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        BLAISE

      

        

      
        JULY

      

      

      I leaned against the bar and tried to drown out the noise of the sports network blaring above my head. Working at Dad’s bar hadn’t been my off-season plan, but ending my season with my career in the toilet hadn’t been ideal either. So here I was.

      I sighed and ran a hand through my short hair. The first thing I did when my long-distance girlfriend of ten years broke up with me was chop off my hockey flow. My baby sister Maja was the only one who recognized it as a cry for help and told me to go home to Philly. I didn’t think going home meant I’d be living with my dad and working at his bar.

      I looked up at the TV screen with a scowl.

      “What about Blaise Holmstrom? He had a bad season this year, but Toronto could get a good deal with him from a team looking to fill their blueline.”

      “Well, he’s got good hockey sense. He’s a solid D. Buffalo, Pittsburgh, or Philly could get a good deal on him.”

      Pittsburgh? No way I’d ever play for the Miners. That was practically illegal when you grew up a Bulldogs fan. I already told my agent Pittsburgh was a ‘hard no’ if given the choice. But if the Wolves traded me, I didn’t have a choice because I didn’t have a no-move clause in my contract. I tried to ignore trade rumors, but after having a shitty season, I had my doubts. Being back home in Philly, under the scrutiny of my dad, didn’t help assuage that anxiety.

      On TV, the analysts droned on about me being a good fit in Philly. They said I had that gritty Broad Street Bullies style to my play. That shouldn’t be a shock to any of these bozos since I learned to skate at the Bulldogs arena when my dad was the captain of the team back in the day.

      My scowl returned when the pundits started comparing me to my dad and then to my oldest brother, Eli, who played for Montreal. If you were from a hockey dynasty family, it was inevitable you got compared to your family. Especially when you were coming off the worst season of your entire career. The kind of season that could kill the career of a lesser player.

      Dad looked up at the TV at the mention of his name. Across the screen flashed old footage of him on the ice, but he turned away when the conversation got morose about why he hung up his skates.

      That had been right before Mom died.

      Dad raised a blonde eyebrow at me. “You think you’re getting traded?” he asked in his native Swedish.

      I knitted my brows together as I processed his question. Despite my dad and my ex-girlfriend both being Swedish, my grasp of the language was horrendous.

      “Why do you even care?” I snarled in English instead and stomped off to go bus a couple of tables.

      That was childish, but every time I spoke with my dad, all that teen angst came barreling back at me. When the Toronto Wolves drafted me, I thought for sure I had gained Dad’s approval. But I couldn’t help but feel like no matter what, I was always going to be the troublemaker kid Dad felt like he had to rein in.

      I was the fuck up Holmstrom, and he never let me forget it.

      I aggressively cleared one of the tables, slamming plates down into the bucket until my little brother Ayden came over to me.

      Ayden was the reason I was working at the bar tonight. He was a shift manager, hoping to take over once Dad finally retired, even though that wasn’t anytime soon. When one of the bartenders called out, Ayden pulled me out of my bed at Dad’s house and told me to make myself useful instead of wallowing in self-pity.

      He was a dickhead like that.

      Ayden ran a hand over his shaved head. “Dude, you need to smile a little more. No one wants to tip the surly bartender.”

      “Good, because I’m not a bartender,” I snapped and fixed him with a piercing glare. The kind I’d give in the face-off zone. Ayden knew that stare meant to back off.

      “Dude, don’t be like Dad,” Ayden sighed under his breath.

      We both took a second and glanced over at Dad. He stood behind the bar mixing drinks for an attractive older woman. He was giving her that signature Holmstrom smile, but his flirting was all for show. Dad still wore his wedding ring and never got over Mom.

      “I’m not like him,” I said and nearly broke a dish when I slammed it down into the bucket.

      Ayden raised an eyebrow at me. “Bro, get over her! She broke up with you over video chat. She couldn’t even bother to tell you in person. I know Astrid was your first love, but you got together when you were fifteen! You were kids and⁠—”

      “And what?” I snarled.

