
  
    [image: Fighting Dirty]
  


  
    
      Fighting Dirty

      Ice Kings, #5

    

    
      
        Stacey Lynn

      

    

  


  
    
      Fighting Dirty

      Ice Kings, #5

      

      Stacey Lynn

      

      Copyright © 2021 Stacey Lynn

      

      Content Editing: My Brother’s Editor

      Proofreading: Virginia Tesi Carey

      Cover Design: Shanoff Designs

      

      Fighting Dirty is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, trademarks, and incidents are used fictitiously or are the product of the author’s imagination.

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reprinted, reproduced, or transmitted in any form without written permission of the author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review passages only.

      

      This purchased material is for personal use only and NOT to be shared. Thank you so much for respecting the author’s wishes.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Jillian

      

      
        2. Klaus

      

      
        3. Jillian

      

      
        4. Klaus

      

      
        5. Jillian

      

      
        6. Klaus

      

      
        7. Jillian

      

      
        8. Jillian

      

      
        9. Klaus

      

      
        10. Klaus

      

      
        11. Jillian

      

      
        12. Jillian

      

      
        13. Klaus

      

      
        14. Jillian

      

      
        15. Klaus

      

      
        16. Jillian

      

      
        17. Klaus

      

      
        18. Jillian

      

      
        19. Jillian

      

      
        20. Jillian

      

      
        21. Klaus

      

      
        22. Jillian

      

      
        23. Klaus

      

      
        24. Jillian

      

      
        25. Klaus

      

      
        26. Jillian

      

      
        27. Klaus

      

      
        28. Jillian

      

      
        29. Jillian

      

      
        30. Klaus

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Time Around

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other Books by Stacey Lynn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Jillian

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have I mentioned how much I hate that lying, cheating, scumbag?”

      Across the table from me, my best friend Becca shoves a donut hole into her mouth. White powder puffs from her mouth as she speaks.

      “Because I do.”

      “Once or twice.” In reality, it’s been closer to a thousand times in the last nine months.

      Running my finger over the gold filigree of the invitation sitting on my counter, a thousand thoughts pummel me. Most of them having to do with my own humiliation.

      In hindsight, I’m glad I’m not marrying Roman Holmes next week, but inviting me to his wedding? It’s a slap in the face, which is why I have avoided opening the stupid envelope for so long. It’s sat on the corner of my kitchen counter, mocking me for the last month, but now I’ve run out of time to avoid the reality barreling down on me.

      The taste in my throat sours, ruining my appetite for what’s left of my Saturday morning donuts and mimosa brunch, a long-standing tradition Becca and I instituted right before finals week our junior year of college.

      I shove away the donuts. Damn Roman. He not only cheated on me and destroyed my trust in men, but he’s also now ruining my love of donuts. I might hate him for this more.

      “You’re right. He’s a scumbag.” I grab the envelope addressed to me and written in Julianna’s perfectly scripted calligraphy. I’m sure she started taking lessons as soon as he slid a three-carat diamond on her finger. It’s not like she has much else to do with her time.

      “This is all sorts of twisted and nasty,” Becca hums around another donut.

      I skewer her with a glare. “Can you not eat right now? What am I going to do?”

      “Set Julianna’s wedding dress on fire as she walks down the aisle?”

      “Tempting.” I’m surprised that’s what she offers up. It’s one of the tamer scenarios we’ve discussed since I heard of their engagement.

      “You don’t have to go. Screw them. And your parents for even thinking you’d go along with this bullshit.”

      I have no idea why she’s surprised. Ever since I caught Julianna and Roman in the act of sucking each other’s faces off when I showed up at his office unannounced, my parents have championed their wedding—my ex-fiancé to my now ex-best friend.

      I’d gone to have my monthly lunch with my dad and stopped by Roman’s office on the way out. He’s heir to Stearns & Holmes Shipping, a corporation my grandfather and his built together. My father and Roman’s are co-presidents of Stearns & Holmes Shipping, which handles ninety-five percent of container shipping from the Eastern Seaboard. Not exactly glamorous, but the Holmes and Stearns families have been connected since before South Carolina was a state. All the oldest sons are groomed to take the helm as soon as they finish their graduate studies, and Roman is no different. I’m pretty sure my parents loved our relationship for so long. Since they weren’t blessed with sons, us getting married would allow the two families to finally join together as one.

      Although, no one ever asked me what I wanted.

      However, up until that fateful day in his office, I’d thought Roman and I were going to forge our own path. He was going to put in his time at the family business gaining experience and then he was going to move to where I am in Charlotte, where we could live our own lives outside the purview of everyone else’s expectations.

      Little did I know Roman was playing me the entire time. That became incredibly clear the day I stopped by his office, only to find Julianna practically bent over his desk, their mouths fused together. They barely noticed my presence, or the plunk of my diamond ring smacking Roman in the back of the head.

