t have to get Victor, I would. Maybe tomorrow night?”

“That works. Maybe I can make you dinner for a change.” The smile was evident in her tone and had me grinning like an idiot too.

“That sounds fucking amazing,” I told her as I turned onto my brother’s street. “Would you consider coming over to my place tonight? Then we’ll do your place tomorrow night.”

“Hmm, I think I could do that,” she agreed. My heart flipped in excitement at the possibility of seeing her.

“Give me about an hour and I’ll be there.”

“Okay. See you then,” she said and ended the call.

I parked in my brother’s driveway and climbed out of the car, trying not to wince. Despite being in shape, I was sore.

“Getting old?” Cooper called from his front porch. I promptly flipped him off, and he laughed. “Come in and get your beast. He scared the fuck out of the chick I brought home on Friday night. Then he jumped in the freaking shower with her.”

That had me laughing, which brought Victor running from the bedroom. “He did the same thing to Sydney. And you knew shower curtains didn’t keep him out; she should’ve closed the door.” Victor jumped up in my lap as soon as I sat down and shoved his head into my hand.

“Speaking of which. What’s up with that?” he said as he sat on the couch and rolled a joint. He glanced up at me as he sealed it. Out of respect for me, he didn’t light it, merely stuck it over his ear before he leaned back on the couch and waited for me to answer.

“It’s nothing.” I tried to play it off as the truth.

He scoffed. “Bullshit. My little brother doesn’t go out of his way to make sure a chick doesn’t see compromising pics of him, nor ask his brother’s club help her move, when it’s nothing. Do you forget who you’re talking to?” He reached back and placed his arms along the back of the couch. His chin rose and his head tipped as he studied me.

It was crazy to look at him now compared to when we were kids. He was a fairly scary-looking dude now. We had several similarities, like the shoulder-length dark hair, short beards, and blue eyes, but where he was buff and bulky now, I was built but leaner.

“Of course I didn’t, but I’m not lying. Syd and I are just friends.”

“Sure you are,” he said with a chuckle. “Okay, keep lying to yourself. Tell me how that works out for you in the end.”

Rolling my eyes, I stroked Victor’s velvety soft fur as he loudly purred.

“So if she’s your nothing-but-a-friend, does that mean you fucked around with that chick that you said you didn’t?” He smirked.

“Fuck, no,” I replied. “I absolutely did not. Did I do something stupid by taking that shot from her tits? Yeah. But I swear to Christ that’s all I did. She tried to go back to my room with me, but I wouldn’t let her in. Even drunk off my ass, I knew I didn’t want that.”

“Of course you didn’t. Because you have Sydney here.” His snarky raised brow had me shaking my head.

“Drop it. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure I don’t. I’ve watched four of my brothers, including my fucking prez, go apeshit over their ol’ ladies. You think I don’t know what that looks like? Bro, you’ve got it bad and you have no clue. This is priceless.” He slapped his knee, laughing as my jaw worked in frustration.

“That’s ridiculous. I haven’t known her that long. We’re friends.”

“Well, you’ve sort of known her since the end of last season.” He grinned, and I flipped him off. “Besides, who says there’s a certain period of time that has to pass before you know? I believe people enter our lives for a reason. Sometimes it’s for a moment, sometimes it’s forever. Sometimes it’s to get us through a tough spot, sometimes it’s because they’re the one. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be, and no amount of time changes that.”

“Jesus Christ, how did you get to be so poetic and philosophical?” I asked him with a shake of my head. No way was I admitting he made any sense at all. He shrugged and batted his eyes like a dork.

“Well, I need to get going. You and the boys coming to the game Tuesday night?” I asked as I stood with Victor’s big ass in my arms.

“Hell, yeah. You still able to get us tickets?”

“Of course. You need to let me know how many as soon as you can, and they’ll be at will-call for you to pick up.” I’d be paying for most of them, but he didn’t need to know that, and I didn’t mind in the least. If my brother was going to watch me play, I’d buy out the fucking stadium if I had to. Okay, maybe that was a little drastic.

“Mom said she’s coming for Christmas,” he said on a sudden change of subject as I approached the door. Hearing that, I froze in my tracks.

“She staying with you?” I asked with little inflection in my words.

He glanced around his tiny house and grimaced. “I was kinda hoping she could stay at your place.”

“No. Oh, no. No way. Dad is staying at my place.” We looked at each other in horror.

“They’re both coming for Christmas?” he asked with a groan.

“This is going to be a disaster.” I slapped my hand over my forehead.

“Well, we have two months to prepare.” He hung his head, and I huffed a deep breath. The last time our parents were together, it ended in a huge family fight. Dad had brought a chick with him, and Mom tripped. I couldn’t blame her, because I couldn’t believe he’d been that ballsy. Yet, Mom had initially said she wouldn’t be able to make it.

“You make sure to tell Mom not to bring anyone, and I’ll do the same with Dad.”

“That’s shitty if they’re seeing someone seriously, though,” Cooper argued.

“Well, as far as I know, Dad isn’t seeing anyone,” I said.

“Mom either.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way over the next two months.” Cooper held out his fist, and I bumped mine to his. “Okay, I’m out. Thanks again for watching Victor.”

Victor looked up at me and meowed. He was the freakiest cat I’d ever met, and he was crazy smart. Coop gave me a one-armed hug, and I carried Victor to the car. As soon as I was inside, he jumped over to the passenger seat and sat on his back legs to look out the window.

Cooper was laughing at him from the front porch.

The second I started to back out, my heart started to pound. The anticipation that I’d be seeing Sydney again was getting me all wound up.

Jesus, what if Coop was right?
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“Forget Me Not”—Brian Fallon

 

“I’m not going to fall in his bed. I’m not going to fall in his bed.” I’d repeated it to myself the entire short drive from my apartment to his house. Then I parked in his driveway and saw him standing in the garage.

“I’m so falling in his bed,” I muttered.

He stood there in all his sexy hockey player glory. Lean muscles, perfectly messy hair, those eyes I wanted to drown in, the tattoos down his arms, the way his jeans hung on his narrow hips. All of it made me melt. When I opened my door, I expected to pour myself out onto the driveway.

The way he wet his lip before catching it between his teeth.

Panties ruined.

“Fuck, I missed you.” He breathed the words out in his stupidly sexy voice, and the parts of me that weren’t melting were tingling. I was a goner. His able fingers threaded through my hair as he cradled my head. My hands reached up and curled around the heated skin of his arms. His muscles bunched at my touch, and I blissfully sighed.

Lead me to your bed. Tie me to it and keep me.

Wait. Where did that come from?

The problem was, I knew I’d happily let him do any damn thing he wanted to me. “Hey” was all I could get out. My heart was racing, my stomach was fluttering like I was dropping down from the highest roller coaster, and I could barely catch my breath.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, still holding my head.

“No. I ate right before you called.”

“Thank fuck,” he whispered as his lips closed in on mine. The second we touched, everything around us exploded. The air seemed to crackle, bright lights flashed behind my closed lids, and desire curled through me from our kiss, down to my toes.

He broke away, breathing heavy as he rested his forehead on mine.

“Sorry about that,” he murmured, but I shook my head.

“Don’t be.”

“Hey, do you wanna sit in the hot tub for a bit?” I blinked at him as if he’d spoken a foreign language.

“Huh?”

“Hot tub. Do you wanna sit in it for a bit?” he repeated as I stared, dazed.

“I don’t have a suit,” I panted out.

The corner of his mouth curled up as he stepped back and tugged me through the massive home by the hand. We stepped out onto his covered back patio and to the end where a covered hot tub waited. He pulled two huge, fluffy white towels out of a cabinet, then set them on the table that ran the length of the hot tub.

The cover went to the side and steam rose.

He tugged his shirt over his head, and my mouth went dry at the gorgeous expanse of skin he had on display. The ripple of his muscles under tattoos and hot, smooth skin, was mesmerizing. So much so that I found my hands tracing over the ridges and valleys as he sucked in a ragged breath.

Before I knew it, I had unbuttoned his jeans and he was shoving them down. Standing in front of me in his naked splendor, he resembled a Greek god of old. My mouth that had been dry was suddenly watering.

“You have too many clothes on,” he said with a wicked grin.

“Yes. Yes, I do,” I said and began to undress. The late October air held a chill, and I shivered. He helped me, and before I knew it, I was up to my neck in deliciously heated water.

Not only did he have a ridiculously amazing wine chiller inside, there was a small one by the hot tub. As I watched, he poured me a glass of my favorite wine and handed it to me over the bubbling water. Steam rose, and condensation covered the glass.

He settled in next to me.

As I sipped the wine, we enjoyed a companionable silence. He found my free hand under the water and laced our fingers together.

When my glass was nearly empty, he took it from me and set it off to the side. Then he easily picked me up and settled me in his lap. We were nearly nose to nose. His hands framed my face again, and I was almost certain it was my favorite thing he did. Well, until his lips found mine.

“I want you so damn bad, Alex, even though I know I shouldn’t.” I moaned in needy abandon.

His hair was soft in my hands as they wandered over him aimlessly. I couldn’t touch him enough. I’d missed him like crazy over the past week. It was both a terrifying and wonderful thought. We weren’t supposed to develop feelings. It wasn’t part of the deal.

He broke away and trailed kisses down my neck and back up the other side. He nipped at my earlobes, my jawline, and my shoulder as he continued to drive me insane with want.

“Alex,” I whimpered when he raised me up to pull my nipples into his mouth one at a time. Not once did he complain when my nails dug into his shoulders. My head fell back as he lavished attention on my body.

The way he had me lifted caused his cock to move away from where it had been sandwiched between us. As the water moved around us, it caused him to line up with my opening. Instinct drove me as I settled over him. It was only the tip that slid in, because of the water killing the lubrication. Instead of easing my ache, my frustration continued to build.

My grunt of displeasure made him laugh against my skin before he sank his teeth into my neck and suckled the tender flesh. Pleasure flooded me and I ground harder onto him. It wasn’t easy going, but finally he was inside, and I was gasping for air.

“Syd,” he growled before he kissed me. It was wild and ravenous. After lifting me up, his hips snapped up to impale me again. My arms wrapped around his neck and his face pressed into the crook of my neck.

Grinding into him, it wasn’t long before I was unraveling. “I’m coming!” I gasped. His fingers dug into my hips as he held me tight to his groin while I rode out one of the best orgasms of my life. After the euphoric pulsing diminished, I started to move again, but he held me still.

“Stop. I’m about at the end of my control.” I whimpered, but froze when he grunted, “No condom.”

Talk about a bucket of ice water.

I jumped off his lap and to the other side of the hot tub. He released a mix between a laugh and a groan. “You should see your face. Don’t worry, I didn’t come.”

“No, but I didn’t mean to do that. I swear. Shit!” I didn’t doubt he had plenty of women who had tried. There was no telling who all he’d been with, and I climbed right on that dick like it was fresh out of the wrapper. That thought train further killed my libido by making me think of what had happened while he was gone.

Oblivious to the fact that I was naked, I climbed out of the tub, wrapping a plush towel around me. Pensive, he watched me. It was like he could read my mind, and that was unnerving.

“I didn’t do anything with her.” It was said so low, I almost missed it over the jets of the hot tub.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s not like you’re my boyfriend,” I said, my heart cracking. He bit his lip and looked away.

Unashamed, he stood from the water and climbed out of the tub. Slowly, he dried off and wrapped the towel low on his waist.

His jaw clenched as he stood there for a moment. Then he lifted me up and started walking. I threw my legs around him out of fear he might drop me.

The entire way into the house, he didn’t speak. I buried my face in his neck.

Boldly striding into his room, he paused and held me as he rummaged in his drawer. The crinkle of a wrapper was followed by him pushing me against the wall. One hand held my ass as the other lined him up.

“Alex,” I started to protest, but it was weak at best. Because I still wanted him more than any man I’d ever wanted in my fucking life.

The prodding at my pussy caused me to practically gush. With a few shallow strokes, he’d eased into me. I fought for movement, needing the friction in the worst way.

“You want me to fuck you?” he crudely asked before nipping my neck.

“Yes. God, yes,” I rasped as I clutched him tightly.

He let loose on me. My back was slamming into the wall with each savage thrust. While it should’ve been uncomfortable, I was rapidly chasing another orgasm, and the discomfort barely registered.

We were both breathing heavy; perspiration trickled down my chest. One of his hands left my ass to slap against the wall by my head for leverage or balance. He surged forward, damn near pounding me through the wall.

The faint pulsing of my pending climax suddenly detonated, and I screamed his name through my explosive spasms. A few more violent thrusts, and I could feel his thick length throbbing as it filled the condom.

By that time, we were panting and soaked with sweat.

Holding me tight, he carried me to the bed, where he reluctantly slipped out and laid me down. I watched his perfect ass as he walked into the bathroom to dispose of the condom.

Without shame, he came back to the bed and climbed in. His strong arms pulled me close, and I curled into his warm body. I lost track of time as we came down from the powerful high of amazing sex.

“Are you staying the night?” he finally asked.

I sighed. “Not tonight. I have to work tomorrow.”

For a few minutes, he was quiet as his hand tickled up and down my spine. Victor had jumped on the bed at some point, because I became aware of his warmth pressing against my back.

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed, but I get it. Your job is important to you, and that’s okay. On that same note of truthfulness, I’ll miss waking up with you and holding you in my arms tonight. Do you want to come back here with me after the game?”

At his question, my heart fell a little, because I really, really wanted to. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

“Why the hell not?”

I sighed. “Because this is supposed to be casual. Remember? I can’t spend every night here,” I said, trying to reason with him.

“Actually, you could. Last time I checked, you’re a grown-ass woman who can make her own decisions.” He gently bumped me with his shoulder to move, so I sat up. Then he turned to sit on the edge of the bed, his back facing me.

“Alex, don’t be like this. We both knew going into this that I had to be careful so I didn’t put my job in jeopardy,” I argued even though my heart wasn’t in the argument. He looked over his shoulder at me, his blue eyes crackling.

“Careful doesn’t mean casual. So if we’re only going to be casual, then you’re okay with us seeing or hooking up with other people?” His voice was tight and strained.

“Is that what you want?” I questioned in disbelief. Sensing the tension, Victor stood up, stretched, and jumped off the bed with a thud. My chest constricted painfully, and I had to resist clutching it.

“Fuck no, it’s not! I’ve never had a chick spend the night with me until you. Hell, I haven’t brought one home here, period. Even when I was staying in the condo, they didn’t stay afterward,” he snapped, and I cringed at the “afterward.”

“I’m not trying to fight with you, Alex. Truly, I’m not. Where is this coming from? I thought you were okay with this only being sex.” The words came out, but they hurt. Because deep down, I knew I wanted more but I was afraid.

His hands gripped the edge of the bed, and his head dropped. The waves of his hair curtained around his face. Hesitantly, I reached out to trail my hand over the bunched muscles of his back. Perfectly sculpted, it was fascinating. “What if I’m not okay with casual anymore?”

It was said so quietly, I wondered if I’d heard correctly. “What?”

Slowly, his head swiveled in my direction, and his pale blue eyes locked on mine. “I’m almost twenty-six years old. I’ve been playing hockey as long as I can remember. The last serious girlfriend I had was when I was seventeen. It lasted all of three months until hockey season started again. The reality of me being gone half the season didn’t appeal to her. After that, I poured my emotions into hockey, content with that and puck bunnies.”

Chest rapidly rising with each breath, I waited for him to finish. There was the chance he was going to say something that gutted me, but my instincts told me this was big. For both of us.

“You’re like no other woman I’ve ever met. Even though I keep telling myself it’s hard to have a relationship during the season, I feel like I want to try. With you.” When he said the last word, I swallowed with difficulty and fought to catch my breath. It was like all the oxygen had been sucked from the room.

“With me?” I nervously clarified.

After a brief pause, he wet his bottom lip. “Yeah. You.”

“Wow.” It was all I could choke out. Part of me was terrified I was dreaming. The rest was worried I wasn’t. If things went bad between us, not only would it make things awkward at work, it had the potential to leave me wrecked in the worst and most destructive way.

Alexander Kosinski was addictive. To have him—all of him—and then lose him might be something a woman could never recover from. My hesitancy must’ve been misleading, because his shoulders caved, and he stood.

Trying to ignore the mesmerizing contours of his tight butt, I sat up quickly.

“Alex!” He stopped but didn’t turn around. Scrambling naked out of the bed, I caught his arm. My fingertips pressed into hard biceps covered in gorgeous ink and soft, smooth skin. When he still refused to turn around, I stepped in front of him.

“Just go home, Sydney.” He sounded so tired and defeated, it broke my heart.

Raising up on my tiptoes, I kissed him.

At first, he didn’t move. His lips were soft but still beneath mine. In desperation, I ran my tongue along his bottom lip, seeking entrance. When I still had little response, I bit him. Partly out of anger that he wouldn’t respond, and partly because I was determined.

It seemed to do the trick, because he gripped my hips and lifted me as he devoured my kisses. My legs wrapped frantically around him, not wanting to let go.

He became fierce, wild, and bold as he spun and laid me on the mussed bed. More savage than he’d ever been with me, his teeth and tongue both ravaged me and soothed me. Large, callused hands gripped my tits and squeezed as he rolled my already hard nipples between his thumbs and fingers.

“Please,” I whimpered as he settled between my legs. His mouth found mine, and he inhaled my gasp as his cock nudged at my opening, then plunged inside.

Like an animal, I clawed at his back in an effort to get closer, consume him. This was no sweet, playful romp; this was animalistic sex at its finest. Rough, angry, and needy, he thrust into me, raised on one elbow. His hand held my head in place while the other hooked my leg and raised it. It changed the angle so he was going deeper—harder.

Lost in the sensory overload of his pounding cock, his blue eyes locked on mine, the sound of skin on skin, and the scent of sex, I happily succumbed to the tidal wave that was bearing down on me. When the dam broke, bliss in its purest form flooded me, and I drowned in the pulses of ecstasy that shook me.

He only paused a moment as I squeezed around his thick length and arched into him. When he resumed it was with a ferociousness he’d never shown before.

“You. Are. Fucking. Mine,” he gritted out as each stroke slammed him into me. Then he stilled, his eyes flew open wide, and he jerked out of me, leaving me empty and whimpering. Hot streams of his come landed on my belly and between my tits.

