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      Steele:

      I'm a second-year hockey player for the Seattle Sockeyes. Imagine my shock when I return from a trip to find my former roommate has transferred his lease to my nemesis. She's so annoying I can't stand to be in the same room with her. She pushes all my buttons and is my exact opposite. Despite it all, I want to rip off her clothes and make mad, passionate love to her. What is wrong with me?

      

      Hyacinth:

      I'm the free-spirited daughter of a radical activist. I've marched in my share of protests, and saving the world is my life's mission, but lately I'm wondering where my life is headed. When I'm offered the chance to share the lease on a fancy condo only two blocks from my bartending job, I jump on it. Like with most things, this one is too good to be true. My roommate is a finicky, annoying AF, hot hockey player I've butted heads with in the past who thinks my causes are ridiculous. He pushes all my buttons, and I never expected to fall for him, but I did.

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to Karen, a member of my reader group, who came up with the idea for Kaden’s penance at the end of this book. Thank you, Karen!

      

      And a huge thanks to Stacey (you know why).

      

      And thank you to Carly Phillips for allowing me to mention a character from her Dare series and Kat Mizera for the use of her Sidewinders team.

    

  


  
    
      It’s been a tough year for all of us. We’ve slogged through 2020 and made it out the other side. It was only fitting this book ends with a New Year’s Eve party. Here’s to the new year, a return to normalcy, and a shout-out to the good things we’ve learned throughout the year.

      I also want to offer my utmost sympathies to those of you who lost a loved one during this pandemic. My heart goes out to you. Let’s hope for a healing 2021.

      Bless you all, and thank you for reading my books.
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            Domestic Disaster

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Steele~~

      

      

      What the fuck?

      I froze after opening the door to my condo—my private condo—unable to believe my eyes.

      No one paid attention to me. Not one acknowledgement.

      Two of my teammates were immersed in a video game. But they weren’t the half of it.

      My worst nightmare, in the form of an infuriating free-spirit hottie, was hunched over a sewing machine surrounded by piles of material and other sewing crap. Next to her was her snorting, drooling bulldog with bad breath and plenty of ’tude. In fact, both of them had plenty of ’tude.

      A line of slobber ran down the once pristine leather. Hard rock music blared so loudly the walls shook, and my head throbbed to the beat. Empty beer cans, a discarded bowl half filled with popcorn, and various other shit littered my glass and chrome coffee table.

      I saw red and every other color depicting anger.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” I exploded, decimating my legendary calm-in-any-storm image. My head pounded, and any moment, I was certain it’d burst into a zillion pieces all over my light beige carpet and add to the chaotic mess in my once pristine living room.

      The stinky canine’s head shot up and his beady little black eyes met mine. With a labored grunt, he pushed his pudgy body up onto his short legs and leapt off the couch, moving faster than I thought possible. Barking, he barreled toward me. I backed up against the wall, unable to escape before he launched himself at my face. He missed his mark and slid down my body, leaving lines of drool on my new shirt. After hitting the floor, he propelled himself upward again, over and over, barking and throwing slobber everywhere.

      I didn’t much like dogs, especially this one.

      “Herc!” yelled the hottie. She abandoned her sewing and flew across the room to grab him by the collar and pull him off me. “Sit,” she commanded.

      After much grumbling, my attacker sat on his fat ass and glared up at me as if to say, Next time she won’t be here to save you.

      I glared right back. I would not be intimidated by a pug-nosed, smelly dog.

      “Steele, welcome home,” she exclaimed cheerfully as she scooped up the stereo remote and turned down the crappy shit that posed as music. I preferred classical music myself.

      I glowered at her, even as I took in every aspect of this woman’s appearance. Hyacinth Meadows was my nemesis, and that beast, Hercules, was her sidekick. As my brain attempted to wrap itself around what reason she would have to be in my condo along with my teammates, my body wrapped its fantasies around something else. And those teammates weren’t invited.

      “What the fuck are you doing here? All of you!” My voice vibrated with frustration and tightly controlled anger. I jabbed a finger at her and swept it in an arch to include my two asshole teammates, Ziggy and Cave. They barely glanced up from their game, completely unmoved by my fury.

      “Kaden didn’t tell you?” Her dark brows shot upward, and her mouth twitched as she sought to control her smile, ratcheting up my annoyance another notch. This situation was not funny. This was damned upsetting. My fingers itched to get to work cleaning up this disaster, but I had to take care of the interlopers first.

      “Tell me what?” I shot back, distracted momentarily by Herc’s guttural growl.

      “I live here now. So does Ziggy.”

      “What? Fuck. No, tell me this isn’t true.”

      Her wicked smile said it all and then some. I shook my head in denial. My last roommate and his girlfriend had gotten their own place.

      “I didn’t approve this. It’s a joke, right?” I relaxed a little. This was payback for the bachelor party entertainment I’d organized. “Okay, guys, you can come out now. Joke’s on me. Really funny,” I called out down the hall, expecting my buddies to strut out of one of the bedrooms laughing their asses off.