      And now they’re the ones getting married.

      Our families are so closely intertwined there’s no way I can’t show up. Everyone in the upper echelon of Charleston will be there. My absence will be noted even more than my presence.

      There’s also no way I can go.

      Roman’s betrayal was just the tip of the iceberg. It was my parents’ full support of their relationship afterward. But mostly, it was Julianna, my friend I’d had since we were in the same preschool and went through everything together that hurt the worst.

      I fled back to Charlotte, North Carolina, to Becca, who let me cry in her arms for days. Then I picked myself up, threw myself into work at the marketing firm where I work, and swore off men forever.

      With a heavy sigh, I reach for a donut.

      Screw Roman and Julianna.

      They might have taken a lot from me and kicked my pride straight to the curb of our centuries-old and generational family home in the historical district of Charleston, but like hell they’re going to steal my love of donuts.

      “Seriously, Becca.” I look at her, blinking away the burn in my eyes. That stupid invitation has made me face everything I’ve spent nine months avoiding. “What do I do? I didn’t even RSVP to this ridiculous farce, but my mom’s email last week said she expects to see me there.” With a roll of my eyes, I take on my mother’s tone and squish up my face. “‘Family supports family, Jillian.’ Please. Because they supported me?”

      To say I’ve always been the black sheep of my family is a severe understatement. My father would probably have an aneurysm if he saw me sitting in my own kitchen, cut-off sweat shorts, unwashed hair flying all over the place from the knot at the top of my head, no makeup, a T-shirt that says DRINKS WELL WITH OTHERS in gold glitter. If he saw me stuffing my face with fat-inducing, cheap donuts from the corner gas station, he’d probably have a heart attack. My mother would no doubt comment on how the carbs are bad for my hips.

      She takes a sip of her mimosa and arches one perfectly microbladed brunette brow. “You have three options, as far as I can see.”

      I take a minuscule bite of the chocolate cream-filled donut before me, savoring the sugary sweet taste before I reach the cream center. “Those are?”

      “One, ignore them because screw them all. I can’t believe your parents have approved of this so quickly and completely ignored you. Although that would give your parents a hernia and you’d never hear the end of it. Two, you show up, cause a scene and like the first option, you let Roman and Julianna have the satisfaction of knowing you’re still pissed about this.” She points her finger at me. “And you know Roman would get some sort of sick thrill over it.”

      My lip curls at the thought. Roman getting any kind of thrill from me makes my stomach roll.

      “And my third?”

      “Get yourself a hot date, show up to the wedding with your head held high, and act like you don’t give a crap about any of them.”

      “And who should my hot date be, exactly? Just swipe right on the apps you made me download and press my luck?”

      To say I’ve had cold feet in getting involved with anyone new is an understatement. Plus, I’ve been crazy busy. Also, there’s the whole concept of meeting men online, getting to know each other via text and not even our voices that holds little appeal.

      Besides, there’s only one guy I’m interested in, in that way. Unfortunately, he’s made it clear where my place is in his life.

      The dreaded friend zone.

      Becca finishes her mimosa and reaches for the pitcher containing more. With a wicked grin that makes me regret I asked, she replies, “Call Klaus.”

      Speak of the devil.
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      The barbell I’m holding slams to the ground, shaking the bar from the hundreds of pounds of weight I’ve deadlifted. Sweat makes my tank cling to my chest.

      Shoving my hands to my hips, breathless, I glare at my trainer across from me. “We done now?”

      Crank Matthews rolls his black eyes and grins, showing off one gold tooth at the side. “You’re a pussy.”

      “Screw you.”

      I know damn well that lift was my personal best. I’ve been working on my strength all off-season and I’m improving. Not quite the best yet, but I’ll get there even if I die trying.

      “Nice lift, man.” Sebastian Hendrix, friend and fellow teammate for the Carolina Ice Kings hockey team, holds out his gloved fist. We don’t usually workout together and he’s rarely at the team’s facility this early.

      I bump his fist. “Thanks. Don’t usually see you here.”

      “Gigi’s having designers come today to help her redo our living areas. Since that’s her domain and she’s changed her mind thirty times already I figure it’s safer if I’m here.”

      “Giving up the ghost?”

      “Yeah.” He scratches the back of his neck. His hair, usually resting at his shoulders in typical hockey player waves, has been cut, and the beard he sports all season is absent. “Think it was starting to bug Gigi. She insists she doesn’t want to move. Just wants to make it ours.”

      Sebastian’s ex-wife Madison lived with him in that home and liked everything stark white and impersonal. She left him eight months ago although the bastard held on to that information for a while before letting the team know. During that time, he started having a fling with the bartender where we like to hang out. Now, Gigi is pregnant with his kid and living with him.