It was then that I understood his reaction and why it had felt so fucking good.

“Shit.”

“You didn’t….” I sputtered.

“I mean, I think I caught it in time.”

“I’m not worried about that. I’m on the pill. I’m more worried about, uh, I mean,” I stuttered, trying not to sound callous, but shit. What if he had something? It had already crossed my mind earlier, so I didn’t understand how I’d been careless a second time in one night.

“Fuck,” he muttered as he dropped his head to my chest. “I’m clean. I swear. We had to get tested at the beginning of the season.”

His dark head rose, and his bright blue eyes locked with mine. “There hadn’t been anyone in a while before I got tested, and no one since. I promise.”

My heart sputtered and seemed to stop. Then it took off at a gallop as I stared at him hovering over me. He was so beautiful, it almost hurt.

“Things have changed,” he started as he wet his lips.

Blinking rapidly, I sucked in a breath. “What do you mean?”

“I meant what I said.” His fingers tried to smooth my hair and pulled free the damp strands stuck to my face. “This is new for me, and I know I’m gonna fuck it up, so bear with me, but I don’t want casual. I don’t want to imagine another man doing this with you. I don’t want to do this with anyone but you. You’re mine, Sydney. No one else’s. You understand?”

Unable to form words as my eyes filled with tears, I could only nod.

The kiss that followed said everything we needed it to say.

We were a team.
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“Free Fallin’”—Tom Petty

 

I’d be a lying motherfucker if I said I wasn’t terrified. My history with women wasn’t overly successful, for many reasons. Nor was my trust in relationships solid. Yet, the thought of not having Sydney to talk to, hold, and yeah, fuck was awful.

Worse was the thought of her finding someone else and having those things with them.

Imagining it left me aching and sick to my stomach.

I hadn’t planned on fucking her raw either, but I didn’t regret it for a second.

It had left me feeling on top of the world, and I’d been on fire during practice.

“Goddamn, Kosinski. You’re on your motherfucking game today. What’s got you so driven?” Halvorson asked as he sprayed water over his sweat-covered face.

Glancing off to the side, I shrugged. “Guess I didn’t like losing last week.”

“Fair enough. Well, keep that drive at tonight’s game.” He actually gave me a fist bump and skated off for the locker room. It left me so shocked, I stood on the ice with my mouth hanging open. McGregor came flying up and sprayed ice all over me.

“Fucker.” I laughed as I shook the ice from my face and hair. He chuckled breathlessly. We’d worked our asses off this morning. I had good feeling about our game that night.

“What was that all about?” He nodded over his shoulder toward where Halvorson and several of our teammates had left the ice.

“I have no fucking clue,” I said. We both started skating toward the exit to hit the locker room.

Except as soon as I stepped off the ice, Coach, Simon Drake, and Scottie Schuester were waiting for us. Simon was the team’s lead attorney; Scottie was the general manager. By the way they held my gaze, I knew they wanted to talk to me.

McGregor patted my back and kept going.

“Alex. Nick, Simon, and I need to talk to you as soon as you get changed,” Scottie said to me.

“What’s this about?” I asked warily. They exchanged a look, then returned their attention to me. There wasn’t anything I could think of that I’d done wrong.

Except for Sydney.

Fuck. What if they’d found out about us? I could handle the ass-chewing, but if she lost her job it would devastate her.

“We’d rather discuss it in private. You’re not in trouble, but there’s been a situation. Come to my office when you’re done.” Simon was the head of our legal team and handled the serious shit.

I nodded, and they walked off.

It was the fastest shower I’d probably ever taken. Within fifteen minutes, I was standing outside Scottie’s office, knocking on the door. Someone hollered for me to come in, so I opened the door and stepped inside.

All three men stood and motioned for me to have a seat.

Wary, I made my way to the chair. Before I sat, I shook all of their hands and looked them all in the eye. They weren’t giving off any hints about what this could be about. Simon spoke first.

“Alex. Last week while the team was on the road trip, I received some… unsettling news. I didn’t want to stress you out while you were on the road. Especially since I didn’t have all the details yet.” He folded his hands and paused.

“Okay?” I prompted.

“After I was contacted, I did a little research into the timelines. It seems to check out, so I wanted to give you what I know so far.” He held my gaze as my heart began to hammer. Nothing about this felt right.

“What do you know?” I asked.

“We were contacted by a Misty Moore. Does that name ring a bell?” Simon asked.

Wishing he would cut to the chase, I raised my brow and shook my head. “Should it?”

“I’m not sure. Her attorney contacted me on her behalf with the claim that you fathered her child.” I wasn’t sure what he said after that, because the blood was rushing in my ears, and panic clawed up my throat. I jolted to standing, knocking the chair over.

“No. No way. No fucking way,” I began to argue.

“She claims that last season when you were still playing for Montreal that you had a hookup on an away game to Pittsburgh. The time frame is accurate that you were indeed in Pittsburgh for an away game in the time she would’ve gotten pregnant. Mid-December. The baby was born early September, which also follows that timeline.” Simon ran a hand across his mouth as he waited for my response.

It seemed like the world was spinning, and I wasn’t keeping up.

I hadn’t been a Boy Scout. I’d probably been with an obscene number of women over the years. There was no way to remember all of their names or faces. Looking back on the way I was in the past made me slightly ill and filled me with more than a little self-loathing.

As I stood there breathing too damn fast and unable to think clearly, I finally looked up at the men in the room with me. All I could do was shake my head in disbelief.

“I don’t want to be tied to a woman I don’t even know,” I said like an irresponsible idiot. As I said, not my most brilliant moment.

“Well, son, it would appear that’s possibly irrelevant. Now what I can say is that from what I’ve uncovered, there have been four other men who were already eliminated as the father. Three of those are other NHL players.” Simon sighed.

“What does that mean for me?” Nothing seemed to be sinking in.

“It means that she enjoys herself too. With a lot of different men,” Scottie said after he cleared his throat. He was always trying to be political. It was his way of nicely saying that I’d been a man-whore and she wasn’t innocent either. Not that it made me feel any better.

“Jesus,” I muttered as I ran shaking hands down my face. “What do I need to do?”

“We told her you weren’t agreeing to anything until paternity was established. We’ve lined up a paternity test with our team physician. Swing by his office on your way out. We’re trying to keep this under the radar, but we have no idea how vocal she might be about it. So far, she hasn’t made a huge stink with the other players that were candidates, but there’s no guarantee,” Scottie informed me. I was still reeling.

Simon leaned back in his chair as he tapped his fingers on his desk. “You’re going to need to keep your nose clean. Things like what happened on the road trip can’t keep happening. It’s going to damage your reputation if things like that keep getting out. Especially compounded with this. I’ve been told the team publicist cleaned up as much of that mess as he could, but as you know, we try to maintain a pretty wholesome reputation in the franchise. It’s a different era, and the whole playboy athlete thing isn’t what people want to see anymore. Do you understand?”

Clenching my teeth, I nodded. The whole situation with that chick on the road trip was biting me in the ass, and what really sucked was that time, I hadn’t done anything. Well, not as bad as it looked anyway.

“I’m really sorry to have to do this to you when we have a game tonight, but we couldn’t drag it out any longer because of how much time had already passed while we were on the road.” Coach looked like he felt bad for me, but it wasn’t very comforting.

“Is that all you needed?” I asked, suddenly numb.

“Yeah. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I had to bring this news to you.” My eyes found Scottie, and I nodded. To say I was dumbfounded was a severe understatement.

Silently, I left the office.

It was difficult to fight going straight to Sydney’s office. Except I told myself I wouldn’t know what to say to her, and she had a job to do. I thought about reaching out to her via text to at least tell her I was thinking about her, but I didn’t have my phone. It was down in my practice bag.

Maybe it was a good thing she was working, because this wasn’t what a guy wanted to tell the woman he’d started something with the night before. Hell, she’d rolled out of my bed this morning well satisfied after a marathon of sex to consummate the formation of our official relationship.

How was I going to tell her?

I didn’t think there was any way she’d want to stay with me after this. I’d gotten lucky that she was so understanding about the whole titty-shot debacle. The pregnancy had obviously happened before I moved here to Texas, before I knew she existed. Still, the thought of losing the first woman I’d had any desire to have something serious with in almost ten years was devastating.

There had to be a way to fix this.

Hell, it might not be my kid. Then again, they’d ruled out four other guys already. How many dudes could this chick have been with over a weeklong period? The thought made my skin crawl that I’d been so careless.

The paternity test was ridiculously painless physically, but emotionally catastrophic.

Once I was done, I stopped by the locker room, grabbed my bag, and pulled out my phone.

Debating whether I should see if she had time for lunch, I calculated how much time I had before I needed to be back for the game. Except I wasn’t remotely hungry.

My high from earlier had quickly faded, leaving nausea in its place.

I’d set Sydney up with a pair of season tickets. She’d be at the game tonight, and we were supposed to go to her place after. Making a decision, I planned to talk to her when we got there. Until then, there really wasn’t a lot I could do, so I did my best to compartmentalize the issue until I could unpack it after the game.
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As I pulled into the parking lot of Syd’s apartment complex after the game, I was a volatile mixture of elation from the win and trepidation regarding what I needed to discuss with her. Finding a spot near her car, I parked and turned off the car. Laying my head back on the headrest, I sighed heavily.

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered as I grabbed my bag and exited the vehicle.

Following the numbers, I found her apartment and knocked on the door. It was mere seconds before the door flew open and she jumped in my arms. My bag dropped to the floor as I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her neck.

I lost track of time of how long I held her tightly against me until she gently extricated herself.

“Congratulations! What an amazing game. I think I made a hockey fan out of Natalie,” she said with laughter and a wide smile. Her pretty blue eyes sparkled with happiness.

“What about you? Are you still a big hockey fan?” I asked with a half smile. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she beamed. She was fucking beautiful. So beautiful it made my chest ache looking at her.

Or maybe it was the thought that kept hounding me. The one that said it could possibly be my last night with her.

“You know I am,” she saucily replied. “But only if my favorite player is playing.”

“Really. Who’s your favorite player?” I played along, trying not to let my somberness show.

She gave me a coy look and bit the side of her bottom lip. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard of him, but he’s a pretty big deal.”

“Oh, is he? Should I be jealous?”

“He totally is, and yeah, you probably should be jealous, ’cause I kinda have a thing for him,” she teased with a smirk that made me want to do dirty things to her.

“I think I’ll have to kick his ass then. No one steals my woman, especially not some dumb puck-chasing fucker.” She pealed with laughter at that and stretched up to kiss me.

It was worthless to attempt to keep it chaste, because as soon as our lips touched, it was instant combustion. Before I got too lost in her, I ended the kiss with a few pecks and a nip to her full upper lip.

“I thought you said you were going to feed me,” I said, trying to refocus. The last thing I wanted was for her to think the only thing I wanted from her was sex. That might have been the me of the past, but with her, I wasn’t that person anymore.

“I am. I hope you don’t mind lasagna. I wanted something I could make up ahead and then put in when I got home. Are you sure it’s not too late for you to eat?” Worry creased her brow.

“Babe, I’d eat ten times a day if I could. It takes a lot of calories to keep me fueled.” I chuckled.

She dropped her gaze and innocently ran a hand along my abs, which caused me to suck in a sharp breath. “Well, you obviously burn it all off,” she said appreciatively.

“Mmm, you wanna help me with that after I eat?” I was both teasing and dead serious.

“I think that sounds like an amazing idea.” Her lips curled into a sexy smile, and I nearly told her to screw dinner. If I wasn’t sure she’d worked hard on it, I would’ve.

We’d barely cleaned up after dinner before I had her laid out on her table and I was having dessert.

Unfortunately, one thing led to another, and we never talked much that night. Not about meaningful things anyway.

The next morning, I kissed her goodbye as we went our separate ways. She headed to the main offices at the stadium, and me to the practice rink. I promised myself that I’d talk to her after she got off work.

Since we didn’t have a game that night, I hit the gym with Mac and Beck. Once we hit the ice, I was able to shove my worries to the back of my head, and hockey was first and foremost. We wrapped practice up a little early, and I went home to take care of Victor. He was likely pissed that I hadn’t come home last night. He could be a moody asshole.

After I’d fed Victor, I threw in a load of laundry. I’d barely hit start on the washer when the doorbell rang. A quick glance at the clock told me it was too early to be Sydney. I snagged a mostly clean shirt from the pile, slipped it over my head, and was pulling it down over my abs as I opened the door.

“God, I forgot how delicious you were” was the first thing I heard, but my gaze was locked on the baby in the blonde’s arms. When I looked up at her, she had a hungry look in her eyes that made me step back.

“Excuse me?” I asked blinking owlishly.

“Figures you don’t remember me.” Her snarky comment sailed over my head as I looked past her to the car still running in the driveway. There was a guy waiting in there who looked like he was on his phone.

“Can I help you?”

She rolled her eyes and thrust the kid into my arms. The woman stepped back so fast, I literally scrambled not to drop the baby.

“Misty? Remember me? You should’ve heard from my attorney by now. Look, this kid was supposed to be a meal ticket, but he’s been a pain in my ass from the day I found out I was pregnant. So he’s your problem now. I’m out. I’m not mom material and I never will be. Steve’s waiting for me, and he isn’t keen on a baby taking up our time.” She motioned over toward the car.

“How the hell did you get my address?” I demanded.

“Please,” she said as she rolled her eyes. “Steve has the money to find shit out. And it was convenient that you were sort of on the way to Mexico.”

“The results aren’t back yet, Misty. What if he’s not mine?” Flabbergasted, I couldn’t believe the chick was dropping her kid off with a virtual stranger that might not even be the father.

“He looks more like you than the other guy, so it’s pretty much a given that he’s yours.”

“What?” I asked, incredulous. The chick had to be fucking nuts. Exactly how drunk had I been that night?

“We’re heading to Mexico, and you were on the way, so he said to drop him off with you. With Steve, I don’t really need the kid anyway. Sorry.” She shrugged as my mouth hung open and the baby wiggled in my arms. With those simple words, she turned around and left, climbing in the Porsche without a backward glance. The fucking douche driving had to peel out after he backed out of my driveway.

Looking down at the dark blue eyes staring up at me, I drew in a stunned breath and about shit myself. “I have no idea what to do with you,” I said helplessly.

This was definitely not how things were supposed to go.

Pulling out my phone, I dialed Simon.

Holy shitballs.
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“Fall Apart”—Deadset Society

 

By the end of the day, I was dragging ass. Everything that could’ve gone wrong, did. Katie and I had spent the entire afternoon chasing down new vendors for a campaign we were working on when the current one called and told us they were declaring bankruptcy and wouldn’t be able to complete our job.

Though I loved my new apartment, I was looking forward to soaking in Alex’s huge tub. Maybe the hot tub. Either way, I needed to work the knots out of my muscles.

I’d meant to text him or call him to tell him I was on my way, but as soon as I’d gotten in the car, Jake had called me and talked until I pulled into Alex’s driveway.

“I’m home, so I need to let you go,” I said as I sat with my car idling.

“Where are you?” He sounded confused. “I’m here and I didn’t see you pull in.”

My eyes bugged, and I swallowed hard. “Uh,” I stuttered.

“Syd?” He sounded suspicious, and rightly so. “Why are you lying to me?”

Damn the twin factor. He could read me like a book.

“I’m not really home,” I admitted with a huff.

“No shit,” he deadpanned. “So where are you?”

“I’m at my boyfriend’s place,” I mumbled, knowing that wasn’t going to go over well. And I was right.

“Excuse me? Boyfriend? Since when? If you had a boyfriend, why didn’t he help you move in? No. Wait. Please don’t tell me you’re dating one of those bikers.” He sounded pissed, and it irritated me that he could be so judgmental.

“And what if I was? They’re nice guys. One of them is even a nurse. They’re business owners and paramedics, for crying out loud,” I argued.

“Sydney. I don’t care who you date if he treats you well, but a biker? Mom and Dad will flip the fuck out.” He ended with some incoherent muttering.

“Well, then I guess it’s a good thing I’m not dating a biker.”

“So you’re over at some guy’s that you just started dating,” he started to bitch, but I cut him off.

“Stop. I’m not a teenager, you know. I’m the same age as you.”

“Younger.”

“By minutes! Oh my God, Jake. Stop. Alex is a nice guy.”

“What’s he do for a living? Where does he live?”

“I’m not discussing this with you. It’s none of your business now. I’m a grown woman. You don’t have a say. Now, I’m sorry I’m not home, but I’ll see you Saturday at brunch with the ’rents.”

“Syd!” he argued.

“Bye! Love you!” I ended the call and laid my head on the steering wheel.

Gathering my crap, I trudged up to the door. I raised my hand to ring the doorbell, but noticed the door was partially open. “That’s weird.” I would’ve thought his security system would tell him a door was ajar.

What sounded like a cry was coming from inside.

Confusion marred my brow as I peeked my head inside. “Alex?” I called, but he didn’t answer.

Cautiously, I stepped in. Following the crying, I made my way through the house to the bedroom. Alex had his back to me, talking on the phone. When he turned, his eyes locked with mine and he stopped talking.

“I gotta go,” he said and tossed the phone to the bed.

My jaw fell as I stared at my boyfriend trying to comfort a baby. A very small baby.

“Sydney,” he whispered. The baby continued to cry. He looked like hell.

“Is that baby puke on you?” I asked with my nose wrinkled.

He looked down, appearing dazed. “Probably.”

“Whose baby?” I asked, motioning to it. I also wondered who was foolish enough to trust their little one to a hockey player who obviously had no clue.

He looked like he was going to cry. Having pity on him, I went to take the baby from him. Until his next words.

“Mine,” he damn near whimpered.

My heart stopped, and I stumbled back. My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn’t function. Then my world further crumbled when a woman came running in carrying a bag with baby diapers and formula in it.

“Got them! Had to go to two different stores to get the right formula,” she said to him before taking the baby from him and turning to me questioningly. “Hey.”

She looked younger than me, but not by much. Her strawberry-blonde hair was sleek down her back, and a slight dusting of freckles sprinkled across her nose.

“Um, hi,” I stuttered out. Moving backwards, it took everything I had not to let my tears fall. I didn’t know what alternate dimension I had fallen into, but I was not processing it well. I needed out. Immediately.