      They didn’t.

      Cin cocked a brow at me, way too fucking amused. “It’s not a joke.”

      “It has to be,” I insisted, unwilling to face a grim possibility.

      “Kaden let me take over his lease, and Ziggy took over Axel’s lease. Cave is just visiting. We’re your new roommates.” Cin grinned cheerfully, as if she’d delivered the best news possible rather than a stunning blow to my ordered life.

      “They can’t do that.” I stood up straighter, jutted out my chin, and planted my hands on my hips.

      “They did.” She mirrored my belligerent posture and lifted her chin higher so she could look me in the eyes. She was a little thing, probably a foot shorter than my six foot three, but my size didn’t intimidate her one iota. I admitted to a grudging respect for her courage.

      “This is not happening.”

      “Get over it. It is happening. It’ll be good for you. Maybe loosen up your overly tight ass.”

      I bit back a few choice words because my mom had taught me to respect women, and the things sitting on the tip of my tongue were not respectful.

      Grimacing, I turned to confront my teammates and caught a whiff of something. I sniffed the air and smelled the distinct odor of dog and something else. Pot? No one smoked in my condo. No one. It was a sacred rule I’d had with my former roommates. I hated cigarette smoke, pot smoke, any kind of smoke, and everyone abided by my rules.

      Until now. Until them.

      I stomped past Cin, fury boiling out of my pores, preparing to pounce on the two unsuspecting idiots sitting on my couch. My shoulder touched Cin’s, and a shot of sexual electricity sizzled through my veins, catching me off guard. Even my current state of white-hot anger wasn’t enough to override the blistering chemistry between us. Damn this traitorous body. I might be sexually deprived as of late, but she was the last person I’d pick to end my self-imposed drought.

      I stalked to the TV and yanked out the plugs for all the electronics.

      Cave and Ziggy came out of their video-game-induced trances and glared up at me.

      “What the fuck? I was kicking his ass.” Cave glowered as he tossed the controller on top of the stack of crap on the coffee table.

      “You were not,” Ziggy argued and turned his attention to me. He didn’t look nearly as annoyed as Cave. In fact, he might even be somewhat contrite. Cave, on the other hand, came by his nickname honestly. Not only was he a slob, but he didn’t worry much about anyone’s needs or concerns beyond his own.

      “I’m going to kick your fucking asses. Both of you.”

      They gaped at me, as if they’d never seen this side of me, and I guess they hadn’t. I was the guy always in control, always cool and calm on the ice. I never lost my temper.

      Never say never.

      “It’s time you went home. I need to talk to my roommates.” I said the word with as much disdain as I could muster, and that was a lot right now.

      Cave opened his mouth to argue, but Ziggy elbowed him sharply and gave him one of those not now looks. Grumbling in a manner that reminded me of that fat-assed dog, Cave got to his feet and left the condo.

      Once he was gone, I turned to Ziggy and Cin, who’d crossed the living room and was standing near the window, watching me warily. She ordered her dog to his dog bed. With one final threatening glance over his shoulder, he waddled off to his bed and was snoring within seconds. So much for guarding his owner. He’d left her to fend for herself.

      “I didn’t approve any of you as roommates,” I said.

      Cin said nothing, and Ziggy grinned.

      “It’s probably payback for your stunt at the bachelor party.” Ziggy echoed my earlier thoughts. If I wasn’t a law-abiding citizen raised by two cops, I’d murder my former roommates, and they’d never find the bodies.

      “It’s not supposed to work like that. That was penance for breaking the code.” Some of my fellow teammates and I had a pact, and anyone who broke it was subjected to paying a penance. I’d planned Axel’s penance, and it’d been epic, if I did say so myself.

      “Whatever,” Ziggy said, sounding bored.

      If Ziggy’s suggestion was true, Axel was in a deep snit. “You can’t stay here.”

      “Why not?” Ziggy said.

      “Why not?” I shot back. My voice rose to a very disturbing pitch. I was the guy who always had his emotions under check. I was legendary for having the best poker face of all my buddies. I wouldn’t let these two get the best of me. I took a deep breath and started again. “Because we’re not compatible.”

      “We aren’t?” By the expression on Ziggy’s face, he was dumbfounded. Ziggy was a party boy, always up for a good time. He wanted everyone in his presence to have a good time, like it was his mission or something. I’d just hurt his feelings, and I did experience a twinge of guilt over it.

      “Uh, no, look at this mess.” I pointed at the coffee table for starters.

      Ziggy swept his gaze around the room as if seeing the disaster for the first time. “I’ll, uh, start picking up.” He didn’t though. He just looked around helplessly as if not knowing where to start.

      I directed my attention to Cin. “You can’t stay either.”

      “I don’t think that’s your choice. I signed a lease. In fact, both of us did.”