      I was traded to the Ice Kings from St. Louis when he and Madison were already having problems so I’ve never seen the guy actually look happy until the last few months happened.

      “Not a bad idea. How’s she feeling?”

      “Good. I guess the second trimester is when they get an energy burst so she’s busy at the bar, planning her takeover.”

      I don’t know anything about pregnancies or trimesters so I grab weights and slide them onto the bar at the squat rack. “So you’re here avoiding your woman because you don’t want to talk about what… new couch colors?”

      He huffs and wipes his gloved hand over his forehead before lying down on the weight bench. “Something like that. Mostly I just want Gigi to feel like she has free control to do whatever she wants. But God, yeah… I’d really like to get rid of that white couch.”

      I grunt through my set, where we both barely speak until I slam the bar back to its hooks and Sebastian and I are both headed toward the showers.

      “How’s Jillian? Seen her lately?”

      “Not since the hospital event last week. But I will tonight.”

      “Nice.” He drawls out the word earning an immediate punch to his solar plexus.

      “We’re friends. That’s it,” I mutter, and unfortunately at that too. If I had my shot with Jillian Stearns, I’d jump so fast at the opportunity I’d probably scare the shit out of her.

      She’s made it clear since we met at the first signing I did with the team where she runs marketing on all of our promo gear that she isn’t interested. At first, I chalked it up to her being in love with Roman but even once their relationship blew up and ended last year, she’s never looked at me differently. I’ve been hoping she would give me some sign there could be something more in it for us.

      Outside giving me shit for my hockey skills, getting together to watch soccer—something we’re both fans of—and occasional early morning runs on the Sundays when I’m in town or in the off-season when I need to get my distance conditioning in, I’ve never once gotten any indication from her she’d be receptive to all the moves I want to make on her.

      It’s hard enough not to take her and shove my tongue down her throat every time she laughs that ridiculously loud and throaty laugh of hers. She’s independent, and totally unimpressed with any professional athlete since she works with us all the time. If anything, it’s a checkmark in my con column, although I’ve never had the guts to ask.

      That could screw up our friendship. I might want to know what she tastes and feels like in her most intimate places, but I’m not about to ruin what we already have if she doesn’t feel the same.

      I think of my grandma’s Lutefisk dish, something as a Swedish immigrant I’m supposed to love but absolutely despise, to get rid of the hard-on growing in my shorts.

      Jillian.

      Yeah. I like her. A whole hell of a lot.

      “So what are you two doing tonight then?” Sebastian asks once we’re in the showers. They’re separated by walls giving us privacy but at his question, my dick says hello at the reminder we get to see Jillian in a few hours.

      Damn him—both my dick and Sebastian. I’d just gotten the not-so-little guy under control.

      But when it comes to Jillian, my southern head has a mind of his own.

      “Dinner somewhere. She said she has something to talk to me about.”

      “Like ending this stupid friends-only thing you two have going?”

      “We are just friends.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      He’s given me shit about this since well before Jillian was single and available. That happened last November, nine months ago and since then, she’s shown absolutely no interest in me otherwise. Nothing has changed between us outside the one night she cried in my arms after she found Roman and Juliana together.

      Jillian’s friend, Becca, called me on day three of her crying jag, letting me know what happened.  I went straight to her house where I held her for hours, plied her with her favorite wine, wishing I hadn’t had to get on a plane for ten days immediately after. All I’d wanted to do was stay with her. Or alternatively, drive down to Charleston and beat the shit out of Roman.

      But still, even as I think of all that, I remember how she’d sounded when she called me yesterday, seeing if we could hang out tonight.

      Almost… nervous?

      When it comes to me, what in the hell would Jillian have to be nervous about?

      I’m a sure thing, no matter what she needs or wants from me.
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      How about I cook dinner instead? Don’t really feel like going out.

      Jillian offering to cook for me? Sign me up.

      There’s a space on her kitchen counter with a massive pile of cookbooks and recipes she’s printed from online food bloggers due to her incessant need to try new things. Despite the fact that she’s a vegetarian and I’m a heavy meat eater, I love her cooking. The woman can whip up a meal that belongs in five-star restaurants.

      I can be there in thirty. What can I bring?

      I need a quick shower and a change of clothes after another workout in my own home gym, this time a run on the treadmill and another hour on the Peloton. With pre-season coming up in only a couple of weeks, I can’t miss a workout and have taken to doubling up doing most of my cardio at home.

      Do you really need to ask?

      Red wine it is, I text back.

      When it comes to Jillian, the answer is always wine. Bad day? Here’s some wine. Celebrating? Here’s some wine. Need a night to chill out and rewatch six episodes of Vampire Diaries or Supernatural? Here’s some wine.