      “Look, you can’t have a good relationship when you live in separate countries, especially when she didn’t want to move for you.”

      “I would have gone to her,” I admitted.

      “What? To play in Europe? Your place is in the big league.”

      I snorted. “Sure, if my team still wants me.”

      His gaze clouded as he stared at me. “Are you getting traded?”

      I pointed to the TV where the sports network was still on. “They seem to think so. I don’t want to play for the Miners.”

      Ayden chewed on his lip in thought. “At least you’d be closer to home.”

      I fixed him with an annoyed glare. “Fuck that! The Miners suck!”

      He laughed. “Not if they’re paying you millions of dollars.”

      “Maja would disown me if I was wearing the black and yellow sweater.”

      Ayden laughed. We all knew our baby sis. Being the only girl in a family of five hockey-playing brothers, she fit right in. She was the most rabid hockey fan of us all, and she lived by the Philly-Pittsburgh rivalry. She could be intense, but she was my favorite sibling, and I loved her despite her chaotic energy.

      “You’ll figure it out. Hey, if Philly’s interested, maybe you could move back home,” Ayden suggested.

      I grumbled a noncommittal noise.

      “Stop scowling and get back to work.”

      I wanted to give him the finger, but a few customers were watching us, so I shook my head instead.

      After I finished busing tables, I saw my buddy TJ sitting at the bar with his teammate, Benny. They both played for the Bulldogs, but I became friends with TJ last season after his girlfriend Maxine introduced us. We were old classmates from high school. It was funny that not much had changed since then; she was as shy as ever.

      “Oh, woof, you look like hell!” TJ said with a laugh.

      Last night, I hit up TJ to go out drinking. Probably not the best idea since he and his twin sister Rox drank like fish. TJ kept trying to tell me I needed to bang a couple of bunnies to get Astrid out of my system. While Rox egged me on and kept pointing out the cute guy who had been eyeing me up all night. We had bonded over being bisexual hockey players, and I snorted when she said she thought an out bisexual hockey player in the league didn’t exist.

      I got a lot of heat when I came out, and it hadn’t been easy. As much as the league talked a big game about hockey being for everyone, that wasn’t necessarily true. But tough guys shut up real quick when I checked their biphobic asses into the boards.

      Despite the twins' encouragement last night, I wasn’t much for one-night stands. I had been with the same person since I was fifteen, and the hookup scene wasn’t for me. I had to admit, the guy last night was hot, and he slipped me his number, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to date again.

      “How do you look like you didn’t even drink a beer last night?” I grumbled at TJ.

      He grinned. “It’s a gift!”

      Benny shook his head. He hadn’t bothered keeping up with the twins last night. He obviously knew better. “The twins are like that. It’s annoying as hell.”

      “What do you two assholes want, anyway?” I asked.

      “Don’t be rude to the customers,” Ayden snapped at me as he set a beer down for the pretty blonde sitting a couple seats away.

      I waved him off. He could go be a micromanager somewhere else.

      “Lagers,” Benny said, cutting off TJ before he tried to order a round of shots.

      I went over to the taps and filled beer into glasses, only half-listening to their conversation. I set down their beers and walked away to get another beer for the lone guy at the other end of the bar.

      Next to me, Dad poured a beer into a glass and handed it to Ayden. “Go take this to Veronica. On the house.”

      Ayden rolled his eyes, but I watched him walk over to a table where a pale woman dressed in all black sat with a pissed-off look on her face. She had black hair that turned into blue at the tips and a sleeve of colorful tattoos down one of her arms.

      That piqued my interest. Tattoos were hot.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, that’s Veronica. She’s a regular,” Dad explained with a shrug.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him, like that explained anything at all. “So you’re giving her a beer for free…why?”

      Dad fixed me with a glare. “Because it’s my bar, and I can do what I want. Go see what that pretty brunette down at the bar wants.”

      I rolled my eyes at him but did as he asked.