      “You can’t have dogs here,” I countered, smug in my certainty I had her on that point.

      “Actually, I can. I already paid the doggie damage deposit. You don’t have to worry about me breaking any rules.”

      I truly doubted that. She didn’t seem like a rule follower to me. She was a rebel. A fucking hot rebel if you liked the hippie pixie type covered in a jungle of tats and topped off by a smart mouth. Her tight tank top revealed a good portion of her tattooed breasts. She had this jungle theme inked on her skin that made a guy want to discover what kinds of animals lurked there. What little I’d been around her in the past, I’d already spotted a zebra near her cleavage, a tiger peering around a tree trunk on her arm, and a leopard crouched on a branch on the other. It was mesmerizing. And all kinds of sexy. She was a bad girl to my good boy. I didn’t need a woman like her around, especially considering what she did to my legendary control.

      I’d battled my attraction to her the first time I’d laid eyes on her, even as we’d sparred like enemies sizing each other up before a prizefight. The second time around wasn’t going any better.

      Ziggy grabbed a garbage sack from the pantry and began gathering up trash from the coffee table and elsewhere. He kept his head down and his mouth shut, leaving Cin to fend for herself.

      “I’m going to straighten this out with Axel and Kaden.” After I strangled them. Kaden hadn’t paid his penance yet for falling in love, but I was going to be working on that one. He’d be sorry he set me up with these two.

      “There’s nothing to straighten out. We’re here to stay, like it or not,” Cin challenged me with a defiant glare.

      “Regardless, until this is straightened out, there are rules, and I expect you to follow them.”

      Cin rolled her eyes, and Ziggy stopped what he was doing to gape at me.

      “Rules?” Ziggy said, as if he’d never heard the word before.

      “Yeah, rules. You know, like those requirements you need to follow to keep from getting kicked off the team again?”

      Ziggy cringed, and even I had to admit that was a low blow. Just before the playoffs this spring, Ziggy and two other teammates had gotten into a barroom brawl and suspended from the team. Losing three key players before the first round destroyed our chances in the postseason. Ziggy was still on shaky ground with management.

      “I’ll do whatever you want. I need to stay here. I don’t trust myself living on my own.” Serious for once, Ziggy pleaded with me.

      “Are you insinuating that I would be a good father figure?” What the fuck? Ziggy was a couple years older than me.

      “How about older brother?” he said, trying to smooth my ruffled feathers.

      “I’m not interested in the job.”

      “Coach suggested I move in with you because you’re responsible.”

      Well, that really screwed shit up. The coach wanted him here so I could babysit him? Wonderful, just wonderful.

      It appeared that I was the one who’d have to find a new place, which I didn’t want to do. This place was perfect, just a few blocks from our practice facility, great water view, and lots of incredible places to eat. That last point was a huge plus because I didn’t cook.

      “All right. I have rules.”

      “You don’t mean like the ones that were taped to the refrigerator? I thought they were a joke and threw them away. But you were serious?” Cin’s big blue eyes were round with innocence, but she didn’t fool me.

      “Yes, I was serious. My former roommates didn’t have an issue with them.”

      “Well, I do. Don’t we get a say in them?” Cin narrowed her eyes and sniffed as if she smelled something even worse than the dogs and pot smell.

      “No, I was here first.”

      “I’m good with that,” Ziggy rushed to add, ignoring Cin’s disgust. He started tossing beer bottles—and there were a lot of them—in the garbage and making a terrible racket.

      “Stop that for now and listen,” I shouted over the din.

      “Sorry.” Ziggy hung his head and shuffled over to the couch, where he plopped down. Cin joined him, not nearly as compliant. Jealousy sliced through me, along with the shock of being jealous. I wasn’t the jealous type, and we weren’t dating, hooking up, or anything else. What did I care if Ziggy and she were? I had to get a handle on myself. She wasn’t the right woman for me, even for a one-night stand.

      “No smoking whatsoever. No pot, no cigarettes, not even vaping.”

      “I told you he wouldn’t like that. He’s such a tight-ass.” Cin rolled her eyes once again, but Ziggy was smart enough not to acknowledge her comment.

      “No illegal drugs whatsoever,” I added.

      “Pot’s legal in Washington,” Cin pointed out with a saccharine-sweet smile.

      I shot her one of my best scathing glares. She rolled her eyes.

      “Fine. Not a problem,” Cin said, while Ziggy nodded.

      “Clean up your messes. Not a day later. Not an hour later. Immediately.”

      “Yes, your pickiness.”

      “And stop with the smart mouth.”

      “Not possible where you’re concerned. You give me such great ammunition.”

      “Lock and load,” Ziggy added with a laugh. One look at me, and he snapped his mouth shut. “Sorry.”

      “No parties, no loud music.”

      “You are really a drag,” Cin sighed.

      I raked my fingers through my thick hair and mentally counted to ten. She was the most annoying, obnoxious woman I’d ever wanted to—

      I killed that line of thought right away.