Blinking rapidly through the blur that obscured my vision, I rushed out of the house. My feet didn’t want to work properly, and I almost fell going down the front steps.

No amount of blinking could hold them after I plowed into a broad chest and hands gripped my arms.

“Sydney?” My head rose, and I stared at my uncle in confusion.

“Uncle Simon?” I questioned.

“What are you doing here?” he asked as he looked from me to the house. I followed his gaze. Alex was racing down the stairs toward me. Shaking my head, I broke free from my uncle and ran to my car.

I threw my shit in the passenger seat and started the engine.

As I backed out of the driveway, angry tears fell, and I caught a glimpse of my uncle holding Alex back as he yelled for me. Tears streaming down my face, I drove off.

Maybe I was being a coward, but I wasn’t prepared for that. He could’ve warned me. Mentioned it. Why the fuck would he keep that from me? You would think that would be something you’d tell the person you’re entering into a relationship with.

“Oh, by the way, I have a kid. I should’ve mentioned that, huh?”

It didn’t take me long to get home. I barely remembered the drive, and I knew that wasn’t good. Leaving my bag in the car, I blindly found my way inside.

In my entire life, I didn’t remember feeling so stunned.

There has to be a reasonable explanation.

Shaken, I tried to reason with myself. Unable to function, I leaned against the door and slid to the floor. Feeling like an emotional wreck, I allowed the tears to run unchecked. Finding it impossible to sit up, I rolled to my side and curled into a fetal position where I lay for some time.

The knocking on the door started as rapid, but quickly escalated to a frantic pounding. Dumbly, I stared at the door through the haze of my stupid tears.

“Sydney!” I heard through the wood, but I couldn’t answer. The pounding stopped for a moment. Then the door opened, and I stared through my tears at my brother.

“Jake?”

He pulled me in his arms and held me. “Sorry, I couldn’t find the key you gave me. Then I remembered I put it in my center console.”

“What are you doing here? What’s wrong?” I cried, unable to stop the tears. Sniffles, hiccups, and shudders shook me.

“Uncle Simon called me. Told me I needed to find you. I took a chance you were here when you didn’t answer your phone. Good thing I hadn’t gone far, huh? Who do I need to beat the shit out of?” He smoothed my hair and held me until the sobs finally died down.

“I’m sorry.” I sucked in a shaky breath as I sniffled. “I don’t know why I’m being so emotional and ridiculous.”

“Shh, It’s all right. Don’t sweat the small stuff. We shared a womb, remember? That’s what I’m here for—to share in the big stuff too.” I snuffled as I laughed, and it came out a lot like a snort.

“God, I’m so stupid,” I said.

“You’re not stupid. You graduated with honors, Syd,” he said, trying to make me feel better. It really wasn’t working, because we were talking apples and oranges.

“Not that. I love him, and I didn’t even know him,” I said with a sniffle.

“Shit,” he muttered and held me tighter. I rubbed my nose on his shirt.

“Did you just wipe your snot on me?” he asked in horror. But in his defense, he didn’t push me away. Giggling a little, I nodded.

“You’re so gross, and so lucky I love your snotty ass. Ugh,” he said, and I looked up in time to see his lip curl and nose wrinkle.

Humor bubbled up inside and burst out. “Oh my God,” I said through tears mixed with laughter. “I’m an emotional catastrophe.”

Thanks to my earlier sobbing, I was still taking shuddering breaths. Suddenly, all the emotion and crying that shook me had my stomach revolting, and I scrambled to my feet.

Unfortunately, I didn’t make it to the bathroom before I hurled all over the floor.

“Oh, no.” Jake started to gag. He’d never been able to handle vomit. Before I knew it, he was shoving past me, slipping in my puke, and diving for the toilet. He might’ve made it, but he tracked it to the bathroom.

Feeling better after emptying the contents of my sick stomach, I grabbed a roll of paper towels, some all-purpose cleaner, and some grocery bags.

Nose wrinkled in distaste, I clean up my mess and the mess Jake had tracked into the bathroom. He was leaning over the toilet when I got to him. “Did you get it cleaned up?” he groaned.

“Yes, you big baby,” I said as I sniffled, then giggled. “You really suck at comforting someone who’s sick.”

“Ugh, fuck off. I didn’t come here thinking you were going to,” he gagged, “puke.”

“Well, I didn’t know I’d get my stomach so shook up that it would happen,” I argued in my defense.

He raised his dark head. Baleful blue eyes met mine. “Did you eat?”

“How can you ask me about food while you still have your head hanging over the toilet?”

He shrugged unapologetically. “I’m hungry. Especially now that I just finished purging my stomach of any and all contents it held. I’d stopped at that burger place up the road and had barely finished the last bite of the best greasy burger when Uncle Simon called me.”

“Yeah, why would he call you?” I asked with my arms crossed.

“Really? Hello. Twins,” he said, as if it was all the explanation anyone would need. In a way, he was right.

“Well, I’m not cooking,” I said with a disgusted face. The thought of cooking was making my stomach roil again.

“We’ll order a pizza. Pepperoni and mushrooms.” He named my favorite pizza. Well, it used to be. Except when I visualized it, my stomach heaved again, and I shoved him to the side so I could retch into the toilet.

My actions spawned his again, and he leaned over the tub. “Nooooo!” I tried to get out. Thankfully, nothing came out for him, and he only dry heaved.

“You’re lucky you didn’t just puke in my tub, or you’d have been cleaning it,” I growled.

“Oh please, stop! Don’t talk about it!” He held his stomach as he whined like a bitch.

“No food,” I gasped.

“Agreed,” he repeated.

We both brushed our teeth.

He ended up staying with me until I fell asleep on my couch. I had the best brother ever.
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“Buried Alive”—Avenged Sevenfold

 

Simon had held me back when I tried to go after her. I was pissed and fighting him until he looked at me and barked, “Alex! Stop! Or I’ll do whatever’s necessary to have you thrown off the team.”

His words got through to me, and I dropped my shoulders. He gave me a shove as he let me go, causing me to stumble back and to the ground.

“What?” I asked in disbelief, sitting on my ass in the yard.

He leaned toward me as he gritted his teeth. “I don’t know what the fuck my niece was doing getting dragged into your shit show, but it’s obvious there’s more than her stopping by to go over foundation stuff with you. Whatever it was, is over. Done. Do you hear me? You stay the hell away from her.”

His niece? What the fuck? Putting that aside to analyze at a later time, I clenched my jaw. I heard him loud and clear, but in my head I was plotting how to explain what the fuck had happened and trying to figure out a way to get her to forgive me. For once in my life, I’d found something that was more important to me than hockey, and I’d managed to fuck it up.

I hadn’t been lying to her.

“I’m going to try to get this mess figured out. We’ve demanded a rush on the paternity test due to the current circumstances. Keep your nose clean and your business private. That means leave Sydney out of this. I was dead serious.” Simon certainly didn’t have the same friendly countenance he’d had the morning before.

My brother walked out the front door. “What the hell is going on?”

I looked over my shoulder to where he stood on the front porch. With his eyes narrowed, he looked from me to Simon, who threw his hands up to pull on his hair.

“I’m trying so hard to stay professional with you right now,” he gritted out.

“Well, can we bring this inside before we make more of a spectacle out here? There has already been one person driving by to gawk.” My brother crossed his arms and glared at me and Simon.

Without argument, we all moved inside. I slammed the door, and the baby started crying again. “Shit!” I groaned as we stopped into the kitchen.

Mattie came walking out holding the baby, who was snuffling. She really grown since the last time I saw her, when my brother first got patched and I flew down for his patch party.

“What the heck are y’all doing here? I just got him settled down and someone slams the door.” She looked ready to choke one of us.

Sheepishly, I raised my hand. “Sorry, kid,” I said.

“I’m not a kid anymore, Alex. I’m almost eighteen,” she drawled with an unamused expression. Shit, I’d never peg her for that young. Smoke was so screwed with her.

“Don’t remind me,” Cooper groaned. Mattie rolled her eyes. “And that’s Uncle Alex to you,” he grumbled. As if the kid had any interest in me. She had never acted in the least inappropriate, nor like she looked at me as anything other than a cool hockey player she knew.

“Mattie, thanks for coming over to help. You have no idea how much this means.” My palms pressed to my eyes, I sighed, then dropped my hands.

“It’s no problem at all. He’s really pretty sweet. He was just hungry and wet. But I have school, so I won’t be able to watch him tomorrow.” She appeared apologetic, and I started to panic. We didn’t have a game on Wednesday, but by Thursday, I needed someone to watch him.

“It’s okay. We’ll figure something out. I’ll see if we can vet a nanny. There must be a reputable agency that can help us on short notice,” Simon said as he clutched the back of his neck, kneading the tense muscles. He’d lost the suit jacket, and it hung from one of the breakfast bar stools.

“I put a call in to Gunny’s ol’ lady. She works with CPS, but she will keep everything under the radar. I can stay for tonight to help and we’ll tag-team. I’ve had experience with all the kids that keep popping out left and right with the brothers’ ol’ ladies. Who would’ve thought I’d be teaching you how to change diapers,” Coop offered with a snicker. I glared at him.

“Thank God,” Simon muttered. “Okay, there’s not much else I can do. I only stopped by on my way home to make sure everything was okay with you. Now I kind of wish I’d stayed away. I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything about an agency and the paternity test. Alex, you’re a good kid, but you need to clean up your act. You know you’re not supposed to fraternize with franchise employees. Syd likes her job, and she shouldn’t lose it because of you.”

“I agree. But as our team attorney, I’d have thought you’d know there’s no hard and fast rule that says that. Sydney isn’t an ice girl. Those are the only ones that are absolutely forbidden. It’s not my fault the franchise didn’t get specific with the other employees.” My argument was valid, but I knew I was poking the bear.

When his nostrils flared, I knew I was right, yet still couldn’t find it in me to be remorseful. He pointed a finger toward me. “Don’t play fuck-fuck with me, Kosinski. I promise you, I know the game better than you do.”

He left, and there was a momentary silence as Mattie, Coop, and I stood there.

“Syd is really his niece?” Cooper finally asked.

“I guess. I don’t know why it never occurred to me. They have the same last name, but I usually just thought of him as Simon.” I sighed heavily.

“Mattie? Can you give us a minute?” Cooper asked, and she nodded, then took the baby to the other room. Growling in frustration, I yanked on my hair.

“Hell, I don’t even know the kid’s name. What the fuck?” I muttered.

“Did you look to see if she gave you any paperwork, or did she just dump him?”

“I tore through the bag she left. It had about five changes of clothes, enough of that formula crap to make one bottle—that as you know didn’t last long—some diapers, and random toys. There was the car seat she left on the front porch, and that’s it.” About dead on my feet, I dropped into a barstool.

Cooper, never one to believe things without seeing for himself, emptied the contents of the bag I’d already searched. He checked every pocket, same as I had. Then he shook the cart seat upside down.

Nothing.

Except, he wasn’t one to stop there. He took the padded lining of the car seat apart too.

Still nothing.

“Told you,” I grumbled.

Then he went back to the bag. “Dude, we both already checked that.”

“I know, but surely she couldn’t have dropped him off with you with nothing. What if he had to go to the doctor?”

“I don’t think she really gave two shits,” I muttered. “For fuck sake, she dropped her own kid off with a perfect stranger and left for goddamn Mexico with some rich fucker.”

“True,” he agreed as he looked over the bag with a fine-tooth comb. As he rolled the empty bag around in his hands, we both heard a crinkling sound. Our eyes met. He went back to the bag.

That’s when he saw a zipper that was almost hidden with the padding that ran along the seam. We’d likely missed hearing the sound of the papers due to Junior Jones crying so much when we both checked the bag before.

After unzipping it, he pulled out what appeared to be a birth certificate and a couple of envelopes. One held a social security card. The baby’s name was Hank Isaac Moore.

“Who the fuck names a cute little baby Hank, for fuck sake?” I asked. “And his initials spell H-I-M. Is she on crack?”

“Jesus. I didn’t even know you could list a father as ‘unknown’ on a birth certificate,” Cooper said as he looked over the papers and handed them on to me.

“What else are you supposed to put? You can’t just shove a name in there,” I said, then snorted.

“Well, you could. Honestly, I’m surprised she didn’t.”

“She was probably trying to figure out who had the biggest paycheck and didn’t want to limit her options,” I said with a sigh. “Christ how did this happen?”

He stopped and blinked at me. “Uh, do you really need me to tell you?”

“I’m not talking about that, you dumbass,” I said as I gave him a look that told him to eat shit.

“I was gonna say.” He chuckled, then got serious. “Regardless of how it happened, you need to get your shit together. I don’t care what the suit said, you need to contact Sydney and tell her what the fuck is going on. Unless she doesn’t mean anything to you and you’re okay with her walking away.”

He knew damn well that wasn’t the case. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. While Mattie and I are here, why don’t you call her?”

Maybe because I was afraid she’d hang up on me?

I sighed and brought my head forward as I opened my eyes to look at my brother. “What if she tells me to fuck off?”

“Then you either grab yourself by the fucking balls and fight for her, or you walk away. Your choice,” he said as he crossed his arms. My fingers clutched my hair. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror by my dining room table. I looked like absolute crap on a stick.

Taking a sniff at my shirt, I wrinkled my nose and pulled it over my head. “I stink,” I said with a grimace.

“Yeah, dude, you really do, but I wasn’t trying to make your day worse.”

“Gee, thanks,” I said with a mirthless laugh as I pulled my phone out of my back pocket. For a few seconds I stared at it like it was an alien object. Then I paced.

I looked at my phone again.

“It’s not going to call her for you,” Coop said before he walked off down the hall.

He was right. I pressed her contact information and it started to ring. She didn’t answer, so I left a message. Then I decided that was the coward’s way out. So I called again.

When she didn’t answer the second time, I called again.

On that last call, she finally picked up. Except it wasn’t her.

“What the fuck do you want?” a man’s voice asked.
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“Barely Breathing”—Duncan Sheik

 

When my phone rang for the third time, my brother gave me a pointed look. “Are you going to answer that or am I? He’s not going to stop. I’ll give him an A for persistence.”

“I’ll give him an A for asshole. You can answer it, for all I care,” I mumbled into my pillow. Jake was lying next to me. He hadn’t left me since I cleaned up the mess of puke. Thankfully, he took his shoes off before he settled in next to me to keep me company. He was really trying for best brother award.

Maybe I didn’t think he’d actually do it, but he sure as hell did. “What the fuck do you want?” He growled into the phone.

My head popped up in surprise.

There was silence. Then I could hear Alex ask, “Who the fuck is this?”

“Not the guy who made her cry. Now I’ll ask you again, what the fuck do you want?”

“Ask her to call Alex,” he said tightly.

“I’ll think about it.” My brother was intentionally being a dick. I rose up to my elbow.

“Give me the phone,” I whispered. Jake raised a dark brow and gave me a look that said he wasn’t done playing. I held out my hand. Though I may have been upset, I couldn’t deny the part of me that still craved to hear what Alex had to say. I deserved answers.

Finally, he rolled his eyes and handed me the phone. “You’re no fun at all. I could’ve easily strung that out for another several minutes.” He went back to his phone, but I knew he was listening.

“What do you want, Alex?” I asked, proud of how I was able to keep my voice from wavering.

“We need to talk. This wasn’t what you thought. Today, I mean. When you came over.” He was stuttering, and he stopped to suck in a deep breath and exhaled roughly. “I need to talk to you.”

“So talk.”

“Can you come over? Please?”

“Uh, I don’t think so,” I huffed in disbelief that he’d want me there with his baby and baby mama. That was likely the last thing on my list of to-do’s.

“I probably don’t have the right to ask, but who answered the phone?” His voice was definitely firmer than it was before, yet I caught a waver of uncertainty. In fact, there might have been a hint of jealousy—which served him right.

“You’re right. You don’t.” My brother snorted next to me, and I swatted him.

“Please. I—Hold on.” The phone muffled and I could hear him talking. The reply sounded like a man’s voice. That had me wondering if my uncle was still there. It also had me wondering what he’d been doing there to begin with.

He came back on the line. “If it’s okay with you, I can come over. Please, Syd. It’s important.”

I sighed heavily. “Alex, I don’t know.” That was the God’s honest truth, because I could already feel the tears building. Thankfully, I was able to blink them away, but they hovered in the background, waiting for the littlest provocation to fall.

“Fifteen minutes. That’s all I need, and I’ll leave.”

My brother gave me a side eye.

Ignoring him, I closed my eyes, pressed my lips in a flat line, and tried to gather my control. Then I caved like I always did when it came to Alex, but this time on my terms. “Okay. But I won’t be alone.”

A tired sigh carried over the line. “I understand. I’m on my way. Thanks, Syd, I’ll see you soon.”

The call ended, and my brother sat up to look down his handsome nose at me. “I’m not leaving.”

“I didn’t expect you to, but you need to sit in the bedroom,” I insisted.

“Really?” he deadpanned.

“Yes, really.”

“Fine,” he said a little too easily, leaving me suspicious. It seemed like barely five minutes before Alex was knocking on my door. Wanting to rinse my mouth again, I hurried into the bathroom to do it. Jake answered the door for me. Nosy asswipe.

“Oh, shit!” I heard him shout, and I went running out to see if he was beating the shit out of Alex. He was standing there bug-eyed. When I came skidding to a stop, he spun to look at me and point at Alex. “That’s Alex Kosinski.”

I blinked at him. “Um, yes.”

“Alex Kosinski is standing in your living room.”

“Yes,” I again replied.

“Alex Kosinski,” he drew the name out in way more syllables than it was supposed to have.

“I think we determined that. Now what did I say?” Jake gave me a disbelieving look when I pointed to the hall.

“For real?”

“Yes.”

He huffed, then gave me a sly look, and instead went out on the porch. He pulled one of the folding chairs up to the glass and stared inside with his arms crossed and a brow raised.

“Don’t worry! I can’t hear you!” His yell was muffled through the sliding door.

“Jesus,” I grumbled before I turned my back to him.

“So, uh, friend of yours?” Alex asked, trying not to grin as he tipped his head and scratched his short beard. We both cast a glance toward the glass door. Jake continued to stare back.

“My brother,” I said with a roll of my eyes.

“Ohhh,” he said, and his grin slipped out.