      I smiled at the pretty brunette, who was clearly interested by the way she looked at my forearms and the sultry smile she flashed. But my eyes drifted over to the mysterious woman Ayden was talking to. Damn. From here, she looked gorgeous, and my curiosity wanted to get a better look at her tattoos up close.

      “Blaise? Go ask Veronica if she needs a ride home,” Dad said while he fixed another drink.

      Ayden came back around to the bar, printed out a check from the register, and then shoved it at me. “Go deliver this.”

      I reluctantly took it. “Why me?” I asked Dad.

      He fixed me with a blue-eyed glare that mirrored my own. “Just do it. I need Ayden here to manage the bar. Make sure she gets home safe.”

      I felt like this was some sort of setup. Who was this woman? And why did my dad want me to make sure she got home safe?

      Maybe if she wasn’t so hot, I would have questioned my dad’s motives. But it got me out of working the rest of the night, so I didn’t care.
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        VERONICA

      

      

      My ex was a hockey fan. Like hardcore, bled black and red for the Philadelphia Bulldogs. I’d watch games with him, but sports were never my thing. I’d sketch or paint while he had the game on, tuning it out while I worked on my art.

      So why did I spend a lot of time at the hockey-themed sports bar we used to frequent? Probably to torture myself. But also because I had a soft spot for the owner Hal.

      Hal was an ex-Bulldog—hence his bar being hockey-themed. Come to think of it, it wasn’t just hockey-themed; it was Bulldogs-themed. On the wall hung one of his game-worn jerseys and memorabilia from when the team won the Cup back in the eighties. Even the decor was black and red. Not to mention, it was the local after-game hangout for the current team.

      The real reason I came here was because I felt safe at the bar. Hal always told me he was watching over me, and since my dad passed a few years ago, I craved that fatherly protection.

      Tonight I was on another date, but unfortunately, it was yet another bust in a series of busts.

      The bald-headed bartender with skin that might be whiter than mine put a beer down in front of me. I squinted up at Ayden Holmstrom. “I didn’t order this.”

      Ayden jerked his thumb to the bar where Hal was laughing with another big blonde dude that looked just like him. I had to assume it was one of Ayden’s brothers.

      “My dad thinks you need it. Did the guy bail?” Ayden asked.

      Ayden was kind of douchey but hot. I may have aggressively hit on him before when I was drunk, but he claimed Hal said I was off-limits. I think that was his way of letting me down easily. It wasn’t my fault the entire family was hot. I probably would have hit on Hal, too, if not for the fact he still wore his wedding ring.

      I dropped my head to the table and pretended to bang it against the wood. “He said tattoos on women were ugly, and then I told him to eat a dick.”

      Ayden laughed while he cleared the plates. My date had bailed as soon as I said that last part. He said he had to go to the bathroom and never came back. That was ten minutes ago, and now I was stuck with the check for both of us.

      “You’re an asshole, V!” Ayden teased.

      “Duh!” I agreed and sipped my lager.

      I eyed the mysterious blonde guy at the bar. He leaned over it, laughing while he flirted with a pretty brunette. The two of them were all coy smiles.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      Ayden rolled his eyes. “My pathetic brother.”

      “Which one?”

      He shook his head at me and walked back to the bar, leaving my question unanswered.

      The mysterious Holmstrom brother locked eyes with me. He gave me a small wave, and I noted one of his arms was covered in tattoos as colorful as mine. Oh yes, I wanted to get a better look at those. Preferably while wearing little to no clothing.

      I finished my beer, and I perked up when I saw the mysterious hottie walking over toward me with the check.

      “My dad wants to know if you need a ride home,” he grumbled.

      I shook my head. “No need for that. You play hockey, right?”

      “Yeah, for Toronto. I hate coming home.”

      I racked my brain for information. Hal said two of his sons were in the league playing for Canadian cities, but I couldn’t remember either of their names. Neither of them came home that often, so I’d never met them.