      This was truly a nightmare of epic proportions, and I wasn’t going to be waking up from it anytime soon.

      All day on the long flight from DC to Seattle, I’d looked forward to arriving home after spending a week with my mom. My three original roommates had significant others and had moved into their own places, leaving me as the sole occupant of this condo until now. The peace and quiet I’d craved had been blown to bits by these interlopers.

      My new fucking roommates?

      I’d get through this. Somehow. Once the season ended, I’d renegotiate my contract, buy this place, and boot them both out.

      If I survived that long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Messy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Hyacinth~~

      

      

      Steele Bailey was the most infuriating, arrogant man I’d ever met. He was wound tighter than my mother when she’s organizing her next rally.

      I’d been a fool to think rooming with him would work out, but I’d been desperate at the time to get out from under my mother’s controlling influence. Mom played the guilt card to the fullest extent, and I fell for it every time. She’d dragged me into so many marches and protests I’d lost count. Not that I didn’t consider myself an activist, but my mom was not only an activist but an instigator. Why do a peaceful protest when you could attract more attention with a more radical approach? Or at least, that’s how it seemed to me.

      She’d taken the group we’d founded and turned it into something I barely recognized. I had to get away and clear my thoughts, figure out who I was without being obliterated by her shadow and tainted by her reputation. Part of my realization I might be heading in the wrong direction was brought about by a new friend I made this summer. Delaney had shown me it was possible to achieve change via advocacy and negotiation with those in power. Confused by conflicting methods, I’d been desperate to find a new place, preferably something within walking distance of my bartending job.

      Kaden, Delaney’s boyfriend, had offered this condo, as they were getting a place together. It was right on the bus line, two blocks from the local bar I worked at, and it was awesome. I’d never lived in anything as luxurious as this.

      There’d been one downside, besides the rent, and I was looking at him right now.

      Steele and my mother were equally annoying except Steele wasn’t an activist. He was far from one, the type of guy who thought he had all the answers and was never wrong.

      I’d traded my chaotic mother for a meticulous male about to have a conniption fit because the place was a little messy. To me, it looked lived in, yet I’d known exactly what I was getting into when I’d taken over Kaden’s lease.

      I’d had to get out of my current situation.

      My mother embraced drama and chaos, and she was dragging me down with her. Steele would annoy the hell out of me, but chaos and drama would be kept to a minimum around him, as long as I didn’t count the constant drama of my body wanting his.

      The subject of my thoughts was standing before Ziggy and me, hands on his hips, eyes cold, and his deep voice was clipped as he outlined our transgressions.

      Oops.

      I glanced around. I’d been careful not to make a huge mess. By my standards, the living room looked pretty good, especially now that Ziggy had picked up stuff.

      I’d enjoyed a heavenly week of nonjudgmental bliss. Ziggy didn’t give a shit what I did, and I didn’t care if he played his music too loud or had women over at all times of the day and night. I liked Ziggy. There was more to him than most people realized. I’d barely scraped the surface of what made him tick, but as an armchair psychologist, I looked forward to getting to know him.

      Steele, not so much.

      The subject of my disdain had finally ended his lecture on rules and retreated to the kitchen, where he obtained a clean sponge and scrubbed the perfectly clean counters. One lock of dark hair fell over his forehead, surprising me that his hair dared to deviate from the perfect style he always sported. I wanted to run my fingers through that thick hair and mess Steele up, but that wasn’t the only thing I wanted to do to mess him up. Oh, yeah, I could think of plenty things. All of them naughty—but I was a naughty girl.

      I approached him and perched one hip on a stool at the kitchen counter, completely absorbed with watching him work. Muscles devoid of any visible tats bulged in tanned arms, mesmerizing me with their controlled but raw strength. My gaze slipped lower to his rounded hockey butt. One thing I’d learned recently since I’d become friends with Delaney, Caro, and the other WAGs was that hockey players had insanely buff asses and thick, powerful thighs from all that time skating.

      Oh, yeah. I licked my lips, certain I was drooling.

      Steele’s ass was the finest of the fine. I’d give anything to see him naked. Hell, I’d like to paint him naked. I wasn’t that good at it, and most of my stuff was more abstract than realistic, but it’d be fun to paint him. Not that he’d ever agree to such a thing.

      “Do you have any tats?” I asked, unable to keep quiet. Silence wasn’t something I cherished. I had to have background noise or I’d talk to myself.

      Steele half turned to scowl at me. I smiled sweetly back at him. He had no idea how sexy that scowl of his was. I bet women swooned all over the league when they saw his brooding good looks. He’d make a great dark hero in one of those gothic romances my grandmother loved.

      My lady parts were starting to tingle just thinking about having a grumpy roomie with benefits. I’d wipe that scowl off his face and replace it with ecstatic delight.

      “So, do you have any tats?” I repeated. If he said he had any on his ass, thighs, or below his hips, I was asking to see them.