“What did you need to come here to say?” I asked, ignoring Jake.

“Can we go in the bedroom?” he asked as he tried not to look at my brother glaring through the glass. “That’s a little awkward.” He motioned toward my intense sibling.

“No. I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The thought of having him in my bedroom sent my brain into overdrive remembering the things we’d done in there the night before. A chill skated down my spine, and I swallowed hard.

His eyes dilated as his tongue traced his bottom lip, and I was pretty sure he was remembering it too. The couch was a no-go because it faced the patio. He glanced around and went to the table to pull out the two chairs. Then, he turned them so they faced away from the door my brother was staring through.

“Ugh! You’re so weird!” I shouted to Jake, who pursed his lips then mouthed, “I don’t care who he is—I’m watching him.”

I sat in the vacant chair next to Alex and waited for him to speak.

“Look, I didn’t know about the baby until yesterday morning. We still don’t know if he’s mine.”

“Wait. What?” My brow furrowed in confusion. He ran a hand through his mussed hair and exhaled unsteadily.

“Last season, I was playing in Pittsburgh. I, uh.” He cleared his throat. “Got together with Hank’s mother.”

It didn’t matter that it was before we had met; the thought of him with anyone else made my stomach churn. Then it dawned on me what else he’d said.

“She named him Hank?” I asked in disbelief, my face very much reflecting my feelings.

“Don’t even get me started. Anyway, she showed up today and dumped him on me because she found someone who must’ve had more dollar signs behind his name than I did. They left for Mexico, I guess.” He leaned forward, resting his forearms across his legs.

“Oh, shit” was all I could say. My heart was in my throat at what this might mean for us. I also couldn’t believe someone could be such a gold digger. “So now what are you going to do?”

“I have no clue. The first thing I need to do is try to hire a nanny or line up babysitters. Something. Fuck, I never wanted kids. I’ve been careful because of that. They fuck everything up.”

“Surely you don’t really believe that,” I said. Shock slammed through me. As sweet as he could be, it was hard to believe he had such strong convictions related to children.

He huffed out a disgusted sound that somewhat passed for a laugh. “Don’t I? My parents’ relationship obviously didn’t survive having kids. Now we can barely be in the same room with each other as a family. The tension is usually so thick it could choke you.”

“I think that might be a rather harsh opinion,” I tried to argue. He shook his head and dropped it so his hair covered his face. I wanted to brush it back. Any excuse to touch him, no matter how dangerous I knew he was to my sanity.

“You have no idea what it was like.”

“No, but I know my parents are still together and happy. Not everyone who has kids falls apart. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with your parents, but that doesn’t mean it won’t for everyone who has children.” I didn’t know what else I could say to him when I was still reeling from the entire situation myself.

“We’re going to have to agree to disagree on that,” he said, then looked up at me. “I know this situation isn’t ideal and there isn’t much I can do right now, but I don’t want to lose you.”

“I don’t want to make promises I can’t keep.” His face fell at my words. “How about if you get things situated with little… uh, Hank… and then we’ll take things one day at a time.” Once things settled a little, we needed to revisit the conversation, because though I didn’t plan on having kids right that minute, I did eventually.

“Really?”

“Yes. But, in the future, you need to communicate with me. It’s not fair for me to get blindsided like that.”

“You mean like I was?” He huffed as he shook his head. He had a point and I felt bad, but he still should’ve told me as soon as he found out.

“Yeah.”

“Will you come back to the house tonight?” he asked me in a hopeful tone. His hand started to reach out for me and I drew back. He curled it up and set it back down.

Unsure how to answer him without sounding callous, I hesitated. My nail traced a scratch on my tabletop.

“I take it that’s a no?”

“Alex, I just don’t think tonight is a good idea. If you need help Thursday night for the game, I can probably watch him.” It took a helluva lot to make that offer. It wasn’t going to be easy taking care of a baby that Alex made with someone else, but it wasn’t the baby’s fault his mother was a flake. And I reminded myself, not only did all that happen before me, it might not be his.

Did it make me a bad person if I prayed it wasn’t?

“Thank you, but that’s not fair to you. I’ll figure something out.”

“Oh. Okay.” Relief washed through me, but I kept it hidden.

“I’m going to fix this. I’m not giving up on us. No matter what anyone else says,” he said with a determined glint in his eyes.

“What do you mean by that?” I questioned.

“Nothing. Never mind.” He stood, grabbed my hand, and hauled me down the hall toward the bathroom. He pulled me in and closed the door right as my brother stormed in and beat on the door. Alex flipped the lock and lifted me to the counter in one slick move.

He was standing between my spread knees and his hands were buried in my hair, cradling my head as he tipped it at the perfect angle. Before I could offer up a whimper of protest, his lips were on mine and we were grinding like horny teenagers.

My hands roamed and clawed his skin.

We both ignored my brother outside the door.

He broke away and we both gasped. “Holy shit.”

“Come back with me to my place,” he coaxed, and my traitorous body leaned into his.

I heaved a massive sigh as I studied him as if I needed to commit him to memory. As if this was goodbye.

“I can’t.” He had no idea how badly I wanted to go back to his house. The thing was, I also knew I had no control with him, and I’d end up in his bed and letting his dick make my choices.

He was my biggest weakness. More so than chocolate or wine.

Eyes closed, he pressed his face into the side of my head. He breathed in my hair and placed a gentle kiss on the shell of my ear.

“Fine. I get it. It’s been a fucktacular day, and I know we both had a lot of shit thrown at us. I’m not giving up. That’s a promise.”

One last kiss, and he helped me to my feet and opened the door. My brother stood there, taking in our disheveled appearance with narrowed eyes.

“Nice meeting you,” Alex said with a nod to Jake and let himself out.

My brother turned to me.

“Your boyfriend is Alex Kosinski?”

I rolled my eyes.
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“The Mountain”—Three Days Grace

 

My brother lined up some of the ol’ ladies from his club to help with Hank Isaac. Mattie babysat for Thursday’s game.

Sydney didn’t show, and I played like absolute shit.

“Get off my fucking goalie, you fuck!” I yelled as I jerked the player off Beck. No, the guy didn’t mean to land on our goalie, but the end result was the same. That the refs allowed the goal was a shit call, but they called the shots. Dickwads.

“Fucking bullshit!” Beck roared as he snapped his stick on the poles. He was right, their winning goal was a bullshit deal, but there was no helping it now.

We lost, and Coach was pissed. Rightfully so. It wasn’t only me. Everyone seemed off their game, as if we fed off each other’s shit until it was a gigantic snowball. We were four weeks into the regular season. Still time to pull our heads out of our asses, but it didn’t matter. We were all disgusted with ourselves.

Saturday’s game wasn’t much better. Again, we lost by one point. Some might say it was a close game and be happy. I wasn’t. None of us were.

We’d lost. And on home ice.

“We’re gonna hang out at McGregor’s tonight. You game?” Beck asked. I almost said hell yes, then I remembered Mattie was at my house with the baby.

“I’ll have to take a rain check,” I muttered on a sigh as I dried off after my shower.

“Oh. Shit, yeah, I forgot.” Beck and McGregor exchanged a silent look that clearly said they were glad it was me and not them. It rankled, but I understood.

“When are you supposed to hear something?” Baranov asked as he tied his shoes.

“Simon said they were supposed to have the results by now, but the lab they used had half of the staff out sick so shit got backed up.” I pulled on my T-shirt and shorts, then threw a ball cap on backwards.

“That sucks. Have you figured out what you’re going to do if it’s yours?” Baranov asked.

“Fuck, no,” I replied as I shoved my suit and tie in my bag. The bigwigs could fuck themselves; I wasn’t putting that shit back on after the game we’d had. Besides, it was a home game and we were all going to our houses.

I sent off a text to Sydney.

Me: Not sure if you saw the game or not, but we lost

There was slight consolation that she answered immediately.

Sexy Sydney: I saw. Sorry, I know that sucks

Me: Can I call you on the way home?

Sexy Sydney: yes

Me: Talk soon

“I’ll catch you guys at practice Monday morning.” I tucked my phone in my bag and hefted it to my shoulder. After several conciliatory pats on the back, we dispersed our separate ways.

As soon as I was in my car, I called her. She answered on the third ring.

“Hey,” she said, her voice hesitant. It could’ve been from our strained relationship, or it could’ve been from the game. Hell, it could’ve been both, but either way, I missed the easy banter we’d had before this shit.

“Game sucked, huh?” I asked her.

“Well, I’ve seen you play better, but you’ve had a lot going on,” she said, obviously trying to make me feel better. It actually caused me to chuckle because it was so ridiculous.

“Syd, you can say it—we sucked monkey nuts out there tonight. The only reason it was such a close game is because Beck is a fucking wall most of the time. At least when he isn’t being buried in the damn ice.”

“Oh my God! I know! I saw that!” It kept the smile on my face that she was adamantly jumping to our defense.

I’d hopped on I-35 to try to get home quicker, but there was an accident, and I was stuck in damn near standstill traffic. “Shit,” I muttered, thinking it was the perfect nutty turd on top of my shit sundae.

“Everything okay?” A mirthless laugh escaped me, because that was a loaded question if I’d ever heard one.

“That’s debatable, but I was referring to this accident on 35.”

“Oh damn, be careful.”

We spoke, but it was stilted and uncomfortable. I fucking hated it.

When ten minutes had passed and I was barely a mile up the road, I knew I needed to call Mattie to tell her I was going to be late. “Syd, I’m sorry to do this, but I need to let you go. I have to call the babysitter.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I winced. Her small “oh” further made me feel like crap. I’d tried not to rub Hank in when we’d talked over the last few days. Maybe it wasn’t the best strategy, but I was desperate and exhausted, so I wasn’t on my game mentally either.

I wanted to bang my head on the steering wheel.

“I guess I’ll talk to you later,” she said, and I wanted to shout at her to not hang up. But I held my tongue.

“Yeah. I’ll call you in the morning,” I offered.

“Okay.”

The call ended, and I was angry with myself because I’d wanted to ask her why she wasn’t there at the game. I wanted to ask her if this was salvageable or if it was an absolute wreck. I wanted to tell her I was coming over. Instead I’d tiptoed around like a dumb fuck.

Roaring out my frustration to no one inside my car, I threw my head back to the seat. When I’d gotten it all out, I called Mattie.

“Hello. Sorry about the game,” she said apologetically.

“Thanks,” I said on a huff. “How’s Isaac?” I’d started calling him by his middle name because it was a far cry better than Hank for a baby. If the kid wanted to go by Hank when he was older, that was up to him.

“He’s good. Much better than Thursday night.” He’d been fussy for her all night Thursday and had kept me up the rest of the night after she left. My sleep cycle was so fucked-up, it was no wonder I was a mess on the ice.

“Thank God. Anyway, I called to tell you I’m running late. There’s an accident on 35 and I’m barely creeping along.”

“No worries. He’s sleeping, and I’m sitting here reading. I’ll see you when you get here.”

“Thanks, Mattie. I appreciate it. See you soon.”

“See you when you get here,” she repeated before ending the call.

Traffic finally started moving, and I drove the rest of the way home with Architect blaring through my speakers to keep me awake. That and the thoughts running through my head. I still hadn’t told my parents about the whole baby thing.

For a few minutes I sat in my garage in the silence. I made the decision to call my dad the next day to get his advice.

The house was quiet with most of the lights off. The dim lights in the living room led me to where Mattie was lying on the couch with a Kindle. Victor was stretched out between her and the back of the couch. She gave me a small smile as she sat up.

My mind in turmoil, I dropped into a recliner and rested my arms over the back. “Thanks for helping me out with the kid. I know it’s not how you wanted to spend your Saturday night, but I really appreciate it.”

“It’s really not a problem. He’s not bad at all. Besides, I’m used to it with my little sister.” She tucked her Kindle into her backpack and stood. Victor opened his eyes and glared at us for disturbing him.

“I already sent you money through PayPal while I was in traffic.”

“Thank you. I got it, but you really didn’t need to give me that much, especially when I told you not to worry about it since you overpaid me Thursday night,” she said as she slung the bag over her shoulder.

“Hell, no. You’re taking time out of your night, and this is a job. Besides,” I gave her a crooked grin, “I wouldn’t want your dad kicking my ass for taking advantage of you like that.”

She snickered. “Whatever.”

“If you want to crash in one of the spare bedrooms, you can.” I’d offered last time, too, but she had declined.

“Thank you for the offer.” She twisted the backpack strap in her hands. “I, uh, am going to stay with a friend tonight. She doesn’t live far from here.”

My eyes narrowed slightly. She was acting a little out of character. “Your dad know?”

It wasn’t my business, but I didn’t want to get on his bad side. He was a big motherfucker, and even though he was damn near old enough to be my own father, I knew he could beat my ass.

“Oh! Yeah. Of course he does. Anyway, I better get going.” It wasn’t my imagination. She was acting fidgety, but I was too tired, and she wasn’t my kid.

I got up to set the alarm after I watched to make sure she got in her car and down the road okay.

Shuffling to my room, I paused outside Isaac’s room. The door was cracked, so I quietly pushed it open. He was lying on his back, tiny little arms up, hands curled softly. His lashes feathered over the tops of his cheeks, and his chubby cheeks moved every so often as he sucked in his sleep.

Fuck, he sure was cute when he was sleeping.

Unable to resist, I feathered my fingertips through his fluffy dark hair. It was amazing how tiny, yet perfect, he was.

With a sigh, I made sure the baby monitor was on and left the room, closing the door most of the way as I did. It was incredible, the number of things a baby needed. Thanks to my brother and his club, I’d been able to borrow a bunch of the stuff for him. Not that I couldn’t afford it, but they insisted.

When I got into my room, I turned back the covers, went to the bathroom, and brushed my teeth. Victor followed me in and hopped on the bed.

After climbing in bed, I checked for messages from Sydney. The last few days had been hard in so many ways. The minimal contact with her was probably the worst. She’d said we’d take it one day at a time, but I didn’t think that meant going to whatever this was.

Me: Goodnight. Talk to you in the morning

She didn’t answer, and I wondered if she was sleeping or if she was out with her friends.

As soon as my head hit the pillow, I dropped into a restless sleep.

[image: ]

I jolted awake, heart pounding and disoriented as hell. The shrieking was as bad as the sunlight that blinded me. I’d obviously forgotten to close the blinds before I went to bed last night.

Blinking the sleep away, I sat up and turned the monitor volume down. Yawning, I scratched my chest and reached for a band for my hair. I’d found out the hard way that Isaac had an uncanny way of puking in my hair if I left it down. Not to mention, he always managed to get a handful of it. Kid had a grip like I’d never seen.

After securing my hair in a messy form of a man-bun, I got up and pissed. Then I shuffled my way to the room I’d set up for Isaac. He was raising hell in his crib.

Stopping by the side, I reached in to pick him up. The second my hands touched him, his eyes opened. Tears were running down the sides of his face. “Let’s get you changed and put some food in our guts, yeah?”

He buried his head in my chest and rooted around against my bare skin. I’d never admit it to anyone, but it was damn near the sweetest thing I’d ever experienced. Talking quietly to him, I set him on the changing table and got his tiny pj’s undone.

In the few days he’d been with me, I’d actually gotten fairly adept at changing his diaper. It was a bizarre accomplishment that I’d never anticipated or thought I’d have to figure out. Like I said, kids hadn’t really been on my radar.

Once he was changed and zipped back up into his little footed jammies, I carried him out to the kitchen. The other thing I’d gotten good at was holding him while I made a bottle for him. Who knew babies needed special water to mix with their special milk? I sure as shit didn’t before that.

“This shit stinks, dude. I don’t know how you drink it.” I talked to him as I finished it up and put it in the bottle warmer. He damn near went crazy as he saw it coming close to his mouth. I chuckled at his exuberance.

I held him with one arm while I made myself a protein shake for breakfast. His eyes were intent on me the entire time he guzzled on the bottle. Once my shake was ready, I sat at the table and drank it as I held him. Victor jumped up on a chair and observed us.

As intently as I watched the little baby, he studied me, his blue eyes blinking slowly. It was hard to tell what with him being so tiny, but I was almost sure he had my eyes. He had a little dimple on his right cheek like I did too.

“Dude, I sure as shit wasn’t ready for you,” I said as he held one of my fingers and intently sucked away on the bottle. We both sat there quietly having our breakfast.

He was about halfway done, so I worked it out of his mouth like Avery had shown me and put him up to my shoulder to burp him. The massive sound that came out shouldn’t have come from something so tiny, and it always made me laugh.

“Good one, kiddo,” I said with a smile and brought him back down to finish the bottle.

Once he was done, I burped him again.

My head dropped forward when he puked down my shoulder and back. “Fuck,” I muttered. “I knew I forgot something.”

Avery had also shown me how to lay a burp cloth, towel, or blanket over my shoulder when I burped him to avoid the mess I now had. But I’d barely been awake when I grabbed him, and I’d forgotten.

“Let’s go get us cleaned up or we’re gonna smell like shit,” I said to him as if he actually understood a word I was saying.

Deciding to kill two birds with one stone, I stripped him out of his now puke-stained clothes and carried him into my walk-in shower. I’d learned really quick that babies were slippery, so I held him close and washed him off. Then I set him in the little bathtub hammock thingy I had in the shower for times like this and washed myself off while I watched him closely.

“Hey!” I exclaimed when a little arc of pee shot up from him and landed on my foot. Then he farted and gave me a toothless grin. He looked like my grandfather when he did that. It was impossible not to laugh.

I finished up in the shower and scooped his tiny naked butt up. After wrapping him in a towel that swallowed him, I set him on the bed, dried myself, and dressed. Then I took him to his room, put a clean outfit on him, and picked him up.

“You need a Kosinski jersey, little dude.” All he had was little pajama things to wear. Avery and the other ol’ ladies assured me this was what was best for babies, but I still thought he needed a jersey.

I called Sydney, but it went to voicemail. I tried to ignore the ache in my chest at the thought that she was blowing me off. When she didn’t answer the second call, I called my dad.

To say he was stunned would’ve been an understatement.

Isaac and I spent the day puttering around the house. Victor followed us around, still unsure of the tiny interloper but tolerating him well.

Several hours later, my phone rang. Jumping up before it woke Isaac from his nap, I hurried to stop the ringing. I made a note to put it on vibrate.