      I finish with a quick, See you soon, Jilly-Bean, already knowing the reaction she’ll have when she sees it.

      Cheeks pinked. An eye roll that could reach the heavens. She claims she hates it when I call her that.

      I adore seeing her blush too much to stop.

      All this means is that as I strip out of my clothes, chucking my sweaty shorts and boxers toward the hamper, but not quite in, and step into the shower, turning it on full blast, I’m thinking of Jillian.

      And her cheeks. Her pouty lips and full smile. I’m a pretty damn good gentleman when it comes to women, and I respect the hell out of my friendship with her. I can even temper my sexual attraction when I’m around her so I don’t make an ass out of myself or make her feel uncomfortable. I should be ashamed that I jerk off in the shower to thoughts of one of my closest friends I’ve made since moving to Charlotte three years ago.

      But I don’t. I don’t feel any of that.

      I only feel the blinding white-hot release slam through my spine and into my fist as I groan out my climax with Jillian’s name on my lips.

      Like clockwork, thirty minutes later, I pull up to her quaint bungalow ten minutes from my own house. Armed with two bottles of wine after a quick stop at Total Wine & More, I don’t bother knocking before entering. We always unlock our doors when we know the other one is coming over. Knowing Jillian as well as I do, though, I’m betting she only did it a minute or so ago for me. She’s smart about her home security.

      “Wine delivery is here!” I call out over the country music playing full blast. She’s always bopping around to what she calls bro-country. It makes my ears bleed, but it also makes her shake her ass and tits while she dances to it, so I’ve wisely kept my mouth shut over my disdain for the country twang.

      “Good! I need it!”

      I slide out of my leather thong sandals, kick them to the rug next to the entry door, and drop my keys and wallet on the table right next to her couch before heading back to the kitchen.

      “Montepulciano or Chianti?” It took me a few times of buying American wine before Jillian confessed she only likes old-world varieties.

      The first time I brought her something she specifically said she likes, she’d looked at me with a dumbfounded expression, like she couldn’t believe I remembered.

      I thought I’d shown my hand then. Then I realized it’s because her ex is a bigger douche than I first thought, and he’d never paid close attention to her.

      Which is fucking ridiculous. Jillian’s the easiest person to make happy.

      Make her laugh. Keep her in Italian wine. Watch soccer with her and never… never fuck with her Saturday brunches with Becca. That’s it.

      “Chianti will go great with dinner.”

      I glance at the spread of vegetables all over her island countertop in all manner of being cleaned, sliced, chopped, and julienned.

      “What are we having?”

      She scoops a handful of veggies into a bowl and grabs more. “I’m trying this new Moroccan-inspired roasted vegetable and couscous. Most of it’s from my garden.”

      “Awesome.” She has twelve raised garden beds out back and spends at least an hour a day keeping everything watered and weed-free. This past March I bought her an organic weed killer as a joke. Worst gift I ever gave someone, but I can still see her blinding smile and happiness, just because I thought of her and got her something useful.

      Yeah. Her ex is a complete dick, although I mostly blame her family. From everything Jillian’s said, they don’t pay much attention to her, which is a damn shame. I think she’s incredible. What twenty-seven-year-old intelligent, beautiful woman grows up not being appreciated or having her own interests noticed?

      I pull out her electric wine bottle opener and begin opening the wine. “What has you stressed?”

      She does heavy chopping when she’s unhappy. Says using the knife calms her. A bit freaky, but as long as it’s vegetables, I’m guessing it’s a healthy way to release stress. Not that I can judge, I pummel a punching bag when I’m pissed. Same thing, I suppose.

      “Nothing. I’m not stressed.”

      My gaze narrows on her. She’s not looking at me. She’s always smiling at me.

      I let her lie go. A glass or two of wine at dinner and she’ll open up. After I open the bottle, I slide a glass in front of her and take a stool across from her.

      There’s a dance to the way Jillian cooks, and I learned long ago not to bother asking to help. She slices and dices with frenzied speeds. On the stove behind her, water boils, assumedly for the couscous.

      I’m not a great cook outside being a master at the grill. Some nights, Jillian cooks at my house, a vegetarian dish for her with sides we can both eat while I grill steak or chicken outside. It’s perfectly friendly… yet intimate.

      I adjust myself on the stool when she’s not looking.

      Tonight’s not the first time I sit across from her, getting turned-on by her concentration. It is one of the rare times we don’t speak while she cooks.

      She takes a small sip of the wine and makes a humming sound that sounds like sex.

      “Hard day?”

      “Not really. We’re prepping to sign a couple new football players which might have me traveling to Wisconsin this fall, but otherwise, it’s all the same pre-season prep work.”

      “Tell me about it.” With training camp and a new season barreling down on me, this month of prep before everything begins is always the most grueling.

      “Hard workouts?” She glances at me with a small grin which quickly fades.