      “What’s your name, again?” I asked.

      “Blaise.”

      “I’m Veronica.”

      I held out my hand, offering it to him. His grip was firm, and it sent a warm sensation down my body. Holy shit, he had nice forearms. They were so huge and veiny...

      Okay, I really need to get laid.

      “Nice to meet you, Veronica,” he said, and then he walked off.

      I totally didn’t stare at his hockey butt while he walked away. Just kidding! I totally did.

      And hockey butt was real. Oh boy, was it real. I always forgot hockey players were massive dudes with trim waists and big asses. Seriously, that hockey butt commercial one of the Detroit players did a while back was such a thirst trap. But accurate.

      My libido wondered how I could get that man on top of me. Or behind me. I was horny tonight, especially since I thought I was going to get laid before my date bailed. Wasn’t that the only reason people used those apps? I wasn’t looking for something long-term. I had that before, and he left. Everyone would abandon me someday, so I might as well enjoy the ride on my own terms.

      Blaise came back to take my credit card. He looked annoyed. “Dad said I have to drive you home.”

      I sent a glare to the older man at the bar, who gave me that ‘stern dad’ look in return.

      I sighed. “I live out in the suburbs. You really don’t have to.”

      “Dad will take you himself if you don’t let me.”

      I rolled my eyes. Hal was a teddy bear but also super over-protective.

      “Fine,” I said and handed Blaise my credit card so I could pay my bill.

      He took it and was back seconds later with the receipt for me to sign. I signed it quickly, leaving a nice tip for Ayden, and then I stood. I grabbed my purse off the back of the chair while Blaise waited for me.

      I followed him to his car and watched Blaise’s tight ass on the way. His six-foot-three height towered over me. I wasn’t tiny, I clocked in at five-foot-seven, but this man was like a mountain next to me. Hmm. Maybe I could find myself beneath this hunky man tonight. If I played my cards right.
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        * * *

      

      “You didn’t have to drive me home. It’s kinda far,” I admitted after we had been driving for a couple of minutes.

      Blaise shrugged. “It’s not a problem. Besides, my dad likes you. Surprisingly.”

      “What does that mean?” I snapped.

      He sighed and pointed to my tattooed arm. “Dad always gives me shit about my tattoos.”

      I laughed. “Oh, yeah, he gave me hell too, but I’m an artist, so…”

      I peered at his sleeve. He had some blank canvas in spots that I thought needed to be filled in, but nothing too out of place. I would have loved to get my hands and my tattoo machine on him. More than anything, I wanted to get my mouth on his skin. I’d kiss my way down those colorful tattoos as I marveled at his incredible body.

      So sue me, Blaise Holmstrom was one of the hottest men I’d ever seen.

      “Where do you live again?” he asked, pulling me away from my horny thoughts.

      “Drakesville.”

      I had typed my address into the GPS when we got into his car, but he clearly hadn’t spent much time in the suburbs. Even though I worked on South Street, I liked living in my small town. The only downside was the forty-five-minute to an hour commute, but I did my best sketching and sometimes reading on the train or the bus; sometimes I drove if I knew I was going to be in the city too late to grab the train home in time. I tried not to do that because parking in the city was such an expensive pain in the ass.

      I directed him where to park, in the side alley two houses away from the duplex apartment I lived in.

      “Do you want to come inside? It’s a long drive back. I could make you a coffee,” I offered with a sly smile.

      He gave me a shy smile in return, which seemed odd to me. An attractive man like him had to know ‘coffee’ was code for, ‘Hey, do you want to put your cock inside me?’ He had to know what I was really asking. Hockey players got around; I was sure he knew what I meant.

      He cut the engine. “Sure. Lead the way, sweets.”

      I rolled my eyes at the pet name but led the way a block up the street to the twin home on the corner. I walked up the porch and stopped at my door, noticing the heavy package on my doorstep. I forgot the canvases I ordered were supposed to come in the mail today.

      “Hey, let me get that,” Blaise offered while I dug into my purse for my keys.