My stomach dropped when I saw it was my mother. I hadn’t talked to her since she got back from her vacation. We weren’t overly close.

“Hey, Mom,” I said.

“Alex.” By the tone of her voice, I knew she’d heard about Isaac. Shit.

“What’s up?” I tried to play off that I didn’t catch that tone of hers.

“You should’ve called me,” she said, full of disappointment. It was a tone she seemed to have with me often. Like she expected me to be a fuckup because I played hockey. I knew that was part of the reason they had split. Mom always assumed Dad was fucking around on her while he and I were traveling with my team.

“About what, Mom?” My resignation was apparent in my question, but I couldn’t disguise it. My brain and body were too tired for bullshit.

“You know what, Alex. A baby? Really? What are you going to do with a baby? You play hockey. You’re always gone. It’s not going to work.”

“Who told you? Cooper?” I hated that I was being snide with my mother, but I was at the end of my patience with everyone and everything.

“It doesn’t matter where I heard it. I’m worried about you and the baby. Have you gotten the paternity results back yet?”

“If I did, I’m sure you would’ve heard that too,” I replied with snark.

“Alex,” she warned. I snorted.

“I’m doing the best I can, and I’m figuring it out.”

“But this is your long stretch of home games. What happens when you go out of town on Friday?”

I was a little shocked she knew my schedule. “I’ll figure it out,” I repeated. She sighed.

“Do you need me to come down there to help you? I will if you need me.” Was it my imagination, or did she sound hopeful that I’d say yes, I needed her?

“I’m okay for now. You’re always welcome, but you don’t have to go out of your way because of this.”

We discussed Christmas, and I extended the offer for her to stay with me. To my surprise, she accepted. I made a mental note to give Dad a heads-up.

When I went to bed that night, I tried not to let it bother me that Sydney hadn’t made any more effort to spend time with me. Because though I understood, it sucked.

The next morning, I received a call that ended up being both a relief and a devastation.
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“This Is How A Heart Breaks”—Rob Thomas

 

Monday morning, I trudged into work feeling like I hadn’t slept a wink. It was the story of my life since everything had happened on Tuesday. It was hard to believe it had only been a week since some woman from Alex’s past showed up with a baby. It seemed more like a year with the way I missed him.

It shouldn’t bother me that he didn’t invite me over again after my last refusal. On one hand, I was thankful. If I was telling the truth, I didn’t want to get attached to a baby that might not be his. The other side to that coin was that if it was his, I’d been able to put aside the hurt that it was with someone else. Yet, he hadn’t shown any interest in having me over, and I was too stubborn to ask or to simply show up.

Flopping into my chair, I let my bag hit the floor and slouched with my head against the back of the chair and my eyes closed. Katie was out sick, and I hoped I wasn’t getting whatever she had. With as run-down as I was due to poor sleep, it would be easy for me to get sick.

Her being out was going to put me further behind. We’d been ridiculously busy, and I’d gotten a little backed up on some tasks. Getting a huge coffee from the break room, I sat down to reply to several emails.

Time got away from me until there was a knock on my door. A quick glance at my phone told me it was damn near lunchtime already.

“Come in!” I called. I’d closed the door to minimize interruptions while I worked.

When the door opened to reveal the man I’d been obsessing over, I sat up straighter. “Alex,” I murmured in surprise.

“Hey. Is it okay if I come in?” He looked over his shoulder, then back to me.

“Um, sure.” He came in and shut the door behind him. I’d forgotten how small he made my office seem. After some hesitation, he sprawled in the chair across from me but didn’t say anything. I waited expectantly.

“He’s not mine.”

At first, I was confused. I wasn’t tracking what he was talking about, and I waited for him to continue or elaborate.

“Hank Isaac. He’s not mine.” It wasn’t apparent how he was taking this news, as his face gave away nothing.

“Oh. Um, how do you feel about that?” I had to ask, because I wasn’t sure if he needed condolences or congratulations.

He shrugged and turned his head slightly as he stared at the wall. “It’s for the best. A relief, you know. The last thing I need in my life’s a kid. Never wanted one anyway, so I guess it all worked out.”

“Now what?”

Again, he shrugged, then met my gaze with eyes that seems colder than I’d ever seen them.

“He’s gone. Avery, one of the ol’ ladies with my brother’s club, had been helping me out with the situation, and turns out one of the guys who plays for Pittsburgh is the father. She’d hit him up with a paternity test before me but dropped him with me because I’m in Texas and she was on her way to Mexico. She didn’t even wait to get any of the fucking tests back.” His lip curled in disgust as he discussed the woman he’d been foolish enough to sleep with.

“So how is he gone already?” I was confused.

“Found out this morning. The father was on my doorstep before I got the official results. He’s actually a pretty decent guy. I played with him in the junior leagues. At least Avery was able to help his attorney set shit up so she can’t come back and try to take the kid. Anyway, it’s probably all for the best.” He shrugged.

Stunned barely described my emotions. His world had taken two one-eighties in barely a week. It was like looking at a stranger. This whole situation seemed to have changed him, and not in a good way. He’d gone from a confident, sometimes bossy asshole, to almost a shell. My chest ached for him.

“So why are you here?”

“I had the gym and then the morning skate. Thought I’d stop in to see you. I’ve missed you.” He said the words, but the lack of emotion in them had me questioning the validity of his statement.

“I missed you too,” I said warily. He was acting so strange that I didn’t know how to process it. “Are you sure you’re okay with all of this?”

He scrubbed his face with his hands but didn’t answer.

“Do you want to have dinner tonight?”

“Okay?” It came out as a question because I was certain this wasn’t the man I knew. Gone was the teasing, happy, snarky guy who had stolen my heart. If he wasn’t sitting in front of me in person, I’d have sworn he was an imposter.

“Cool. I’ll pick you up at about six thirty?” He stood.

“That’s fine,” I replied. He nodded and left the office. No kiss, no sweet words, not even a see you later.

For the rest of the day, I mulled over the incident. He’d literally left me reeling.

After my day ended, I texted him to find out what I should wear. We hadn’t discussed where we’d be eating.

Me: What should I wear tonight?

Biker Boy: I’m sorry, I need to reschedule. Something came up.

Me: Okay. Sure. Is everything okay?

Biker Boy: Yeah

Except he never rescheduled.

For the game Tuesday night, I decided to use the tickets he’d gotten for me. Not once did I notice him look my way. He played aggressively, and they managed to win, despite his multiple penalties during the game. Not that he was the only one; the penalties were flying left and right on both sides.

I waited by his car for him, but then chickened out when the players started to come out. I’d decided it might not be a good idea to have witnesses. If he was blowing me off because he was done with me, then I wasn’t going to risk my job.

Besides, I wasn’t feeling great and I was convinced Katie had gotten me sick.

They had an away game on Friday night, then a home game Saturday, but I watched it from the couch because I’d been sick all week. They’d lost the away game but won the home game.

By Monday, I was still sick and I had to call in. Jake came by after he got off work and brought me soup and crackers.

“Jesus. You look like shit,” he said as he wrinkled his nose.

“Thanks,” I said as I lay on my couch. “You might not want to get too close because I think I have the flu.”

“Oh don’t worry, sis, I’m not getting in sneezing distance of you.” He set the to-go bowl of soup from my favorite restaurant on the coffee table.

“I’m feeling the love,” I grumbled. The scent of the soup wafted over, and for a second, I salivated. Then my stomach rebelled. “Ugh! Get it away!”

He quickly scooped it up and took it to the kitchen. “Don’t you dare puke!”

“I’m good now.” I groaned as I pulled my covers over my head.

“Well, no offense, but I’m gonna take off. Do you need anything before I go?” he asked from the kitchen.

“Uh-uh. I just wanna sleep,” I said as my eyes got heavy.

“Well, call or text if you do. I’m only about ten minutes away now.” He’d moved into a new apartment that was closer to me. It made me happy that we’d been closer since I’d moved home, but then he’d moved to a nicer apartment in my area, which made it better yet.

“Okay,” I murmured.

I was barely cognizant of the click of my door as I drifted off to sleep again.
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“Ashes of Eden”—Breaking Benjamin

 

When I left her office on Monday, I was starting to pull myself out of the funk I’d been in since Isaac’s father and his attorney came to pick him up. It didn’t seem possible that in a week, I’d become attached to that tiny human.

Considering I’d never wanted to be a father, the idea had started to grow on me as much as that little guy had. I’d venture a guess that I actually cared about him. More than a little.

“Alex.” I heard my name called from down the hall and paused. I knew exactly who it was.

My eyes closed, and I whispered, “Fuck.”

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Simon demanded quietly so as not to be overheard.

“Walking down the hall?” I opened my eyes and met his angry gaze.

“Don’t get fucking smart. I warned you to stay the hell away from her.”

“Yeah, but it turns out it wasn’t my kid. Surely you’ve heard.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“I don’t give two shits. You’re still the same guy. You don’t have your shit together, and gossip and scandal will forever follow you because you can’t seem to grow up,” he ground out.

“How the hell would you know? I own my own home, have a car, a motorcycle, and a motherfucking cat. I’m not in debt, my credit is good. What more do you want from me?” I held my arms out as I tipped my head at him.

“I want you to stay away from my niece. All she wanted was to get a job that she enjoyed. She has that. By dating you, she’s jeopardizing that. If she loses this job, she’ll be pressured to work for her father, my brother. He loves her but he doesn’t always know what’s best for her. She’ll be miserable. Is that what you want for her? You may not care because your life is so goddamn perfect, but I worry about her happiness. So this is the last time I’ll tell you. Stay the hell away from her, or you’re done. You’ll never play hockey again. I. Will. Ruin. You.” He glared at me, and I shook my head with a disgusted huff.

“Maybe you should let her decide what makes her happy instead of assuming. Because it sounds to me like you’re not much different than her father.”

Pissed and afraid I’d say something that would provoke him to follow through on his threat, I walked off. Deciding it would be best if I didn’t stick around, I left the building. The entire way home, I fumed.

When I got there, I was boiling.

Deciding to work off some of my frustration, I went straight to my gym and worked out until I was dripping sweat and could barely move. Chest heaving, I stared at myself in the mirror.

Then I went to Isaac’s room and started throwing everything in the boxes they’d brought it in. I disassembled the furniture and dragged it out to the garage. Not satisfied that I could still see it, I threw a tarp over it.

Still the anger surged within me.

If I couldn’t figure out a way to get Simon off my back, I was going to lose Sydney. In a week’s time, it seemed like I was going to lose everything that meant a damn to me. The only thing I had left was hockey, and it seemed a cold fucking bedfellow.

“Arrrrggghhhh!” I yelled as I buried my fist in the sheetrock over the tarp-covered pile. Then I did it again. My fists dripped blood on the concrete floor.

Maybe Simon was right, and Sydney didn’t need my shit.

“What the fuck did that wall ever do to you?” I spun to see my brother standing in the doorway with his arms crossed.

“I don’t wanna fucking talk about it,” I muttered as I shoved past him to go in the kitchen. The water ran red, then pink as I cleaned my hands.

Biding his time, he silently watched me as I ignored him.

“You need something?” I asked without meeting his eyes.

“You might wanna ice that shit if you plan on playing tomorrow night,” he said as he helped himself to a beer from my fridge.

“Yeah.” I did as he said. “You tell the ol’ ladies I said thanks for the use of the stuff. I don’t have a truck or I’d bring it back.”

“I can get it picked up.”

“Good. Can you do it soon?”

“Sure,” he replied cautiously.

“You never answered me. Why are you here?”

“Do I need a reason to stop by to see my little brother?” He took a pull on the beer as he sat at the breakfast bar. Then he set the bottle on the granite and spun it in his fingers as he appeared to think.

“No, you don’t, but it’s not like you to stop by on a random Monday afternoon,” I said as I grabbed a bottle of water.

His blue eyes met mine. “I wanted to see how you were holding up. Avery said they came and got the little guy this morning.”

“Avery talks too much,” I muttered as I swallowed half the contents of the bottle.

“Don’t let Gunny hear you talk shit about his ol’ lady,” he said with a snort of laughter. I rolled my eyes. “There’s no shame in admitting you’re hurting.” My brother seemed to be full of philosophical bullshit again.

“Whatever,” I said in tired tone.

“Why don’t you have Sydney come over? I think you need something to get your mind off this shit. Quit being so damn melancholy, busting up your hands and shit.” He raised his beer in salute, but I shook my head.

“I don’t think she’ll be coming over anymore.” At least not if I couldn’t find a way to have her without fucking shit up for her. The last thing I wanted to do was be the reason she lost her job or got her ass in a sling.

“What? Why? You were crazy about her,” he said, incredulous. I shrugged.

“Shit changes,” I said as if it was no big deal. Except it was. A really big deal.

My phone pinged with a message. It was Sydney asking about what she should wear for dinner. First, I placed it facedown and ignored it. Then I replied to bail on her.

It was impulsive, and after I hit Send I regretted it, but for once I was thinking about what was best for her. I was used to getting what I wanted, and I’d wanted her. Bad. Looking back, I’d essentially bulldozed my way into her life again and used her attraction to me to get her to overlook the precarious situation I’d placed her in with her job.

Instead of giving me relief from responsibilities and the ties of a relationship, it sucked. It left me feeling like someone had hit me in the chest with a slapshot.

“You’re a fucking idiot,” he muttered. I glanced in his direction as I ran a hand over my mouth in frustration.

“I think I was beginning to love that little kid, and then I found out he wasn’t mine and they just—took him. To top it all off, her uncle is the team attorney. He threatened to get me kicked off the team if I didn’t stay away from her,” I finally admitted. He was the first person I’d mentioned any of this to and it felt good to get it off my chest.

“He can’t do that,” he said with a disgusted scrunch of his face. “You have a contract, and you’re one of the best players on the team. What’s he going to do, have some shit made up to get you terminated? Please. I’d like to see him fucking try, because I promise you, I have connections that would fuck up his life if he tried.”

“You think I should test him?” I sighed.

“Maybe some things are more important than fucking hockey. Did you ever think of that?” He set the bottle down and spun his chair to face me.

“Of course I have. But I’ve also thought about the other side of things. Like what if things go to shit and I don’t have Sydney or hockey?” I rested my elbows on the bar and held my head that was pounding. Because regardless of the words I spewed at my brother, trying to be a tough guy, I had a feeling losing Sydney would be worse than never playing another day of hockey.

“Maybe you won’t know if you don’t try. Just remember… you won’t have hockey forever. Then what?” He stood and tossed the empty bottle in the trash. “Let me see what I can do. I’ll do some digging.”

I shook my head. “Whatever,” I muttered, knowing in my heart he was spot-on about hockey.

At the game the next night, I was still angry. It resulted in a handful of penalties.

Truthfully, the last couple of games, I’d played like absolute shit. The beginning of this one wasn’t much better. I’d not only gotten minor penalties, I’d been in the penalty box twice. Coach was pissed as fuck at me.

We still won, but it was a rough game.

My head wasn’t in the game because it was full of her. The problem was, I didn’t know how to get her out of it. That had never happened to me before. I was the guy that broke shit off. No, that was a lie, because I didn’t catch feelings for any chick.

It had taken everything I had not to stare at her. I’d seen her sitting in my seat. She’d been alone, the seat next to her empty. It was the worst kind of torture to ignore her, but I kept telling myself I was doing what was right for her. Then I’d dragged ass after the game in case she was out there. Maybe that was big-headed of me, but I wasn’t willing to gamble on the fact that I could be wrong.

The days dragged by in a blur. I worked out like a fiend, skated my ass off in practice, and dropped into bed exhausted every night.

We were in November and we were getting down to the wire. Things were getting serious. We always hoped and tried to be sitting in a good position by Thanksgiving. That was eleven games away.
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“Oof!” I grunted as I was checked into the boards by Seattle defenseman Griffin. It wasn’t a bad play, but fuck, I’d been getting beaten up during that game. I’d been able to concentrate easier without Sydney there, but I’d be a liar if I said I was happy about it.

Though we tried to ignore a lot of what went on in the stands, some chicks held up a sign offering to have a threesome, and of course no one would let it lie. The guys gave me a lot of shit for that as we sat on the bench dripping sweat.

“Like none of you guys have ever had someone offer that,” I scoffed as we laughed, though my heart wasn’t really in it.

I forced myself to compartmentalize and focus as we switched lines.

We were already ahead by two points in the third period, but you could never win by too much. So when I had the opportunity, I took it. Halvorson, McGregor, and I hauled ass to the net as we passed the puck back and forth across the ice. McGregor faked the shot, then passed to me, and I sent it into the net with a wickedly powerful wrist shot.

The buzzer sounded within seconds of my shot. We were all grinning as I skated with my stick held aloft, and the guys slammed into me, shouting.

“Damn, Kosinski! I think I might have seen a little steam on the ice from that shot,” Kalashnik said with a grin.

That home game on Saturday was what we needed. It was a nearly flawless game. But none of us were so cocky that we wouldn’t acknowledge it was a group effort.

“Good game, fuckers!” Beck shouted through the shower room. There was a chorus of shouts in agreement, whistles, and yelling. We were riding pretty high after that win.

“Hey, Kosinski!” McGregor said as he dressed. “How about we chill in your hot tub tonight?”

“What, no bitches for you tonight?” I teased as I pulled a clean shirt over my head.

“Nah, I’m fucking beat. I just wanna chill. Maybe have a beer or two, then crash.”

“Ah, the truth comes out. You just want to drink my beer.” I grinned as I slipped my shoes on and tied them.

“That, and I’m having Alex withdrawals,” he said with a lewd wiggle of his tongue and a wink. It was impossible not to laugh.

“You just shared a room together last night,” said Beck with a laugh. “He didn’t wear you out then?”

McGregor stopped dead in his tracks and deadpanned Beck. “Dude. You know I wear him out.”

“Christ,” I said as I shook my head. I shouldered my bag and told him, “If you’re coming, that’s fine. But I’m not gonna be up late. I have a quick stop to make, but I’ll be there.”

“Oooo, Kosinski’s gotta get a drive-by piece of ass?” Baranov hooted, and I flipped him off.

“Hell, no. If I’m getting a piece of ass, it’s lasting all fucking night.” I gave a half-hearted laugh as the guys groaned. Several of us walked out together.