      “One.”

      I waited for additional information, but he wasn’t forthcoming. Fine, I’d get it out of him. “What is it and where?”

      “Sockeye tattoo on my left arm,” he muttered almost as if embarrassed, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “That’s all?” I didn’t try to hide my disappointment.

      “Yeah.” He put down the sponge and regarded me with an unreadable expression. “Is there any part of your body that doesn’t have tattoos other than your face and neck?”

      He’d meant the comment as a slight, but I turned it around and took it as a compliment. “You noticed.”

      He grumbled something unintelligible.

      “You’ll have to get me naked to see the rest of my tats.” I graced him with a sultry smile that deepened his scowl all the more. Ziggy snorted from behind me.

      “You show me yours, and I’ll show you mine.” Ziggy hooked one leg over the stool next to me and gave me a lecherous grin. I rolled my eyes. Steele made an odd sound. When I glanced back at him, he was scrubbing the counters once again, his body strung tighter than a bow.

      “We could all three get naked together.” I had no plans of having a threesome with my two roommates. Talk about a messy situation in more ways than one. Regardless, jerking Steele’s chain was a hell of a lot of fun.

      “Count me out,” Steele muttered.

      “I usually only do threesomes with two women. Never with a guy, but whatever gets you naked…” Ziggy said and winked at me. I winked back and directed my full attention toward Steele, who was visibly uncomfortable with the conversation.

      “You should try it. You might like it, Steele,” I teased, and Ziggy snorted. We were both giving Steele shit. He didn’t know Ziggy and I had come to an agreement that first night I’d spent in this condo. We were not having recreational sex or any sex. Period. End of story.

      Now Steele was a different matter altogether. I’d recreate with him anytime and consider it my personal challenge to loosen him up. I’d make that man scream my name and forget his own as he came inside me. Oh, yeah. That was what I was talking about.

      I loved sex, and ever since I’d met Steele a few months ago on Madrona Island during the week leading up to Caro’s wedding, I’d wanted to have sex with him. I did have to admit, now that we were roomies, such entanglements might be awkward once we moved on to other partners, but I was willing to take a chance. Steele didn’t seem nearly as willing.

      “What would you like for dinner?” I said, changing the subject.

      He stopped polishing the granite and faced me. For the first time since he’d walked in the front door, he wasn’t wearing a scowl. He wasn’t smiling either, but I’d take his expression as a win. The man could be bought with food. Good to know.

      “You cook?”

      “Don’t sound so incredulous.”

      “She’s an awesome cook.” Ziggy rubbed his flat stomach and licked his lips. He stood and stretched.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll eat anything you cook, but first I need a shower. Later.” Ziggy gave me a hug and nodded at Steele then ambled down the hall to his bedroom. The door clicked shut a second later.

      A very uncomfortable silence ensued. Since I didn’t do well with any silence, comfortable or not, I began jabbering as I walked past Steele to check out the situation in the refrigerator. Ziggy, thrilled to have someone cooking for him, had given me money yesterday to buy whatever I wanted for meals. I’d gone a little crazy, not used to having that kind of money for groceries. I was a penny pincher. My funky clothes came from sales racks and thrift shops.

      “Don’t you ever shut up?” Steele asked.

      “No, not really.”

      “I’ll bet you even talk in your sleep.”

      I snapped my head around to study his face. Did he actually just joke with me? His expression was impassive and unreadable. His strong jaw jutted out, a trait he often displayed when something irritated him or wasn’t to his liking. After crashing on the couch in his vacation house in the islands for a week, I’d learned to read his subtle body language. He had tells. They weren’t obvious to most people because most people didn’t notice stuff like that, but I did.

      He narrowed his gaze, zeroing in on my clothes then raising his eyes back to my face. I stood my ground. As hard as it was, I kept my mouth shut and waited for him to speak.

      “This place is expensive. Even one-third of the monthly payment is hefty. Do you have a trust fund or something?”

      I stiffened. “Are you insinuating that I can’t afford this place?”

      “Can you?”

      “No, but that’s none of your concern. I’m looking for a better-paying job.”

      “What do you do now?”

      “I bartend at a small bar a few blocks from here. It’s perfect because I don’t have a car.”

      “You did.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s finally in car heaven somewhere.”

      “You didn’t get another car?” He was incredulous, as if he’d never met someone without a car.

      “No, I did not.” I sighed, and drawn by an invisible magnet, I stepped closer to him, breathing in his very male scent. He smelled good. Really, really good. His nostrils flared at my boldness and proximity, but he stood his ground.

      “I expect your share of the rent to be paid on time.” His gaze slipped below my face and lower, then he snapped his head back up. His scowl deepened. He’d been caught gawking, and I wasn’t about to let a guy like him get away with that.

      “It will be.” I squared my shoulders and stood defiantly tall, as tall as someone could who was only five foot three. Kaden and Delaney had already covered my first month’s rent. “I, uh, was actually hoping to trade some of my portion for cooking and cleaning.”