      I didn’t argue and let him take the package from me. We walked up the steps to my second-floor apartment, where he gingerly placed the package on my kitchen table.

      It was hot as balls in my apartment. I didn’t have A/C, only a window unit, and I didn’t leave it on while I was gone. I couldn’t afford that electric bill.

      Blaise removed his beanie and ran a hand through his short blonde hair. I dropped my purse on the table, but my mind wondered what my hands would feel like threading their way through those locks while he was on his knees between my thighs.

      Okay, libido, settle down.

      “Sorry it’s hot in here. I only have a window unit, but it’s in my bedroom,” I told him.

      “Oh. That’s fine,” he said, but he still had that shy look on his face.

      I walked down the narrow hallway toward my bedroom in the back of the apartment. I turned the air on high blast, and when I spun around, I saw Blaise standing in the doorway, shoes off and looking like he was waiting for an invitation. I sat on the edge of my bed and toed off my Doc Martens. I patted the spot beside me.

      “Close the door, will you?” I asked.

      He did as he was told, and the bed sunk down under his weight.

      “Thanks for driving me home. I know it’s pretty out of the way. You could’ve driven me to the train station instead.”

      I wasn’t sure why he decided to drive me all the way home to Drakesville. But now that he was in my bedroom, I had plans for the rest of the night. Preferably with me beneath him.

      Blaise shook his head. “No worries.”

      I ran my hand through my hair and gave him a sly smile.

      He reached up and brushed a strand of my black-to-blue ombré styled hair behind my ear. “I like your hair.”

      “Thanks. I like to change it up.”

      His big hand lingered on my jaw, his thumb caressing my cheek. I bridged the gap between us, leaning over and pressing my mouth to his. He froze at first, but then he snaked his hands into my hair as we kissed.

      He kissed like a man starved, moaning into my mouth when I parted my lips to let him inside. He sucked on my tongue and tilted my head to get a better angle. He might have been nervous, but this man knew how to kiss—and how to hold a woman in place. Mmm, I loved a demanding alpha male in bed.

      I straddled his thighs, and his hands danced down my back until he gripped my ass. He had thick, manly thighs and big hands, and I wondered what it would be like if he took me over his knee and used those hands to spank my ass. Just thinking about it made me wet. I ground myself against the hard bulge in his jeans. He actually growled while I did it. I kissed from his lips to his jaw and down his neck, hitting that spot below his ear, and nipped at his earlobe.

      “Fuck, ” he moaned. “Wait, wait. Veronica, stop.”

      I pulled back and looked into his eyes. They were wide with desire, his arousal evident as much in his gaze as in his cock pressing hard against me. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He sighed. “Um…I don’t really do this.”

      “What? Sex?”

      “No, I love sex. But I just got out of a long-term relationship. I can’t⁠—”

      “Dude, I’m looking for a good time, not a long time.”

      “I don’t do one-night stands.”

      “Blaise, do you want to fuck me or not?”

      “Oh, God, yes…”

      I climbed off his lap and stood up in front of him. “Tonight’s just some fun; no strings. Now, take off your shirt.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He stripped himself of his tight black t-shirt, and a gasp came out of my mouth. He had muscles on top of his muscles. I saw the rest of his sleeve tattoo, and my eyes zeroed in on the phoenix on his shoulder and upper bicep. I traced it slowly with my finger.

      “I have a phoenix, too,” I said.

      “Show me,” he demanded, his voice husky with lust.

      “Later,” I whispered and dropped to my knees on the floor.

      My hands went to his belt buckle, and he helped me relieve him of his jeans and boxers. His cock sprung up, and there was a bead of pre-cum waiting to be licked…so I did. His hips jerked up at the sensation, and he let out a moan. I looked up at him while I licked around the head of his cock.

      “Fuck, V, that feels good.”

      Shit, when was the last time this man had a blow job?