      “Two-a-day. They’re kicking my ass.”

      Something’s going on. She might sound normal, but there’s a tenseness in her shoulders and a tightness around her lips I don’t like. And the way she’s not acting like her happy-go-lucky self? There’s no point in waiting until she has a glass or two in. “Want to stop destroying that zucchini and tell me what’s really going on?”

      She drops the knife and sighs. “You know me too well.”

      “I apologize. I’ll start being a self-involved dick and treat you like crap. How does that sound?”

      She curls her lip and grabs her wine. “Speaking of Roman—”

      “I wasn’t.” I don’t ever speak of him.

      She shakes her head and tugs at the knotted mess of hair on top of her head. “It’s their wedding on the eighteenth.”

      “Finally opened the invitation?”

      “Becca made me on Saturday.”

      “And did you light it on fire and call your parents and tell them never to speak to you again like I suggested?”

      “No.” She sighs, chewing on her bottom lip. I have never, not since the first three seconds we met three years ago, seen her give me any indication she has the ability to be nervous. About anything. “We came up with a plan to get them all off my back.”

      “Sounds good. What is it?”

      “That I take a date with me. I just need to find someone.”

      Well, fuck.

      Sign. Me. Up.
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      “I’ll do it.”

      “What?” I mean, that was Becca’s plan, but I still hadn’t decided if I was going to ask Klaus.

      He’ll have to pretend to be my boyfriend. Someone who loves me enough to prove I’ve totally moved on from Roman and Julianna. I’m not sure my mental health can handle spending a weekend with Klaus pretending we’re dating and then coming back home after and going back to being friends.

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I do it?”

      “Are you sure?” I take a small sip. Too much wine will go straight to my head. My appetite still hasn’t returned since Saturday, mostly because I’ve been dreading this moment. “Because it’s not just a date, I mean, it is, but we’d have to act in love and all that stuff.”

      Klaus laughs and pushes off his stool. “I do understand the general idea of being a boyfriend and what that entails.”

      A warm, calloused, and gorgeous hand covers mine, forcing both my hand and the avocado oil glass bottle to the counter.

      “Look at me.”

      When I do, he steals my breath. I’ve been able to hide my reaction to him for years. First I pushed it aside because I was stupidly in love with Roman, and then we were friends.

      Are friends.

      Right. Friends shouldn’t feel this way or have their body heat just because they’re in close, touching proximity to each other.

      Someone should tell that to my vagina.

      “What about Bailey?” Bailey’s his on-again, off-again cheerleader girlfriend with the local NBA team. She’s also a pre-med student and sweet as hell. It’s difficult to hate her even when I tried. And before Bailey, there was Barbie and Brianna and Bianca. Klaus has such a fascination with women whose names start with the letter B I hesitated to ever introduce him to Becca. Fortunately, Becca’s immune to his charm.

      “I haven’t seen Bailey in months.”

      “What?” I ask again. “I thought…”

      “We weren’t serious. And she wanted something I couldn’t give her.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Commitment. My heart.” His steel-blue eyes are perfectly framed with long, golden-brown lashes that blink slowly. “I didn’t feel that way about her, so we ended things, firmly, months ago, and I don’t want to talk about her anymore. I’d love to take you to the wedding. In fact, I want to take you.”

      A tiny little bubble of hope lifts my voice. “Really? You’ll pretend with me?”

      His eyes bounce from mine, to my nose, to my lips before meeting my gaze. I swear that steely blue deepens into another emotion before he smiles. “Sure. I’ll pretend with you.”

      A flutter of warmth skips across my shoulder, to my neck, down my spine.

      Pretend to be in love with Klaus Newman?

      I can totally pull that off.

      But can I do it while hiding the fact I think I’m already halfway in love with the guy?

      I guess we’ll see how good of an actress I am.

      “Good. Thank you.”

      “No thanks required.” He kisses my cheek, something innocuous. We do it all the time. This time, I swear he lingers. Then he whispers, “I’ve been waiting for a chance to show Roman how big of a dipshit I think he is anyway.”

      “Right,” I whisper.

      The bubble of hope pops like a balloon.

      He’s doing this to shove it to Roman.

      Of course he is. It’s not only futile because Roman won’t care, it’s unnecessary. The only part of me still hurting over our failed relationship is my bruised ego. It’s certainly not my heart. I’m pretty sure after the years I spent with Roman, I never really gave that to him.

      “I need to finish dinner.”

      “I need a drink.”

      “Your favorite vodka is in the freezer.”

      “You’re so good to me, Jilly-Bean.”

      I scrunch up my face, earning a deep, happy chuckle from Klaus as he pulls back and heads toward my refrigerator. I allow myself one quick moment to check out his backside as he walks away from me before refocusing on dinner.
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      “If I match your salary, will you quit your job and become my personal chef?”