      Much to my surprise, he threw back his head and laughed long and hard. Now I was the one doing the scowling. “I don’t understand what you find so funny about that?”

      I might be drawn to that dark brooding thing he had going on, but a laughing Steele did as much for me as cranky. I’d take him either way, thank you.

      “Cleaning? You?” He glanced around the still-messy living room and kitchen. “This is not clean.”

      “I’m sorry I don’t meet your high standards. I’ll try to do better. You’ll find my cooking is far superior to my house cleaning.”

      “Aren’t you a vegetarian?” His gaze swung back to mine, and the expression in those gray eyes was decidedly carnivorous, with me as the main course.

      “I am, but I’ll cook your meals with meat. Don’t worry.” My own wayward mind sneaked a peek at his meat, or what I was able to see of it, and there was evidence I was getting to him too.

      “You’d better. How much did you think you’d be able to shave off your portion by cooking and, uh, cleaning?”

      I dragged my gaze back to his handsome face. “I don’t know. Whatever’s reasonable. Ziggy’s already all in.”

      “Of course he is.”

      I read the bastard’s mind. He thought I was doing more for Ziggy than cooking and cleaning. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I stepped closer to him until we were only a few feet apart, craning my neck to see his face. He was so big and brawny and fucking gorgeous.

      He shrugged and didn’t answer, but his gaze flicked once again to my cleavage and back.

      “Listen to me, Mr. Brawny. I am not fucking your roommate.” I jabbed my index finger into his stomach. It was so rock hard I almost broke a fingernail. “How dare you insinuate that I’m sleeping with Ziggy for the rent.”

      “She’s not, but not for my lack of trying. She shut me down, Steele. Imagine that. Me? The Don Juan of the Sockeyes.” Ziggy joined our conversation, naked except for a towel slung low around his waist. I’d seen him like this before. In fact, I’d seen even more of him than this. Ziggy had no shame and no problem walking around naked. I was surprised he bothered with a towel this time.

      “Put on some clothes. We have a female living in this house.”

      Ziggy rolled his eyes, and I laughed.

      “You’re not my father, Steele. I’ve seen plenty of naked men in my life. I don’t need you to protect my virtue.”

      Ziggy grinned from ear to ear, enjoying our little discussion. He waited for Steele to mount a counterattack.

      “Just fucking do it anyway,” Steele grumbled. “When’s dinner? I’m going for a jog.”

      I bowed low. “Whenever the king desires, your humble servant will have the meal prepared and waiting for his highness.”

      Steele glared at me. If I’d been a candle, his gray eyes would’ve melted me into a pile of wax. For a moment, we stared at each other, held in place by the heat swirling around us. Steele broke first, turning on a heel and stomping out the door.

      “He’s not wearing running shoes,” Ziggy noted.

      “I doubt he’s going running. He’s just going somewhere to cool off.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone get under his skin like you can. It’s epic. You’re like the master. Steele’s unflappable.”

      I blew on my knuckles and wiped them across my chest. “I do have a habit of bringing out the worst in everyone.”

      “Well, keep it up. That guy needs his life shaken up and his routine disrupted.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      “I think you’re the right person for the job.”

      “Maybe.” When it came to being free spirits and doing as we pleased and how we pleased, Ziggy and I were kindred souls.

      While Steele…

      He was the opposite of us. Somehow we’d all learn to live together despite different approaches to life. If I had my way, I’d loosen some of his coils that were wound too tight.

      There was one easy way to do that, but I wasn’t sure he’d go for it. All those hard muscles, all that intensity, all that raw power surging and directed toward me. I fanned myself.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Ziggy said.

      I jumped, having forgotten he was there. “What am I thinking?”

      “You want him. I can tell by the way you look at him. So what’s holding you back?”

      That was a good question. What was holding me back?

      Nothing other than a reluctant partner. Willing partners were so much more fun.
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      I hated to admit it, but my stomach was in love with Cin.

      Dinner was incredible. Both Ziggy and I had thirds and made a huge dent in the large pot of savory spaghetti and meatballs. Cin cooked the meatballs separately since she didn’t eat meat. She put veggies in the sauce, and I had to admit I liked the different flavors and textures the veggies added.

      Despite my pickiness when it came to certain things, I was the type of guy who’d eat anything.

      I tried to eat healthy, but if I was cooking, it was usually takeout or pizza.

      I’d be eating healthy if Cin cooked, but I didn’t want to get comfortable with her being here. I was racking my brain to come up with a solution to get her out from underfoot. Ziggy needed to go, too, but I’d deal with the most pressing problem first.

      Cin.

      My nemesis.

      The source of my frustrations not just from an orderly standpoint but also sexually, much to my dismay.

      I’d never admit the latter to anyone. Being attracted to her body while greatly disliking her personality was insane and unexplainable and completely out of character for a guy like me who relished order in my life.