After I tossed my shit in the back, I waved to them. “See you in a few, McGregor!”

He held up a hand in agreement and pulled out of the lot.

Right before I shut my door, I heard my name called out. I stood up and looked back toward the stadium. Halvorson was walking toward me.

“Yeah?” He’d been acting weird, so I braced for any dickishness he might want to throw my way.

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”

“About?”

He shoved his hands in his pants and looked uncomfortable. “I owe you an apology.”

Stunned speechless, I stared.

“It wasn’t your fault they picked you up instead of Andre. I was a dick to say you didn’t deserve the spot, but I was pissed and had a chip on my shoulder. I think you’re a smart and skilled player, and I’m proud to call you my teammate. I just wanted you to know.” It was evident that his speech had taken a lot of balls. He’d essentially stood in front of me eating crow.

“Damn. Thanks. And for what it’s worth, you’re a badass on the ice yourself. It’s too bad you’re suck a dick off the ice.” His eyes widened, but I couldn’t hold my grin back to fully appreciate fucking with him. “I’m fucking with you. But seriously, thanks man. I’m damn proud to be a part of this team, and you’re a kickass captain when you weren’t riding my ass for no reason.”

I held my hand out and he gave me a lopsided grin before he took my hand in his. He shook his head. “Good game tonight.”

“You too,” I agreed.

With one last nod, he got in his car and drove off.

Disbelief had me standing there like a dipshit while the rest of the guys came out and got in their vehicles. When they called out goodbye, I shook myself out of my shocked stupor and got back in my car. I needed to get going anyway.

No, I didn’t really have a stop to make, per se. But I did make a detour on the way home.

Stopping in front of the apartment complex, I sat in my car as it idled. My eyes counted over to her windows, and I stared like a lovesick sap.

It dawned on me that the description fit. In less than two months, she’d wrapped me up around her little finger so tight, I didn’t know how to get loose.

Then I realized something that shook me to my core—I didn’t really want to get loose.

“Sydney, we’re not done. I just gotta get some shit straight.”

I drove toward home with new determination.
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“Ride”—SoMo

 

Monday morning, I opened my office door and shrieked. I wasn’t expecting anyone in there. Especially since I was early. I’d planned to use the time to get caught up on my work. Katie and I had been sick off and on the past week and a half or so. I was pretty sure we were passing it back and forth.

Furtively looking down the hall both ways to be sure I hadn’t brought the cavalry running, I stepped inside and quickly shut the door.

“What are you doing here?” I asked in an outraged whisper. I locked the door so no one would know I was there.

“Well, good morning to you too,” Alex said with a grin from my chair. His hands were linked behind his head, causing his shirt to ride up a bit. The tiny peek of abs I saw was enough to send my pulse racing.

I dropped all of my shit in the chair by my door. The office didn’t leave a lot of room to move around. I was pretty sure it was actually a supply closet at one time.

“Alex,” I groaned in frustration. He dropped his arms.

“Come here, Sydney,” he said in a tone that should be way too sultry for my office.

“Fuck off, Alex.”

“Don’t be like that.” His eyes flickered uncertainly, and my anger ignited.

“Don’t be like what? Upset that you cancelled on me at the last minute? Don’t be pissed that you ghosted me for a fucking week? Don’t be blown away by your nerve to show up in my office like some king of creepers after all of that, acting like nothing happened? What, Alex? What exactly should I not be like?” My hands fisted and I clenched my jaw.

He swallowed hard and briefly closed his eyes. Then he blasted those blue eyes full of sincerity at me. “I’m sorry. I was a dick. But I promise you, I thought I was doing what was best for you. The problem is, no matter how many times I tell myself what the right thing to do is, I keep circling back around to you. I can’t stay away. I tried, and it was miserable.”

“It wasn’t so fucking hot on my end either,” I said through my clenched teeth as I continued to glare.

“I know it sounds like a cop-out, but I told you I’d probably fuck shit up. Let me make it up to you. Let me do better. Let me be the man you deserve. Please?” He held out his hand to me.

I crossed my arms and tapped my foot.

“Sydney. Please?”

“Why should I?”

“Because I’m begging you,” he said, sighing before he palmed his mouth and watched me.

Though I had been extremely angry at him, I didn’t want to be. The anger ate at my soul, and I hated it. Deciding to see what he had to say, I took the first step forward.

Like a moth to a flame, I found myself standing between his spread legs. His hands slid up from behind my knees to my outer thighs and up my skirt. He looked up at me with those hypnotizing blue eyes and those sinfully thick eyelashes as my hands found their way into his hair.

“What are you doing?” I sighed as I found myself leaning into him. Remembering where I was, I stopped.

“I’m sorry I’ve been scarce. I was an idiot. But since I pulled my head out of my ass, I’ve had someone looking into some things,” he said vaguely.

“Okay?” I gave a breathless laugh. “About?”

“Us.”

“What about us?”

“I’m tired of pretending I don’t want you. I’m tired of hiding this. I’m tired of avoiding each other out of fear for what could happen with your job or mine. So I have someone going through both of our employment-slash-contract stipulations.” He bit his lip in an oh-so-sexy way as his eyes flickered back and forth with mine. My heart was racing so fast, I experienced a momentary dizzy spell. He held me tight.

“How the hell did you get my employment contract?” I pushed back further to give him a narrow-eyed stare.

“It might be better if you didn’t know that.” He appeared chagrined, and I hated to ask. Matter of fact, I really didn’t want to know at all.

“Wow. Um, okay, but what if they find that we can’t be together? You know this job is important to me. I love what I do with the foundation.”

“I know you do, which is exactly why I tried to stay away. But what I’m asking you to do is not worry about that right now. We’ll continue to be careful until I get my answers, but I want you to know something. Something you need to keep in mind regardless of what the outcome of my little search is.”

My head tipped inquiringly as I waited for him to continue.

“I love you, Sydney.”

I gasped. “What?”

That sent my heart tripping and stuttering as my stomach fluttered wildly. It was the absolute last thing I expected him to say at that time.

“I’m not telling you that to pressure you. It’s not a ploy to get what I want, and I don’t need you to say it back. I just wanted you to know. So you know this is more than me trying to figure out how to be able to fuck you. Though, that’s definitely part of the draw.” His grin was wicked and beautiful as he moved closer, lifted my blouse and trailed the tip of his nose over my skin.

Words escaped me as my body tingled in anticipation. My hands framed his face and stopped his movement. “This is a very bad idea. What if someone comes to the door?”

“Pretend you’re not here.” He begged with his eyes as he looked up at me and tugged my panties until they fell to my feet.

“I’m at work. You know, the place you don’t want me to get fired from?”

“I’ll be quiet as a mouse. I swear,” he whispered. For about two seconds, I lost myself in the feel of his hands on my bare skin. It didn’t take long before I grabbed myself by the lady-balls and stopped his movements.

“I’m not fucking you in my office. That’s non-negotiable.” I shook my head. Though I stayed firm, inside I seriously didn’t want him to stop touching me.

“Okay. I respect you, baby.” He pressed a kiss to my abdomen, then laid the side of his head against me as he held me quietly.

“We’re going to figure this out. I promise. One way or another. I love you, Sydney. I never thought I’d say that to a woman, but I also never expected you. You make me feel like I’ve been waiting for you forever, I just didn’t know it. Are you willing to try?”

I nodded as he deftly straightened my clothes.

When he kissed each satin-and-lace-covered boob, I let out a soft laughing groan. “Don’t you have to be at practice?”

“Yeah. Just finished at the gym, so I have a bit before I have to hit the ice. But I wanted to see you and make sure you knew where I stood.”

“Okay, but I have a lot of work to do today. Can we finish this tonight?” I asked him as I sifted my fingers through his hair.

“Fuck, yes,” he murmured. He hugged me tightly, and my hand gently held him cradled to my body.

When he pulled away and stood, I noticed the raging hard-on in his basketball shorts. I shot him a pained look and motioned toward it. “Um, looks like you have a bit of a problem?”

He pulled his hips back out of my reach and adjusted himself with a wince. “I’ll be okay. That’s not important. You are.”

One last lingering kiss and he was out the door, whistling as he went down the hall.

With shaking legs, I sat in my desk chair. It was then that I realized he didn’t put my panties back on me. Looking around the tiny office, I quickly realized they weren’t there.

Opening my phone, I sent a message.

Me: My panties disappeared

Biker Boy: Imagine that

Me: You’re in so much trouble

Biker Boy: Promises, promises. I’ll be waiting at my house for you.
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The entire way to his place, I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. Anticipation held me hostage, and I’d been on edge all day. Alex loves me. He said he loved me. Wow. That had blown me away in a fantastic way.

He must’ve been watching for me, because he came walking out the garage door as I parked. His smile was brilliantly blinding.

It matched mine.

He opened my door and helped me out. “Hey,” I said on a sigh.

“Hey, yourself. How was the rest of your day?”

“Busy,” I huffed out. “But it doesn’t matter now. How was practice?”

“Rough. Coach worked the dog snot out of us,” he said, then chuckled.

Before I could throw myself at him, I stopped. I needed clarification. “So we’re doing this for real? You meant what you said?”

“If that’s what you want, yes. But the ball’s in your court. If you don’t want to risk it, I’ll back off. Not that I want to, but your happiness is more important than anything to me. During the time I ghosted you, I did a lot of thinking and soul searching. Realizing your happiness was more important than anything else—that’s how I knew I loved you.” He waited for my answer as my heart tried to hammer through my chest wall.

Stretching up onto my tiptoes, I kissed him. Then I said against his lips, “You said something about finishing what you started earlier?”

“I made you supper,” he said between kisses. We kissed in-between each step that carried us into the house.

Feeling bold and taking charge for once in our relationship, I tugged him to the table and rested on the edge. I pushed the chair out a little further. “I believe you were about there,” I said as I pointed at the chair.

He smirked. “Is that right?”

I nodded, and he sat, raising a questioning brow. “Yes.”

“Now what?” The thought that he was letting me drive this train sent my need through the roof.

“Whatever you were going to do in my office.”

He chuckled darkly. “What if all I planned to do was kiss you?”

Shooting him a droll stare, I snorted. “Right.”

He grinned, then reached for me. “Like this?” Raising my blouse until it was untucked from my skirt, he watched me, waiting for my guidance.

I nodded as I wet my bottom lip.

He slowly unbuttoned my shirt. The anticipation had me trembling. I sighed as he kissed my abdomen, and a shiver skated down my spine. His hands went back to my legs and slid further up my skirt. When they did, his forearms pushed the fabric higher.

The way his lips moved over my skin as he whispered dirty little secrets to my body had me moaning softly. My hands left the light hold I had on his hair and gripped his muscular shoulders. “I like this bold side of you, Syd.”

Slowly and gently, he moved me until I lay back over the kitchen table. My head was slightly over the opposite edge, and my hair hung down to touch the floor. Sensually, he kissed, nipped, and licked the skin from my ankles to my knees.

I raised my head to look at him, and our eyes locked. He held my gaze through every smooth, seductive motion, daring me to tell him to stop.

“Alex.” His name whispered out of my mouth on a needy exhale.

“Do.” Kiss. “You.” Bite. “Want.” Lick. “Me.” Feathered touch of his nose up my leg. “To stop?”

“Please don’t,” I gasped. Those perfect lips curled into a satisfied smile as he reached up to slip my panties down in a tortuously slow motion. “Hey, I thought you had a panty thief earlier. Where did you get these?” he asked with a smirk.

“Gym bag,” I blurted out as I gasped. I let out a raspy moan when he licked my calf and teased the skin with his teeth.

“I can’t believe you want me to have dessert first,” he whispered against my inner knee as he slid them all the way off. “Maybe I should stop so I don’t spoil my supper.”

I shot him a don’t you dare look as I gripped the edge of the table.

He held my hips with splayed hands, and we met in the middle, with him kissing me in the most intimate way a man could kiss a woman. Fire burned through my veins as I bit my lip to control the sounds that escaped me.

The sexy way that he refused to look away from me through each and every movement was driving my core temperature through the roof. Fevered, I thrashed as he drew my clit into his mouth and sucked.

“Allllleeeeexxxxx,” I drew out, barely louder than a breath. Despite all my initial intentions to let him worship me, I wiggled at the intense sensations.

“Sit still. Or I’ll stop,” he growled in warning.

“Don’t you fucking dare!” I yelled. His chuckle sent soft puffs of his breath to tease my already overstimulated flesh. “Oh, God,” I moaned.

Intent and focused, much like he was on the ice, he resumed his pace, and it wasn’t long before I was careening over the cliff. My nails dug into his arms, and one hand grabbed his hair, shamelessly grinding my pussy into his face as I shattered.

Relentless, he kept up his assault, drawing out the pleasure as I reeled. I lost focus of everything except the explosive perfection of what he was doing.

Riding the waves of bliss, I panted. When I finally floated back down to reality and only soft little echoes of my climax remained, I blinked until my vision cleared. “Holy hell. That was….” I couldn’t find the words.

“Amazing?”

“Yes,” I sighed.

“Delicious?”

“Yesss,” I agreed. He chuckled, then helped me sit up, then wiped his face and beard, which caused me to flush.

He leaned up to kiss me, and though he’d wiped himself off, I could still taste myself on his lips. When he pulled back, I sighed.

“Now how about that supper?”

Bliss-drunk, I grinned. We ate, then spent the rest of the night making up.

After that night, he was busy all week, due to practice for the Tuesday home game and then their road trip. We’d still spent every night together either at his house or mine until he left for the away week. They’d come home briefly between games on Monday night, and we’d been able to spend lunch Tuesday and that night together.

I’d tried to argue against it. “Alex, I don’t want you to get whatever Katie and I’ve got going on. If you get sick, you’ll miss your games,” I reasoned, but he insisted he’d be fine.

“I have a great immune system. I hardly ever get sick,” he’d told me.

He’d taken care of me when I was too exhausted to get out of bed that night. He’d even held my hair while I hurled up the very expensive lunch he’d bought me.

“Syd, maybe you need to go to the doctor,” he suggested as I emptied my stomach again.

I shook my head. I hated doctors. “Katie has been sick too. I really think we’ve been passing it back and forth.”

“I’m not a doctor, but I’m not so sure that’s how it works,” he said skeptically.

I waved away his theories.

“If you’re not better by the time I’m back, you’re going in. No arguments, eh?”

Childishly, I stuck my tongue out at him.

He chuckled. “Nice, Syd.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. “What have your mysterious people found out about the safety of my job if I say I’m banging the star player?”

He choked on his laughter. “Jesus. Let’s get you back to bed, then we’ll talk.”

Once I was cleaned up, he cuddled with me in the bed.

“There’s no real hard and fast rule that says we can’t date. You’re not an ice girl. I’ve never understood that rule, but it doesn’t really matter either way. So it seems like it shouldn’t be a problem, but I need some time to get some shit situated.”

“When I discreetly asked around, some of the people said even though there wasn’t a rule, they would find ways to get rid of the employees because the owners were old school sticks in the mud. So what kind of stuff do you need to get situated?” My eyes narrowed on him as he tucked me into bed. He got red in the face.

“I don’t want to say until I get more information. It might end up being a happy surprise.” Honestly, I wasn’t sure I had as much faith as he did.

And now everything was about to change.

It had been almost two weeks since Alex had told me he loved me. That Sunday dawned bright and early, but I’d been up all night. I was sitting on the end of the couch, waiting for Natalie to wake up.

The last away game of the stretch had been last night. Natalie and I had cheered them on from my couch.

We’d made plans for her to spend the night, then I’d drop her off on my way to Alex’s today.

She’d consumed a bottle and a half of wine the night before and crashed hard. I hadn’t touched it because the first sip didn’t sit well in my stomach.

When she wasn’t showing any signs of waking up, I stealthily ran a fingernail up her foot. She grunted and jerked her foot. I did it again.

She jerked again, but that time got up on her elbow. Her hair was a mess of tangles, and she had a miserable curl to her lip. “Whatchodoinupsoearly?” she mumbled.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Did I wake you?” I asked innocently. The look she gave me told me she wasn’t buying that.

“Mm,” she grunted. “Sure you are. Why are you up so dang early?” She ran a hand down her face, but it did nothing for her disheveled appearance. If it wasn’t such a dire situation, I might’ve laughed.

“I have a problem,” I finally admitted, crumpling into tears.

“Hey!” She quickly sat up and wrapped an arm around me. “What the heck happened?”

My hand that had been wrapped tightly around the stick in a baggie opened, revealing the item. Her eyes went round as saucers.

“Syd?” She asked repeatedly looking from me to the stick and back again.

“I know,” I wailed.

“Did you go to the store this morning? I didn’t even hear you leave. Why didn’t you say something last night?” Her shock caused her to have word vomit as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. I wasn’t sure I had, and I’d been looking at it all night.

“Because last night I still believed what was wrong was a stomach bug. Then I spent the night puking my guts up. When I got a clean towel out to dry my face, I spilled my tampons.” I sniffled. “Then I realized I hadn’t used any in quite a while. So I started to count the days, but it didn’t take a genius. I’m not sure why it didn’t occur to me sooner. But Katie has been sick too; I just figured we were passing shit back and forth. So I had this from that time you thought you might be. You know, when we bought one of every test they had at the store?”

“Oh, shit. Um….” She hesitated, uncertain what to say.

“I knowwwww!” I grimaced as I blubbered.

“Sorry, Syd, I’m a little confused because you’re seriously distraught.” She gave me a questioning look. “You said he told you he loved you. I’m not seeing the problem. So it’s a little early in the relationship, but hell, he was ready to raise a baby he thought was his with some random chick. This one is with someone he loves.”

The problem with that logic was that she hadn’t been there the day he found out. Hell, he hadn’t even talked about the baby since the day they took him away. It was like the whole situation was simply erased. So he was either truly relieved or he was burying the emotions and not dealing with them. Neither was a good option in this case.

“I know what I have to do.” I sniffled pathetically.

It was the hardest decision I’d made in my life. Though I loved him, there’s no way I was giving up my baby because he didn’t want one. There was no way we could make things work with him being that against having kids.

“Did you call him? Have you told him yet?” Natalie asked. Her brow furrowed as she studied me.

“No. I don’t know that I will,” I admitted with a sad frown.

“What? Why not?” Incredulous, she slapped her hands on her head.