      “Asked and answered, Klaus.”

      He wipes his napkin over his mouth, his plate quickly emptied.

      I’m not even sure how we started hanging out, but I know the first night it was after a signing at the mall. I’d spent hours prepping posters and hockey pucks and miniature sticks for the four guys on the Ice Kings team my company represents. He’d sat there, making me laugh, teasing me about running out of breath and somehow, through the lines of children and adults queued up through South Park Mall in order to meet their favorite players, he’d suggested we go running together sometime.

      So we met up a couple weeks later to my surprise when he texted. We ran six miles before grabbing lunch. Eventually, our runs became longer, our friendship grew closer and then we were alternating after-run meals at either my house or his. Then it grew to soccer games. Dinners out. And over the last several months, when he needs a plus-one for a community fundraiser even like at the hospital last week, I’m his go-to girl.

      But it doesn’t mean anything more than that. Since Roman cheated on me, left me and decided to marry my best friend, nothing between Klaus and I has changed… even though in the last six months especially, it’s difficult not to realize how attracted to the guy I am.

      There’s no way I’m screwing up our friendship and the good thing we have going because of hormones, though. After my embarrassing breakup, Klaus has been there every step of the way reminding me there are good guys in the world, but never once has he offered himself as one of them.

      This meal isn’t the first time, or the third or twentieth he’s asked me to become his chef.

      “Yeah, but this is really good.” He gives me an adorable grin that makes my stomach flutter.

      “I’m not going to work for you.”

      “What if I double your salary?”

      “Oh. In that case…” Pretending to think it over, I tap my finger to my chin.

      “Jilly-Bean…”

      I point at him. “Only if you never call me that name again.”

      He gives his head one quick shake, thick sandy brown hair swishing with the movement. “No dice. Offer rescinded.”

      He drinks his vodka tonic while I laugh. “What? You won’t promise not to call me some ridiculous nickname in exchange for never having to cook again?”

      He despises cooking almost as much as he hates cleaning or folding laundry. Klaus’s list of basic life skills he doesn’t like doing is long and extensive. Hence why he has a weekly cleaning lady and pays for a laundering service. All he has to do is throw his dirty clothes in a bag and leave them on his front patio. Two or three days later, everything is back, folded perfectly like magic.

      “No. Your deal is too heavy for me to comply.”

      “Why?”

      He stops mid-drink and lowers his glass. With a look I can only describe as scalding, he simply says, “Because I like the way it makes you blush and smile.”

      I sit across from him, blinking stupidly, as he stands and takes his dishes to the counter.

      With the ease of a guy who’s been here many times before, he rinses his plate and loads it in the dishwasher, one of the few menial tasks he actually does.

      I stare at the place he vacated.

      What is going on with him tonight? Because he’s acting different.

      So much more different.

      Dare I think… flirty?
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      “Oh come on!” Next to me, Klaus shouts at the television where we’re watching Charlotte’s MLS team going head to head with Minnesota. It’s Charlotte’s inaugural season and as lifelong soccer lovers—we’re all in cheering for the home team.

      Charlotte’s losing, but that isn’t why I’m practically moping in the corner of my couch, sipping my third glass of wine of the evening.

      After the initial sure I’ll pretend to be your fake boyfriend for a weekend to stick it to your ex conversation, Klaus went right back to normal, complimenting my cooking and helping me clean up. We talked about where I’m traveling to for more promotional signings for players my company represents, and we tried to figure out if we can schedule any long runs together. That becomes more difficult once he starts traveling during the season.

      We only have a few more chances, one being the weekend of the wedding. And I haven’t yet brought up our sleeping arrangements.

      This shouldn’t be that hard. In the years where we became almost instant best friends, we’ve passed out on each other’s couches—thank you wine and vodka—or guest bedrooms. Yet… this one… it’s the clincher.

      Possibly.

      Maybe not.

      And kind of… hopefully not?

      As I’m thinking all of this, sipping my wine, Klaus spears me with a look. Does he have to look so damn good all of the time? It’s madness!

      His face should be outlawed, from the square jaw and harsh cheekbones, and sexy, curled hair that isn’t too long and sheered on the sides, the man is practically edible. Like strawberries dipped in dark chocolate.

      He calls his hair cut a fade cut. I call it a let me run my fingers through your hair and shove my mouth to yours kind of cut.

      Not out loud. I’m not completely inept.

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re thinking and what’s worrying you or are you going to sit there, curled in a ball, glaring at the game all night?”

      “I’m not glaring at the game.” I leave out the mention of being curled in a ball. I’m totally curled in a ball, feet to my ass on the cushion, knees up, one arm wrapped around my shins. Also, even though Charlotte is a new team, they have loads of talent which means they shouldn’t be losing by two. An excellent reason to glare, thankyouverymuch.