      I kept eye contact when I slid my lips down his length. He tipped his head back and moaned again. I closed my eyes as I slid my hand and lips up and down his cock. He gripped my hair and bunched it up on the top of my head so it was out of my way. Though I was sure he only did that so he could watch me slide his cock in and out of my mouth—and it turned me on that he wanted to see me at work. I put one hand on his muscular thigh to steady myself while the other stroked his cock.

      “Fuck, fuck, you better…” He trailed off, but he bucked his hips against my mouth, and his cock bumped the back of my throat.

      I moaned as warm, salty liquid hit my tastebuds, and then I sucked until it was all gone. I released his cock with a loud pop and daintily wiped at my mouth. I peered up at him through my lashes. He towered over me as he sat on the bed while I was on my knees before him, waiting for him to give me a command.

      His gaze was so heated, it was like he lit me aflame.

      “Strip,” he growled.

      Oh, helllooo! That’s what I was talking about.

      I stood up and stripped off my tank top. I then slid my jeans off, leaving me in my matching black lacy bra and thong.

      “C’mere,” he demanded. His gaze seared across my body, and a tingle went down my spine at the sound of his deep voice ordering me around.

      I stepped forward and straddled him again. I kissed his neck and felt him shudder as I stayed there, sucking on his skin until my lips were on his ear. “What do you want to do to me, Blaise?”

      His hands dug into the flesh of my exposed ass. He gripped me like he wanted to possess me, and I wanted him to take me, control me, make me come until I saw stars. “Bad things.”

      “What kind of bad things?” I whispered into his ear, then continued the descent of my lips on his neck.

      “I want to spank you for being a bad girl,” he growled.

      Oh, hell yes!

      “I thought I was a good girl, making you come,” I argued in-between rough kisses.

      He bit my lip and descended on me again, angling my head as he tasted me and gripped the back of my neck as if telling me who was the boss tonight. He could boss me around as much as he wanted.

      “I wanted to come inside your pussy, not your mouth,” he said when he wrenched his lips from mine. I pouted at the loss, but before I could respond, he flipped me over and had me face-down over his big thighs. His hands rubbed across the exposed skin of my ass. “Such a bad girl. What am I going to do with you, huh?”

      I bit my lip. How did he know I was into that? I looked over my shoulder at him. “Fuck me hard?”

      His hand swatted my ass and then soothed the spot. “Nah.”

      “Please?” I begged and tried to wriggle out of his grasp, but we both knew I was just trying to goad him into spanking me again. I liked his powerful arms holding me down against the bed and punishing me for being so bad. I wanted to feel the smack of his big hand against my ass again.

      He held me down and spanked me again, harder this time, and I bit my lip to keep from moaning. To keep him from knowing how much I liked it.

      “I want to punish you with my mouth first. Would you like that?” he asked, giving me another little spank.

      I gasped, and then he flipped me over onto my back. His fingers trailed down my floral sleeve tattoo, and he shifted my hip so he could see the massive phoenix tattoo that ran from the top of my hip to mid-thigh.

      “Wow,” he breathed. “This is gorgeous.”

      He pressed his lips across the bottom of my tattoo and worked his way up my body. I was buzzing with excitement, and when he pulled down the cups of my bra, I thought I was going to explode. He caressed my nipples with the back of his thumbs and turned them to hardened points while I arched my back to get closer to him. With one hand, he reached around and unclasped my bra, tossing the garment across the room.

      “So gorgeous, V,” he said before he dipped his head down and his tongue skated circles around my nipple.

      He moved to my other breast and repeated the action. My body was on edge with anticipation as he trailed kisses down my torso. I gasped when he pulled my thong off with his teeth and gave me a wicked grin.

      I think I died and went to heaven. Who was this guy?
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      What the fuck am I doing?

      When Dad asked me to take her home, I didn’t question why he asked. I definitely didn’t think I’d be here, running my fingers through her slickness and about to torture her clit with my mouth.

      “You okay, honey?” she asked, looking down at me with a concerned look.