“God, Nat, you didn’t hear him that day. He doesn’t want a kid. He seemed relieved when they found out Hank Isaac wasn’t his. He said he was glad and didn’t want kids. But it’s okay, I don’t need him. I’m perfectly capable of raising this child by myself.” It hurt to say that out loud, but I was and I would.

“That’s not the point, Syd. You didn’t make this baby all by yourself, did you?”

“Of course not.” I sighed as I laid my head on the back of the couch.

“Then he has an obligation in this too. Even if he doesn’t want to help raise it, he can still help you out financially. There’s no way you’re going to be able to afford decent daycare on your own. My coworkers bitch about how expensive it is all the time,” she argued.

“Hell, no, then I’m no better than that gold digger who was fishing for a baby daddy. If I have to, I’ll move home. I don’t want his money!” I growled in disgust. The thought of having to move home sucked too. Facing the disappointment I was sure to see in my dad’s eyes every damn day was not tops on my life lists. Ugh, who was I kidding? It would be miserable. The worst move in the world.

“I didn’t say you did, but you need to be realistic, not emotional. Did you get pregnant on purpose?”

“You know I didn’t.” I scoffed and found emotional tears again.

“Then there’s no comparison. It was an accident. But you both knew the risks when you did the deed, so he has no room to bitch.” She was so rational, but I was having a hard time imagining telling him. It terrified me.

“You’ve never really said… do you love him?” she asked softly.

“So damn much.”

I needed to see where we stood with it once and for all. If he truly didn’t want kids, this ended any chance of us working out even if there was a mysterious loophole. To have him think I could do something like this on purpose bothered me, too.

Not that it would matter in the end, since we’d be over.

“Fine. I’ll tell him.”

Eventually.
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“Beautiful”—Pop Evil

 

“Meow!” Victor howled as I sprawled on the couch, flipping through channels aimlessly. Nothing appealed to me, but I was tired and wanted something mindless. When I didn’t show him attention, he jumped up and snuggled into my side as he stared up at me.

“I know buddy, she’ll be here soon.” I pretended that his discontent was because he missed Sydney too. Hell, for all I knew, he might. She’d stayed most of her nights at my place before the road trip.

Restless, I shut the TV off and listened for the sound of her car as she pulled up. I should’ve given her a key. Why the hell hadn’t I given her a key?

The sound of a car in the driveway had me jumping up. I realized I was nervous. Extremely so. My hands were sweating like I was getting ready to step on the ice for the last game of the Stanley Cup playoffs.

My mind spun to how long I’d actually known her. In truth it was close to six months or more. Then I wondered would she think it wasn’t long enough? What if I was jumping the gun?

I checked everything once more. My heart raced so I took a few deep breaths. Shook myself out like I was preparing for the title fight. And maybe peeked in the mirror in the hall.

Hair straight, teeth clean, beard trimmed and smooth.

“Meow!”

“Okay, okay,” I said to my mouthy cat. “I’ll let her in.”

But when I opened the door, she was still sitting in her car, hands on the wheel. It was still running, and if I wasn’t mistaken, she looked like she was considering backing right back out. Her lips seemed to be moving, so I thought maybe she was talking on the phone.

I looked down at Victor, who was watching through the glass storm door. He looked up at me. “What’s she doing?” I asked him as if he’d answer.

When it went on for a while and she didn’t get out, I couldn’t stand it anymore and I walked up to her car window. Tapping on it softly, I was surprised when she jumped and squealed behind the glass.

She swallowed nervously and shut the car off. I stepped back as she opened the door and stood. Nervous energy seemed to physically hit me as it pinged off her. Did she know? Maybe I’d done something to give it away? I cast my own nervous glance to the house.

“Hey,” she said as she looked up at me. That sexy top lip that was slightly fuller than the bottom seemed to quiver. Her dark hair was silky soft over my hands as I gathered her against me. Her arms wrapped around my waist, and she pressed her nose into my neck.

“I missed you,” she said against my skin, then reached up and kissed my jaw.

“I missed you too, baby.” The endearment slipped out, but I found I didn’t mind. In fact, it tasted good on my tongue. Felt as natural as breathing.

She didn’t move, and while I could’ve held her like that all night, I was anxious. I’d been planning all week. I’d done everything I could to make it perfect.

“Do you want to stay out here all night or go inside? I mean, if you want to put on a show for the neighbors, we sure can, but I’d rather not.” She gave a laugh into my shoulder that didn’t seem to hold a lot of weight.

Using the edge of my fingers, I caught her chin, lifted her head, and held her gaze. “What’s wrong with you? And don’t say nothing.”

“It was a long week. I never really thought about how bad it would be when you were on the road for days on end.” Though her face was still up, she dropped her eyes. Unease sifted through me, like snowflakes building up to bury me.

Taking her hand, I brought her into the house. I paused and watched her as she looked around in confusion.

“What is all this?” she asked as she started forward, her fingers trailing along the bloodred roses in the vases.

“They’re for you,” I said, no longer able to keep the crooked smile from my face. I’d cleaned out every florist in a ten-mile radius. Every surface of the house was covered.

“Don’t you think you went a little overboard?” Wide-eyed with disbelief, she made her way through the house, following the trail of petals on the floor. From a distance, I followed. Watching her every move with utter fascination.

She was stunning. Beautiful inside and out. All the doubts and questions died right then and there. It didn’t matter how fast I was moving, it wasn’t fast enough.

Finally, she paused in my bathroom doorway. Head tipped, she looked over her shoulder at me. “Well, someone is set on seduction,” she said, and swallowed hard.

Whereas the rest of the house had roses everywhere, in the bathroom I had put dozens upon dozens of those battery-operated flicking candles. I’d wanted to use the real thing, but I was afraid of burning my house down while I waited for her to arrive.

Wetting my bottom lip, I stepped up behind her and slid my hands around her hips to hook in front of her. My eyes closed as I breathed her in. “Is it working?” I murmured into the hair above her ear.

“Oh too well,” she whispered.

“Good,” I whispered back.

Slowly, I spun her around, and she looped her arms around my neck. My lips nuzzled her as my hands worked at removing her clothes.

“Why do I feel like this is déjà vu?” Her words came out as a breathless gasp.

“Because that was the first night I think I knew you were different?”

She raised her arms to help me remove her shirt. For a second, I thought I saw tears glistening in the flickering lights. Then she closed her eyes and kissed me. After that, nothing mattered.

My clothes were quickly shed, and I lifted her into the tub after adding more hot water.

“I should’ve done this in the hot tub, then I wouldn’t have had to break the mood by adding water,” I muttered, feeling like I’d screwed it up. I’d wanted to use the tub because of that night. Kind of a reenactment.

“It’s perfect,” she choked out, voice full of emotion as I leaned her back against my chest.

She sat up and straddled my lap. I knew she could tell how hard I was, but she merely pressed into me with her heated core. Nothing more.

Trying to salvage my suave seduction plan, I lifted the bottle of her favorite wine that I’d opened to let breathe. Slowly I poured two glasses, then set the bottle back on the back platform of the massive tub and handed her one. But instead of taking it with the smile I expected, she burst into tears.

“Syd, baby. I knew something was wrong. Talk to me,” I said as I set the glasses to the side.

“I’m sorry. Being sick has made me emotional.” She sniffled as she bowed her head.

Damn, I hadn’t even thought that she might not want wine after being sick. Stupid move. “Are you finally going to see a doctor? You’ve been sick for a long time. That’s not normal.”

She gave a sarcastic-sounding laugh. “Well, that depends.”

“On?”

She shook her head dismissively. “It can wait. I want to enjoy this. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin everything.”

I inhaled deeply. Then I wished for a double shot of whiskey. Or two.

“So I found out that there was indeed a loophole for us to be together,” I cautiously started. After I’d disclosed my intentions, Simon had confirmed there was nothing they could say about us being together if it didn’t interfere with our professional side. He agreed to help me and Syd if they tried to find some bogus bullshit reason to let her go.

“Really?” She perked up a bit.

“Yeah,” I said, then bit my lip nervously. Okay, it wasn’t so much a loophole as it was what I realized I wanted. More than anything, I didn’t want to screw this up.

“How? What’s the mysterious loophole that you couldn’t tell me before?” Her eyebrows drew together as she waited expectantly.

“Well, it’s right here. I’ll let you take a look and tell me what your thoughts are,” I said as I reached over the edge of the tub, under the towels I had stacked and waiting. My hand came back with the ring on the end of my finger.

The facets on the stone caught the lights and sparkled like a million stars in the sky.

She gasped, staring from the ring to me, to the ring, to me again. “Oh my God, Alex, what are you doing?”

“Obviously a shitty job of it if you have to ask.” I winced. “Sydney? Will you marry me?”

She didn’t answer and my heart stuttered. It was the worst feeling in the world as the silence continued. Then she whispered, “You want to marry me so we can date?”

My head dropped for a moment, and I let out a short chuckle. “No. We can date all you want. There’s not a damn thing they can say. If they try, legal will back you. I want to marry you because I love you more than hockey. In case you haven’t figured it out, that’s a hell of a lot.”

She swallowed hard as she continued to stare at the ring, then she looked up at me, and her eyes glittered as much as the diamond. “How do you feel about starting a family, then?”

Confused as hell, I frowned. “Now? I’d rather not,” I said. “I thought you knew my thoughts on that. Especially after that situation with Hank Isaac.”

“No, I wasn’t sure, because you never really talked about it, Alex. You acted as if the entire thing never happened. I wasn’t sure if you had changed your mind after having that baby in your care for a week. So you don’t want kids?” she asked, putting me on the spot.

Unsure, I stuttered. “Well, I mean maybe someday, but not yet. I’m too young and I’m gone a lot. Now would be poor timing, I guess.”

Nodding in resignation, she stood, and water poured off her. The luscious curves of her body were lost on me as she grabbed the towel and started to dry off. “Well, I guess maybe you should’ve asked me how I felt about that. Maybe that’s something we should’ve discussed before you decided you wanted us to get married.”

“Syd?” It came out choked and worried.

“Alex, I’m sorry you feel that way, but you’re entitled to your feelings. Unfortunately, it’s out of our hands.” She dropped the towel and pulled her clothes on as I sat there in stunned silence.

For a moment she stared at her feet, then she looked up, and I saw the tears trailing down her cheeks. “I didn’t want to tell you like this, but I wasn’t expecting… everything.” She motioned wildly around. Still I sat there with my mind spinning and my mouth agape.

“I’m pregnant. I know it’s not what you want, so I’ll leave. I won’t expect you to be a part of his or her life, but I’m not getting rid of it. Even though I never thought an unplanned pregnancy could make me happy, I want this baby. I don’t want anything from you other than what’s fair. It’s not my intention to take you to the cleaners, but I do expect you to help me out. But only what’s expected. Nothing more,” she rambled as I sat there speechless.

Before I could shut my gaping fucking mouth, she was gone. When my mush for brains finally started to wake up, I jumped out of the tub, tracking water through my house as I rushed after her.

“Syd! Wait!” I shouted. “That came out wrong!”

Victor lay up on the top of his massive cat tree, glaring at me as if I was the world’s biggest fuckup. “I am,” I agreed.

Running by that time, I almost busted my ass on the tiles in the living room. It slowed me down enough that she burst through the front door and was in her car, backing out by the time I hit the front porch. As she drove off, I stood there watching her taillights disappear around the curve in the road, water dripping off me, and one hand holding the towel around my waist.

“Goddammit! Why do we keep doing this shit?” I groaned. It was like a night of déjà vu moments. I’d started out trying to make it like the first night but better, but ended up screwing it up until she was racing off like the day I’d had Isaac dropped on me.

Speaking of which, she needed to understand a few things. She was right, I should’ve told her about how I’d acted tough after they took that baby away because it hurt and I didn’t know how to deal with it. I’d been an idiot. Again.

Determined not to let this stop me, I hurried back inside and dressed like my life depended on it. Tugging on boots, I grabbed my keys and wallet, then rushed out to the garage. I tugged on my helmet and climbed on the Ducati even though it was probably too cold for it. In that moment, I didn’t care. I needed to catch her.

Hauling ass down my road, I raced to her apartment. Except her car wasn’t there. “Fuck!” I shouted inside my helmet. Why the hell didn’t I call her instead of racing off after her? My brain had been useless since she stepped into my house.

After balancing my bike between my legs, I pulled out my phone. Dialing her number, I waited for her to answer. It went to voicemail. “Not again, goddammit. Syd, answer your fucking phone.”

Me: Syd please call me. I love you

Me: I fucked up

Me: I was stunned and stupid. Please call me

No replies came through, and they all showed as delivered but not read.

Repeated calls went unanswered. I decided to drive around looking for her, but I had no clue where to start. Randomly riding around, I finally gave up around midnight when I was almost out of gas.

As a last-ditch effort, I left her another message. “Sydney. Call me. We can work this out. But not if you don’t talk to me.” My voice had cracked, because the thought of losing her was worse than anything I’d experienced in my life—and a baby. Shit.

Then I returned home and parked in the garage and checked my phone. She hadn’t called back.

Before I went to bed, I left her at least two more messages asking her to call me.

I slept like shit. Wasn’t focused in the gym the next morning. Skated like absolute crap at practice. It sucked.

“Jesus, Kosinski. You don’t have a happy medium, do you?” McGregor said after we showered and were getting dressed.

“Not today,” I grunted.

Stupidity drove me to make one stop before I left the stadium for the day. After a good hour, I left feeling both like I might’ve pissed myself and yet happy. I’d had it out with her uncle and told him how I felt about her and what my intentions were. Simon now knew in no uncertain terms that I loved his niece and I’d do anything to protect her. He also knew if she’d have me, I was going to marry her. He’d agreed to help smooth the way with her parents if she agreed.

I didn’t say anything about the baby because it wasn’t my place. I wanted to but I’d refrained. Fuck, I wanted to scream it from the rooftops.

On my way home, I called her again. “Sydney. Please fucking call me,” I begged. “Or come to the game tomorrow night and we can talk afterward. Please. I love you. We can work this shit out. I need you. I want it all. You, the baby, everything. Just… call me.”

When I finished, I hung up. That’s when it dawned on me that she’d never returned the sentiment. Maybe this was more about the fact that she didn’t feel the same way than anything else.

Fuck.
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Tuesday night, we skated out onto the ice for warm-ups, and I looked to the two season ticket holder seats I’d purchased for her. They were empty. I wasn’t sure what I expected. She’d pretty much said we were over and hadn’t replied to a single call or text. I didn’t understand. I’d left her messages saying we could figure everything out. I’d told her I loved her. I’d told her I wanted us to be a family. I’d begged. I’d even cried a little.

Jesus, I’d been reduced to a pussy-whipped asshole.

The first two periods were awful. We were ahead, but it was by the grace of God more than anything.

“Jesus Christ!” Coach shouted. “What the hell is this shit tonight?”

“What difference does it make? We’re still winning,” muttered Papadopoulos. We all froze, because if Coach’s face got any redder, he might have a stroke. He stalked over to Papa and stood with his arms crossed.

“What was that?” he ground out.

Papa held his tongue, thank fuck.

“Yes, I understand we are ahead, but by only one point. That’s nothing when we still have another period to play. The only reason we’re ahead is pure luck. We don’t win a Stanley Cup with luck, boys,” he said as he walked around looking at all of us one by one.

Tired and sweaty, we could only meet his gaze as he made the rounds. Especially because we knew he was right.

“This team is better than that. We win because we’re the best fucking team in the league. Do you hear me?”

Several of us agreed and nodded.

“I can’t hear you!”

“Yes!” roared through the locker room as we began to find newfound energy and drive. I wasn’t sure where it came from, other than none of us wanted to let Coach Soderberg down. He was a damn fine coach and had been an amazing player before he retired. As the youngest head coach in the league, he had a lot to prove, but he’d been doing a kickass job.

When we headed back out, it was with new determination.

As I neared the ice, I couldn’t help but glance at the direction of the seats I’d set up for her.

There was someone sitting there. Long dark hair under a team beanie made me pause. I’d convinced myself I’d never see her again.

She looked up and immediately stood. At first I thought she was running off again. Until she shocked the absolute shit out of me. She bent down, grabbed something, and quickly went down the steps to the boards. Then she slapped a poster board against the glass.

No way.

Instead of going to the bench like I knew I was supposed to, I quickly skated over toward her section. It was likely I might not play the rest of the game if Coach lost his shit, but I didn’t care.

Heart pounding harder than it had the entire first two periods, I came to a stop by the glass. Jerking off one of my gloves, I pounded on the glass. She peeked around the sign. With everyone around her going crazy because I was there, she smiled expectantly.

To anyone in the crowd, she was just another fangirl with a sign. If I had blown her off, it would be a situation of no harm, no foul. I couldn’t stop my laughter. The sign she held up read:

ALEX KOSINSKI—MARRY ME AND LET ME HAVE YOUR BABY

Incredulous that she was doing this, I glanced around at the crowd then back to her. I looked at her questioningly. I banged on the glass again.

“You mean that?” I yelled through the glass as I pointed to the sign.

It seemed like forever as I waited for her to respond, but I knew it had been mere seconds. She bit her lip and nodded.

I splayed my hand. She pressed hers to the opposite side of the glass. “I love you,” she mouthed.

“I love you! Wait for me after the game?” I shouted over the roaring of the crowd. She bit her lip, and I read teeming energy in every inch of her frame. My gaze remained locked to hers, and I waited—unable to breathe.

When a huge smile filled her face and she finally nodded, I grinned. The crowd’s screaming reached a massive roar.

“Get your ass where you belong or you’re gonna be in deep shit!” shouted Halvorson over my shoulder as he lightly cuffed me up against the head with his gloved hand. Taking one last glance at her smiling face, I grinned like an idiot and skated away with him.

“I guess congratulations are in order, huh?” he asked as we neared the bench.

“Yeah” was all I could get out. I was so fucking happy I couldn’t manage anything else.

“I wondered how long it was gonna take you to grow some balls. Well, I hope it was worth it.” He chuckled, and I gave him a confused look. Then, I looked up to see fire shooting from Coach’s eyes.

Fucking hell.
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“Drive”—Incubus

 

Fresh out of the shower, he came out of the locker room with his teammates. When he saw me, he ran toward me, dropped his bag, and scooped me up to spin me around. His smile was megawatt, and mine wasn’t much different.