      I wasn’t letting my fellow Puck Brothers get away with what they’d done to me. I recognized a hit job for what it was. They’d forced these two slobs upon me for sheer entertainment value. Besides, it was Kaden’s turn to pay his penance. When we’d started as rookies, we’d made a pact not to get into a serious relationship before we were thirty. Anyone who broke the pact paid the penance. So far, Easton had polished our skates and blades, a lame penance if you asked me, but I didn’t plan that one. Axel had been the entertainment at Easton’s bachelor party, thanks to me. I’d surprised more than a few teammates and coaches with my deviousness, as Axel had popped out of a huge cake wearing a skimpy Speedo.

      Now Kaden’s turn was coming, and he wasn’t getting off easy, especially after he allowed Cin to take over his lease.

      After dinner, I needed some space from Cin especially. I called my bros and asked them to meet me for a beer that evening at the Place, our usual hangout across the street from the SHAC, the Sockeyes Hockey Athletic Center, our practice facility.

      When I left the condo, it was past eight o’clock. Ziggy and Cin had disappeared to their rooms, and I slipped out the door. None of us had to answer to the others, yet I felt guilty for what I was about to do—find a way to get rid of Cin and that disgusting dog of hers.

      My buddies were already putting a dent in a pitcher of beer when I showed up. I sat down and poured a beer for myself.

      “Where’s Easton?”

      “Busy with the kids. Can’t get away.” Kaden took a long drink from his beer glass and wiped his mouth off with the sleeve of his long-sleeved T-shirt.

      I nodded. Easton had found out last year he’d fathered two children with his high school sweetheart. He hadn’t known about them. The entire situation had been more than a little odd, and I’d stayed out of it for the most part.

      Axel glanced at his watch for the tenth time in the short while I’d been sitting there.

      “Got a hot date?” I quipped, knowing full well he was probably anxious to get home to his girlfriend. “We’ve only been here a few minutes.” I hated the sound of my voice, almost whiny and butt hurt.

      “Geneva is unpacking and inventorying new equipment tonight. She’s coming here afterward.” Geneva was Axel’s girlfriend, our backup goalie’s sister, and was one of the team’s equipment staff. I really liked her. She was exacting at her job. When she set up our locker room, every piece of equipment was in its place and immaculate. A girl after my own heart, but Axel beat me to her. Not that I begrudged his relationship with her. They made a great couple.

      “I see.” I took another swig of my beer. I wasn’t a huge partier like my buddies had been in their single days. I’d opted to be the designated driver more often than not. Regardless, I appreciated a good beer now and then. I wasn’t an excess type of guy, not in my drinking and not in my other habits, unless you counted tidiness.

      Kaden’s cell buzzed, and he snatched it up as if world peace depended on it. A slow, goofy smile spread across his face. Axel groaned, and I rolled my eyes. No woman would ever make me look like that. I loved women, don’t get me wrong. I loved to fuck women, but unlike most of my teammates, I wasn’t overindulgent. I tended to hook up with older women I met privately, rather than pick up a twenty-something in a bar for the night or take home a few puck bunnies to warm my bed. Older women knew things, and they often knew how to please a man and weren’t afraid to ask for what they wanted. I was a better lover because of them.

      There was one particular woman who was the hostess at a French restaurant I frequented that I saw more often than most. She didn’t want anything from me but my body, and I felt the same about her. She might be in her forties, but a guy would never guess that about her.

      “Are you sexting Delaney?” Axel asked Kaden.

      Kaden glanced up, still wearing his stupid expression. “Nah, she’s in a meeting. One of her many causes.” Kaden’s girlfriend had political aspirations and was the daughter of a powerful senator.

      “She seems to have a lot of causes,” I noted. I was well informed. I watched the news, read quite a bit, and I had my opinions, but I mostly kept them to myself.

      “She does. Speaking of causes, how are you making out with Cin?” Axel asked.

      “And are you making out with her?” Kaden waggled his eyebrows, and both of my idiot friends broke into laughter.

      “You two are gonna pay for this.” My grouchiness came flooding back. The bastards.

      “Hey, I already did. Remember me being forced to jump out of a cake in a G-string at Easton’s bachelor party?” Axel shot me a smug smirk. “Payback is a bitch, Steele.”

      “I hardly think installing that woman in my home is fair payback. You only had to endure misery for several minutes. You’re sentencing me to way more than that.”

      Axel snorted and fist-bumped Kaden.

      “Don’t forget, Kaden. You haven’t paid your Puck Bro penance yet.”

      Kaden sobered immediately. He hadn’t thought this through very well. Not one damn bit. “I, uh, I… She’s a good cook.”

      “Yeah, I’ll give her that, but it’s not worth it when a guy has to put up with everything else. She had bras and underwear draped over the balcony railing.”