      “Uh-huh. Have I mentioned lately that I’m also the Pope?”

      I snort, and the wine I just sipped burns my nose. “Damn it.”

      I set my glass down on the side table and pinch the bridge of my nose. Damn it. This hurts.

      The humiliation of the entire night. My neediness in even needing a fake boyfriend. Let’s not delve into the fact that my ex-fiancé is marrying my oldest and now most hated friend, for crying out loud.

      If there was a wanted poster for most humiliated human, that spotlight would be shining right on me.

      “Hey.”

      Two warm hands press against my knees and I drop my head. God. Seriously. I’m going to have a mental breakdown in front of Klaus. Unfortunately, it’s impossible to burrow my forehead into my knee caps because Klaus’s hand moves to my cheek, his thumb beneath my chin and with a warm pressure that slides down my throat straight to my nipples, he lifts my head.

      Not that I fight it much. His hands are divine. Gifts from God. Both on the ice, and I imagine—oh yeah, I’ve imagined—off the ice as well.

      “You are totally freaking out tonight.”

      “Am not,” says the twenty-seven-year-old who still acts like she’s four.

      “Are too,” says the twenty-eight-year-old who can match me in any argument.

      “Klaus.”

      “Jilly-Bean.”

      It’s the name that does it. The stupid, ridiculous, and immature nickname makes me crack a grin.

      This will be fine.

      It’s a weekend, and it’s Klaus. He knows me almost as well as Becca does.

      What can go so horribly wrong?

      “What are you freaking out about? Tell me, or I’ll be forced to bring in the big guns.”

      To prove his threat, his hand spreads, and damn… they’re big hands. Thick fingers. Long also. Can we judge a man on the size of his hands? Or is that just his shoe size? Because I’m judging… and hoping.

      “Don’t.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Swear to God, you touch my knee and I’ll kick you in the balls.”

      “Then you’ll have to kiss them and make them better.”

      He says it with a smile, a wicked one, one I’ve never seen on his let’s be friends and friends only face before.

      I gasp at the heat in his cornflower blues. Stormy. They’ve darkened.

      Mine have as well because I can practically feel his breath skate across my skin as his hand lowers to my knee.

      “Don’t—”

      “Tell me—”

      He touches my knee. Pressure begins to squeeze just above it.

      It’s my worst nightmare come to life. Times two.

      So it’s no surprise to me when I blurt out, “If you come to the wedding with me you have to stay at my parents’ house, because they won’t let me get a hotel room and since we’re in love and dating, they won’t let you have a guest room which means you’ll have to sleep with me, as in, sleep in the same bed kind of sleep with me.”

      I inhale a deep breath and press my lips together.

      And kill me.

      Kill. Me. Now.

      “What?” he asks, and that storm in his eyes has muted. “You might have to repeat that.”

      “I don’t think I want to.” Curling my hand around his, I try to remove it from the tender spot above my knee. My skin feels like it’s burning. My thigh from Klaus’s touch. My face from my humiliation. “I think you heard me just fine.”

      “Maybe.” His hand at my knee tightens.

      With a firm yank, he shifts and pulls my leg more. I squeal, kicking my leg up at him but Klaus has leaned off the couch, out of my reach, until I’m splayed on the couch.

      He falls on top of me, one knee shoved between my legs and the back of the couch and his other at my side, foot braced to the floor. He’s hovering over me, and that storm brewing in his eyes?

      It magnifies.

      “Klaus—”

      My question stalls in my throat. His hand at my knee loosens, and he brushes my knee and then the outside of my thigh as his gaze stays frozen to mine.

      It’s possible I’ve entered an alternate dimension—one where Klaus looks at me like he wants to kiss me.

      “Do you snore?”

      “What?”

      His dark, tan lips kick up at a corner. “Do you snore?”

      “No.” I scoff. “Of course not.”

      “Talk in your sleep? Have night terrors where I’ll have to worry about my balls getting kicked?”

      “No!” Is he crazy? What is he even talking about?

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      My current problem is the fact he’s on top of me. Close enough where I catch the alluring scent of his woodsy cologne. It’s my favorite of his and I realize I’m arching toward him, drawing in a shuddering breath.

      Collapsing back to the couch, I blow out a breath. If only that breath could expel my attraction to him. He’s being ridiculously silly, with all of these touches and looks and the way his rock-hard body hovers over me. One foot is firmly planted on the floor, one hand at the back of my couch. His knee pressed to my hip and his other hand on the cushion by my head.

      He’s amused, based on the tilt of his head and that cocksure grin of his.

      “Klaus. Sleep in the same bed.”

      “I heard you. We can do that.”

      “No. We can’t.”

      “As long as you don’t kick or snore or steal covers, we totally can. Scoot over.”