“You asked me to marry you,” he said with a laugh.

“You said yes.”

“Fuck yeah, I did! You’re sure?”

I nodded as I bit my bottom lip, but it didn’t dim my grin one bit.

“I’m not sure if you ever got my messages, but I love you. I want it all—with you. I fucked up. I’m so sorry.” He hugged me tighter.

“I was emotional too. I should’ve stuck around to hash everything out. Natalie called my ass out for being a coward. She told me I needed to figure my shit out and go after what I wanted. I want you. I want this baby. I want us to be a family.” I cupped his cheek and brushed his beard with my fingertips.

“Deal. No take-backs. No more running off. From now on we work everything out together,” he insisted, and I nodded, fighting happy, emotional tears.

“Baby, I wasn’t prepared for what you told me, and my response was fucked. You caught me off guard, and I didn’t know what to say so I stumbled and fell flat on my face. I was an asshole. I screwed it up, and I’m so sorry.” He kissed me, and several of the guys who had stuck around started to whistle and catcall.

“Get a room!” someone said amidst the laughter and shouts.

My face flamed, and I buried it in his neck. It definitely hadn’t been a PG kiss.

“I don’t need a room, we have a whole fucking house!” he replied with a huge, devilish grin.

“Oh my God,” I gasped as I tried to hide my face, but he was having none of it.

“Let’s get the hell out of here. I never got to finish what I had planned on Sunday.” He led me out to his car and tossed his bag in back, then opened my door. Before I could get in, he stole another toe-curling kiss.

“We need to go, now,” I insisted, and he chuckled. I’d never felt happier in my life. It was whirlwind and crazy, but it was like being exactly where I knew I needed to be.

As we drove to his house, he held my hand. “We’re going to make this work.”

“Yes,” I firmly agreed.

“We’re getting married ASAP. Like as soon as I can get everything arranged. We can move you in tomorrow after practice. The guys will help.”

“Alex, you haven’t even met my parents yet,” I said, and he swore under his breath.

“I need to ask for permission to marry you. Meet the rest of the brothers that will want to kill me. Marriage license. Appointment,” he said as if he was ticking off a list in his head. I laughed.

“We don’t need to rush it,” I said with a shake of my head.

“Bullshit. I don’t want to wait to give you my last name. I want your ass tied to me good and solid.” He shot me a teasing grin, then returned his attention to the road.

“You’re sure they can’t say anything about us being together?” I asked with a contemplative frown.

“Positive.”

“But what about you? Will you get in trouble?” I asked, and he laughed.

“Hell, no. I mean, there was a situation, but it was more personal and I fixed that yesterday.”

“What do you mean you fixed it?” I wasn’t sure if I liked the sound of that.

He sighed. “I told your uncle I wanted to marry you.”

“What the hell does my uncle have to do with any of this?” I asked, more confused than ever. He’d just mentioned he needed to talk to my father but had already talked to my uncle?

“Uh, he’s the team’s lead attorney,” he said as if I should understand the connection.

“So he’s the one who looked into it for you?” I was incredulous that he would ask that of my uncle, despite his position with the franchise.

“Not exactly. I had my personal attorney check into it, but Simon and I got our personal differences ironed out, so everything is good.” That didn’t really answer my question, but I decided it didn’t matter.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?” He squeezed my hand.

“I love you,” I said with flutters in my stomach and an ache in my chest. “I figured you should probably know that since you agreed to be my husband.”

It was mostly dark in the car, but in the glow of the dash lights, his smile was massive as he briefly looked my way again. “Good to know. I thought maybe you were only marrying me to date me.”

Laughter burst from me. “Do you know how crazy that sounds?”

He laughed as he nodded.

“Almost as crazy as us getting married so quickly.” I shook my head in disbelief.

“That’s not crazy. That’s smart.”

“How do you figure?” I asked with a chuckle, laying my head back as I rolled it in his direction.

“Because I don’t want to spend another day of my life without you. If I let you slip away, I’ll never be the same. So if I marry you as soon as I can, we can start the first day of the rest of our lives together. Besides, you’re having my baby, and I’m not having people say that you didn’t make an honest man of me after you corrupted me.”

I snorted in amusement.

“You’re too much, you know that?”

“But you love me, and that’s all that matters.” He cast a smile in my direction that I returned as I stared at his beautiful profile.

“I do.”

“I can’t wait for you to say that when it matters,” he growled and gave my hand another squeeze.

“I will.”

“Me too,” he said. “Now we need to discuss names, because my kiddo isn’t going to have some name like Hank.”

“Okay. What about Egbert?” I tried to hold a straight face as he pulled into the driveway and the garage door rolled up.

“Hell, no. I was joking.”

He shut the car off and turned to me as I snickered. His smile faded.

“I love you,” he said softly with a hint of incredulous surprise.

“I love you too.”

He scrambled out of the car, rounded it, and opened my door. His hands cradled my face. “Say it again.”

“I love you,” I said with a soft curl of my lips.

He gave me a tender kiss and helped me out.

“Now come on. I’ve managed to keep the roses alive, and I owe you a bath.” Shaking my head, I grinned like a loon.

We ended up skipping the tub.

As he reached into the bedside table drawer, I giggled. “Uh, you definitely don’t need those unless you snuck someone in between us.”

He sobered. “No way.”

Then he brought his hand back holding the ring between his fingertips. “Then how about this instead?”

Both of my hands covered my mouth as I gasped and fought crying.

“Can we try this again?” he asked, and I nodded. “Marry me, Sydney.”

“That wasn’t a question,” I teased.

“That’s because I’m not asking again. I’m not giving you a chance to say no. Besides, you already asked me and I said yes, so this is just a technicality.”

A snicker escaped before I reached up and kissed him with all my heart and soul as he slipped the ring on my finger. Then the ring and everything else was quickly forgotten as we lost ourselves in each other.

After nearly breaking his bed, we lay laughing in the tangled sheets. “That was utterly amazing,” he gasped.

Breathless, I snuggled into him. “I agree.”

“Pregnant sex rocks,” he said, and I laughed. Then he got serious as he rolled me to my back. He scooted down until his lips rested against the slight curve below my belly button. He nuzzled his cheek against my skin, and his beard tickled.

His eyes found mine as he kissed my stomach. “I cannot think of a single more precious gift than what you’re giving me. And I need to come clean about something.” He looked worried, and I frowned as I reached down to stroke his cheek with the backs of my fingers.

“When I found out that Isaac wasn’t mine, I was more than a little upset. No, that’s not true. I was pretty devastated, but I wasn’t prepared for that, so I lied. It was dumb, but nonetheless, I said it. It was easier to say I was glad I wasn’t being strapped with a kid that to admit that I’d gotten attached to a baby that quickly.”

“Aw, Alex, I’m so sorry. I wish you would’ve talked to me about it and maybe this entire misunderstanding could’ve been avoided.” That broke my heart.

“Don’t be. I wouldn’t trade you asking me to marry you and let you have my babies for anything. Also, while you were working things out in your head, I got in touch with Isaac’s real dad, and he sent me pics. Besides, I’m going to have my very own little Egbert to fill that void.” He grinned, kissed my stomach and climbed back up to hover over me.

“By the way,” he added. “My parents confirmed they are coming for Thanksgiving.”

My eyes widened. We’d discussed it, but it had seemed like a far away event at the time.

“And Christmas.”

“Holy batshit, Batman,” I whispered. “I’m gonna meet your parents.”

He grinned. “They’re gonna love you.”

I kissed him and trailed a finger along his bottom lip.

“Mine will love you too.”

“I hope so.” He sighed.

“Now my brothers, on the other hand….” I trailed off in mock warning.

“Aw, shit,” he groaned, and I laughed.
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“Go get Mom and Dad and tell them I’m ready to open presents.” Cooper whined, and Sydney laughed at him.

“How old are you?” she asked with a grin. She sat on the couch with her legs curled up under her, wearing fuzzy pajama pants with Santa cats all over them. Her belly was barely starting to curve with the baby, and it was literally the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Victor was curled up on the back of the couch behind her.

“Doesn’t matter.” He huffed as he sat on the floor, pouting.

“He’s five,” I said.

“Fuck off,” he said to me.

“Jesus, come on, let’s go get them. You get Mom, I’ll get Dad.” I stood from the couch where I’d been sitting by my wife. I’d never get tired of saying that or thinking it.

My wife.

She giggled at us as we headed down the hall. He stopped at Mom’s door and knocked, but she didn’t answer. I paused when he called out to her, but she didn’t answer.

“Bathroom?” I asked. He shook his head.

“Door’s open,” he replied in confusion.

“Let me get Dad, and we’ll look for Mom. I hope they didn’t argue and she left in the night.” It would be par for the course, but it was Christmas, for fuck sake.

I knocked on Dad’s door, but he didn’t answer either. Coop and I looked at each other in bewilderment. “Don’t tell me they both left. That’s fucked,” he said.

Then we heard a noise that sounded like Dad might be sick or hurt, so we opened the door.

Worst.

Mistake.

Ever.

The sight that greeted us was something I can never unsee. My dad’s bare ass pounding into some chick from behind.

In.

My.

House.

They were so intent on their mission, they didn’t even hear us open the door.

“Dad!” we both said in surprised horror.

The woman squealed, and Dad jumped, grabbing the comforter and covering their nakedness. Thank fuck.

Except our horror was exacerbated by the knowledge that our dad was banging our mom.

“Oh my God!” Cooper howled, covering his eyes.

“Jesus!” I groaned, covering mine. “I can’t erase that sight from my eyes! What the hell?”

“Um. Sorry?” Dad said as I vomited a little in my mouth.

“What’s going on?” Sydney said as she looked around me. “Oh my God! Oh! I’m so sorry!”

She darted back down the hall with Victor chasing after her.

“Well, this is awkward,” my dad said.

“You think?” I exclaimed with my hand still covering my closed eyes.

“Maybe we should’ve told you we got back together after Thanksgiving,” my mother offered apologetically.

“What?” Coop and I both shrieked.

“Um, how about if we get dressed and we can go open presents?” Mom offered.

“I need to go bleach my eyes,” muttered Cooper, and he turned and walked off.

“Wait for me!” I said as I closed the door and hauled ass after him.

We heard our parents laughing from down the hall.

Though that was definitely not how I would’ve wanted to find out, I had to admit it might’ve been one of our best Christmas surprises in years.

As I dropped to the couch, still stunned, Sydney sipped her cocoa, hiding a smile behind her mug.

“Merry Christmas.” She giggled. I could only shake my head slowly.

Then I busted out laughing.
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“Daddy did it!” I shouted as I held my four-year-old son in my arms and grinned from ear to ear. My parents, brothers, their families, my aunt and uncle, and Alex’s parents cheered. The group of badass-looking bikers and their families made up the rest of our huge family and probably were yelling louder than anyone. We were up in one of the boxes because of all the kids.

My brother Jake held one of the twins, and Caleb held the other. Cooper was holding one of his little ones, and I still couldn’t get over how she looked nearly identical to the twins. People often though they were triplets when they were together.

“Give him to me,” my dad said with a happy grin as he reached for Gavin. “Besides, you shouldn’t be holding him. He’s too heavy.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m pregnant, not helpless,” I grumbled. Then my son squealed with laughter, and I knew my dad only wanted to hold him to spoil him some more. It had nothing to do with me. Laughter bubbled up in me when I realized I was chopped liver when it came to their grandkids.

“They’re going to the Stanley Cup!” Jurek, Alex and Cooper’s father, said with excitement to my uncle. Ellie started to fuss, and Jake quickly came toward me with her. Except Darlene, Alex’s mom, intercepted.

“Oh, give her here. I’ll take care of her.” As soon as her grandmother snuggled her, Ellie settled down. Except Emma got jealous and started wiggling to get down. Caleb let her down, and her chubby legs carried her to us. My mom scooped her up with a kiss to her cheek, and she was equally as happy.

If someone had told me the day I found out I was pregnant with Gavin that less than five years later this would be my life, I’d have laughed. Who knew I’d be watching my husband and his team win the game that took them to the Stanley Cup playoffs for the third time since we’d been together. Surrounded by our family, my twin two-year-old daughters, with another boy on the way, I couldn’t help but smile. Little Nick was going to be as spoiled as his siblings.

When Alex and several of his teammates joined us, there was another round of cheering. He stopped to kiss our son, then both of his daughters before he came straight for me. He wrapped his arms around me and swung me around, much as he had the night I’d asked him to marry me through the glass.

I’d never been happier than I was that night. Natalie made me go to the game after I’d stayed at her apartment crying the night before. She’d made me listen to Alex’s messages, put my big girl panties on, and deal with my shit. I’d realized what I wanted more than anything and I’d come up with the idea to ask him.

And I’d never looked back with anything other than fondness.

The past four plus years had been amazing, scary, and busy. I wouldn’t trade them for anything in the world.

It turned out Katie had been pregnant the same time as me, so in a way our “sickness” had been caused by the same thing after all. She’d decided to be a stay at home mom for a while and I’d stepped up into her position.

Alex had been so proud and supportive of the move up.

I still loved my job, but I was considering staying home after Nick was born. I was missing a lot that I wasn’t sure I wanted to anymore. At least until they were older.

“I love you,” he said as I cupped his bearded cheek.

“I love you too,” I replied with a grin.

“We’re going to the Stanley Cup,” he said with unbridled excitement.

“Again,” I said.

“Wanna make another baby?” he whispered in my ear.

“I think it’s too late for that,” I said as I looked at my huge belly. “Besides, how many times do you want me to be pregnant?”

“I think we need our own hockey team,” he said with a sexy grin.

“Is that so?”

“Hell, yeah, Mrs. Kosinski.”

“We shall see about that, Mr. Kosinski,” I replied with a raised brow. “I think we’ll just pool our resources. With all these kids in here, I think we’d be set.”

Everyone laughed and my heart swelled with happiness.

“You were the best thing I ever hooked,” he murmured with a soft curl of his lips. It was our joke, and if there was one thing I could say with certainty, it was that Alex Kosinski had definitely hooked me good, but I wasn’t complaining.

“Maybe I need to do a little roughing when I get home. You gonna put me in the penalty box?” I mischievously whispered in his ear.

“Time to go, kids!” he announced to the room.

They stayed with their grandparents for the night.

And we celebrated his win.

 

 

THE END
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Demented Sons Series—Iowa

 

Colton’s Salvation

Mason’s Resolution

Erik’s Absolution

Kayde’s Temptation

 

 

Straight Wicked Series

 

Make Music With Me

Snare My Heart

No Treble Allowed

String Me Up

 

 

Demented Sons Series—Texas

 

Lock and Load

Styx and Stones

Smoke and Mirrors

Jax and Jokers

 

Royal Bastards MC

 

Voodoo
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If you read the dedication, you’ll know I dedicated this to one of the Texas Stars players. It’s a long story, but basically he’s an incredibly personable and down-to-earth player. When I went to get my team photo signed by the players, he actually looked my books up on Amazon, making me feel like I was someone important. It was the best. He may not remember, but I joked about dedicating my hockey book to him. And here it is. Took me long enough! Hahaha

Wow. Book fourteen. How did we get here? It’s like a dream come true. To be able to do what you love and get paid for it, is a fabulous gift. Thank you all for continuing to love my books because without you all, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

Branching out into sports romance was a daunting endeavor. It took a lot of research and prayer that I didn’t screw up terminology, schedules, positions, etc. (PSST! I still might have, so forgive me). Thank you to Kristin, Brenda, and Lisa who have been my Betas through this terrifying experience. Too bad we couldn’t have gotten Nick and his teammates to read it to check for faux pas! Bahahahaha!

Kristin is also my PA aka my whip cracker, motivational speaker, promoter, and all around lifesaver. Don’t think I could do this without you! Love you to pieces!

Brenda and Lisa, you have been my amazing friends and also my Alpha readers, allowing me to bounce ideas off of you and giving me advice when I needed it the most. Thank you for never tiring of discussing ideas, plots, and scenes. You’ve helped me grow as an author and I cannot express my gratitude in words alone (crazy for an author, right?).

Avery Kingston, where do I begin? From that fateful meeting at a signing I signed up for last minute, to falling in love with your books, to having you create this amazing cover, you are the muthafreakin’ bomb! You took my crazy pencil-sketched idea and created cover magic! This is my favorite cover to date!

Thank you, Wander Aguiar for this stunning image of Zach!

Thank you to my street team, but especially Wynter Raven, Stracey Ishwar, and Pam Schultz who always go above and beyond! Y’all have been amazing.

Penny. Because you and you alone, are responsible for the courage I found to publish Colton’s Salvation in May 2017, you will ALWAYS be in here. You have been beside me the entire way. You shared in the heartache of rejection, the perseverance to self-publish, and the elation when that first book became a success beyond my wildest dreams. Thank you for always believing in me. Even when I didn’t believe in myself. <3

Stacey, every time I think you’ve outdone yourself, you show me that you’ve got even more. You make every page a masterpiece. You’re the absolute best! Love you bunches!

Ladies of Kristine’s Krazy Fangirls, y’all are AWESOME! I thank you for your comments, your support, and your love of books. Come join us if you’re not part of the group!

Though I didn’t spin the military into the storyline this time, my last-but-never-least, is a massive thank you to America’s servicemen and women who protect our freedom on a daily basis. They do their duty, leaving their families for weeks, months, and years at a time, without asking for praise or thanks. I would also like to remind the readers that not all combat injuries are visible nor do they heal easily. These silent, wicked injuries wreak havoc on their minds and hearts while we go about our days completely oblivious. Thank you all for your service.
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Kristine Allen lives in beautiful Central Texas with her adoring husband (hahaha). They have four brilliant, wacky and wonderful children. She is surrounded by twenty six acres, where her five horses, five dogs and five cats run the place. Kristine realized her dream of becoming a contemporary romance author after years of reading books like they were going out of style and having her own stories running rampant through her head. She works as a night nurse, but in stolen moments, taps out ideas and storylines until they culminate in characters and plots that pull her readers in and keep them entranced for hours.

 

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on the sales platform of your choice, to share your experience with other interested readers. Thank you! <3

 

Follow Kristine on:

 

Twitter @KAllenAuthor

Facebook

Instagram

BookBub

Goodreads

All Author

Webpage
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