      They both found this way too funny while I scowled. I wadded up a napkin and pegged Axel in the head. He shot it right back, and the damn thing landed in my beer. I fished it out with a spoon, but there were remnants of paper towel floating in the beer. An attentive waitress hurried over with another beer and handed me another napkin. I glanced down to find she’d scrawled her phone number on it.

      I shook my head and wadded up the napkin, turning back to my current problem. “You have to help me out here. I can’t live with her. Ziggy is bad enough.”

      “Oh, no.” Axel waved his arms and shook his head vehemently. “Don’t pin your Ziggy problem on us. Coach wants him there because you’re a good role model, even though you’re single. You’ll have to deal with Coach on that subject.”

      “I will,” I said without a lot of conviction. I wasn’t about to make waves. I wanted a new contract before the end of this season. “Just help me find a way to get Cin out of the house.”

      Kaden and Steele exchanged glances. They knew something I didn’t. I saw it in their eyes.

      “What’re you hiding from me?”

      “It was Delaney’s idea,” Kaden admitted, refusing to meet my gaze. He was guilty of not running this by me, and he knew it.

      “What was? Putting Cin in your old room?”

      “Yeah. I guess she was living with her mother, and it wasn’t a good situation. We offered her the place, and we’d cover the first month’s rent,” Kaden admitted.

      “How is she going to pay for the next month’s rent?” I was skeptical. I doubted doing alterations or working as a bartender paid all that well, and this condo was expensive even split three ways.

      “She’ll be good for it,” Kaden insisted. “You don’t know her.”

      “And you do? Either one of you?”

      They both shrugged, unwilling to respond to my question. I was stuck with her, no matter how I felt about it. I was about to open my mouth and offer another argument for them to shut down when Geneva joined us, followed a few minutes later by Delaney. Feeling like a third wheel, I excused myself and headed out the door. They barely noticed I’d left.

      Feeling out of sorts and left out, I wasn’t ready to go home yet.

      The night was warm for a mid-September Seattle night, and I strolled along the sidewalk, past several shops closed for the night, a small Italian restaurant, and a bar. I’d never been in this particular bar. The old building appeared somewhat worse for wear, and I suspected the place been a neighborhood staple for a long time. I glanced inside past the tables, chairs, and the pool table. I stopped dead in my tracks and did a double take.

      Cin stood near a table wearing that same tight black tank and an apron around her waist. She placed a beer in front of the bearded, tatted patron. He grinned up at her. I knew that grin. I’d seen it enough on my buddies. The guy wanted her. But what did I care?

      Yet I did. Or my body did. Ugly tendrils of jealousy snaked through me. I tried unsuccessfully to shake the feeling off. Cin was a big girl perfectly capable of handling herself. Only my feet wouldn’t move. They were rooted to the sidewalk as I watched the drama play out inside.

      The guy pulled her onto his lap in one swift movement. She didn’t stand a chance as small as she was. His buddies sitting at the table laughed as Cin struggled to get free. No one was making a move to help her. Most were pretending this behavior was completely acceptable.

      Not to me it wasn’t.

      I saw red—the red of hot, boiling anger.

      My feet propelled me forward. Next thing I knew, I’d yanked the door open and was striding across the sticky, wood-planked floor, ready to kick some ass, and I was so not an ass kicker off the ice. In fact, I’d never been in a bar fight or anything of the sort. My lack of experience in bar fights didn’t stop me.

      I caught the asshole off guard and sucker-punched him in the jaw. Cin’s mouth formed a shocked O just before she took the opportunity to scramble to her feet and away from the jerk.

      Mr. Tat leaped to his feet and launched his huge body at me. I was faster due to years of playing hockey and dodging players and pucks. I moved out of his way. He barreled face-first into the empty table next to me, rolled ungracefully off it, and sprawled on the floor, flailing around like a turtle on its back.

      I stood above him, my hands fisted at my sides as I wondered what the fuck I was doing. I could be suspended from the team for this, especially since I’d thrown the first punch.

      Cin shot into action and stepped between us as the guy struggled to his feet.

      “You need to leave, Tug.”

      Tug rubbed the bruise on his cheekbone and regarded me with outright menace. “You’re lucky I’m not in a fighting mood tonight, asshole.” He turned to Cin. “I’m not done with you yet, bitch.”

      I made a move toward him, but Cin gripped my arm, her eyes pleading with me. “Please, Steele. Let him be. He’s an old friend. He was just messing around.”

      “Yeah, Steele, we were just messing around.” The dickhead sneered at me. “I’m an old friend, if you know what I mean. You’ll pick up the tab, right, Steele? Later, babe.” He tipped an imaginary hat to Cin and gestured to his buddies to follow him.

      I stared after him. Was that guy an ex of Cin’s, or even worse, a wannabe boyfriend? What did I know about her private life? Not a damn fucking thing. Out of genuine concern for her well-being, maybe I’d interrupted a perverse little game they played with each other.

      And they’d played me for a fool.
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