      I have nowhere to go. If I roll, I end up on my cream, tufted rug. Not that it’s uncomfortable. But this whole conversation is.

      “You’re losing your mind.”

      His grin is infectious. My own threatens to break free.

      “I’m not.” He rolls me to my side. I curl a hand around the couch cushion so I don’t face plant on the floor while he shoves his body behind me. His chest, so warm and exceptionally muscled, is now pressed to my back. His hand falls over my hips to my stomach.

      And his cheek presses against my temple.

      He feels so damn good. Or at least he would, if it was possible for me to relax into it. As it is, my knuckles ache from gripping the couch cushion and my chest has turned to a chunk of cement.

      I can’t breathe with him like this! All pressed up against me and legs tangled together.

      This does not feel friendly.

      It feels like heaven.

      “Relax. See, we can sleep. We can snuggle just fine, too.”

      His breath skitters along my cheek to my ear. It does crazy things to the tops of my thighs where a heat is starting to throb. I’m powerless to prevent my physical reaction to him.

      “We’ll probably have to hold hands, I would imagine.” The hand at my stomach leaves, finds mine clutching the couch. Slowly, he pries my fingers from their position and entwines mine with his.

      I might pass out. What is he doing?

      “You also have to breathe.” He chuckles, that low, sexy rumble.

      I squeeze my eyes closed. He’s right. Breathing is good for me. “Maybe I didn’t think this through.”

      “Hmm. I think we’re doing okay.”

      He’s so nonchalant about this. I want to turn to him, see his face. See if he’s as unaffected by this as he sounds, but I don’t. I’m a coward.

      What would I do if he’s actually not?

      “And kiss once or twice to really sell it. What do you think?”

      “Klaus—”

      “What? Is it my breath?”

      No. It’s the racing of my heart and the pulse of heat at the crease of my thighs.

      Undeterred, he continues. “We should probably practice.”

      Before I can protest, or throw myself at him—whichever—he’s shifting his body until once again he’s over me. Gracious. The feel of him behind me was bad enough.

      This? Gaping up at him like a fish out of water, too scared to ask what he’s doing…

      Well—this is madness.

      He’s lost his mind. Maybe my Moroccan food poisoned him. Made him go insane.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Kiss me, Jilly-Bean.”

      “But it’s not—”

      Necessary.

      I don’t get to finish.

      Klaus’s perfect, full and warm lips—oh, they are so warm—are pressed to mine, shutting up my protestations and igniting a fire inside me.

      He doesn’t stop at our lips pressed together, oh no, Klaus teases, tantalizes. He uses his tongue and as soon as I get that taste of him on my lips, my mouth opens. He doesn’t hesitate to slide inside, and oh dear sweet heavens, this is the best kiss I’ve ever had and the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.

      My hands, on their own volition, slide up Klaus’s rock-hard, trembling body and find his hair.

      Oh yes. I’ve wanted this for months.

      What is happening right now?

      Who cares! Klaus is kissing me and we’re practically making out on my couch. I am milking this for every beautiful, fantasy-inducing moment this is going to create.

      “Oh.” I make a sound against his mouth, roll my hips, and just when I think things are getting even hotter, he’s gone.

      Vanished.

      My eyes fly open and there’s Klaus, still on the couch, no longer touching me. He swipes his bottom lip with his thumb and just like that, the taste of me is gone from him.

      His chest heaves like he’s just finished a practice involving way too many laps around the rink and his cheeks are flushed.

      “Yeah. I think we can sell it,” he says and shoves off the couch. Are my ears deceiving me or does he seem completely unaffected?

      I still feel like the ground is shaking.

      How absolutely mortifying.

      “I should probably get home though. Early workouts again tomorrow. You good?”

      Holding out his hand, I ignore the tremble in my palm as I slide it into his.

      “Jillian.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You okay?”

      I blink. Of course I’m not okay! My throat is scratchy, my breath still ragged. My gosh, it’s going to take hours. Days. Possibly weeks to forget this and it was a kiss. “Yeah. I’m good.”

      I swear I see a hint of some emotion, some indication he has some reaction to kissing me, but then he blinks and it’s gone. He pulls me to my feet and drags me to the door.

      There, he slides his wallet and phone into his pocket and slips into his leather sandals.

      His hair hides his eyes, but I take in the deepened color on his cheekbones. The slightly swollen look of his glistening lips… from that kiss.

      “Lock up behind me, right?”

      “Of course. And um… thanks. I think.”

      “No worries.” He brushes his lips at my forehead. “We’ve got this. Talk soon, okay?”

      “‘Night.”

      My knees stay steady until he’s down the narrow walkway to the street and climbing into his truck. I close the door, wait until he pulls away, and then collapse against my front door.

      What in the world happened tonight?
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