      I never slept with anyone other than Astrid. Everyone thought since I was a hockey player, I cheated on my girlfriend by banging as many bunnies as I could, but that wasn’t me. Astrid had been my one and only for so long. I never had a one-night stand or was interested in the bunny circuit. Never explored my sexuality either, even though I’d known for a long time I was bi. Astrid had been my person until she wasn’t anymore. Until she shattered my heart into a million pieces.

      But I was twenty-five, and I didn’t have to be tied to one person anymore. Not when there was a woman spread out before me offering herself up only for tonight. I could do casual. Especially with a woman as hot as Veronica.

      I spread her thighs and kissed my way up her center. I parted her with my thumbs and practically moaned at how wet she was.

      “Is this all for me, sweets?” I asked. I looked up at her, and she nodded while she closed her eyes in ecstasy.

      I hadn’t missed the way she moaned when she sucked my dick. That was hot. My ex never even pretended to enjoy giving oral. But this woman seemed like she got off on it, and that made my cock pulse in excitement.

      “Please,” she begged.

      “Please, what?” I asked with a grin.

      “Lick my pussy,” she moaned and writhed like I was torturing her.

      I kissed the inside of her thigh, slowly marking my path toward her core. She held in a breath and let out a whimper when I drawled my tongue across her. I gave her soft, gentle licks, and she pressed herself up against my face. I held her hips down on the bed and explored her with my tongue. My cock was a hard spike against the bed while I held her wide open and feasted on her.

      “Oh, right there,” she cried out and ground herself against my face when I wrapped my lips around her clit.

      I moaned as I got my fill of her taste and licked her through an orgasm. But I didn’t stop there. I curled two fingers up inside her and pumped them in and out. She dug her fingers into my short hair and clasped her thighs around my head as she cried out.

      I gave her one last lick while she came down off her high. “Good?” I asked while I pressed tiny kisses on her thighs.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she yanked lightly on my hair. “C’mere, you sexy beast.”

      “Wait. I don’t have a condom.”

      “I got it,” she said. She opened the drawer of her bedside table, pulled out a condom, and handed it to me.

      I unwrapped it from its package and rolled the latex down my throbbing cock while she shifted onto her stomach and got on all fours. I situated myself behind her and spread her knees apart. I ran the head of my cock across her entrance, teasing her but not quite giving what she wanted.

      “Blaise,” she whined and pressed her ass back against me.

      I slid her hair off her shoulder and kissed her neck. “You want my cock, huh?”

      “Please.”

      I found her entrance and groaned when I finally slid all the way inside. I pulled out and then slid back in slowly, setting the pace as I filled her up.

      She dropped her head down and moaned into the bed. One of her hands played with her clit, and I felt her pussy squeeze around my cock like a vise. I reached around to place my hand on hers. “Let me do that.”

      “S’okay,” she moaned. “I got it.”

      “You sure?” I whispered in her ear.

      She nodded. “You can go hard. You don’t have to be gentle.”

      I slapped her ass again. “Prepare for it to be rough, then.”

      “I like it rough,” she confessed.

      “Fuck yeah, you do,” I growled. I quickened the pace of my thrusts, slamming into her as hard as I could. I swatted her perfect ass again. “You want me to take you hard, huh?”

      She stifled a moan into her pillow. “Yes, please.”

      She ground back against me, shamelessly thrusting back into me as I snapped my hips and took her deep. I grabbed her hair in my fist and fucked her with reckless abandon while she clutched at the sheets and moaned my name.

      I moved inside her more urgently as my abs tightened and a sheen of sweat dripped down my back. I watched my dick sliding in and out of her sweet pussy, watching how I filled her up so good, she cried out in ecstasy.

      “Blaise,” she moaned. I felt her clench around me as she came all over my dick.

      She slumped onto her stomach in a melted puddle of satisfaction while I slammed back into her. The bed shook beneath her, and I filled her again and again until I tipped back my head and roared out my release.

      “Fuck…” she moaned and looked at me from over her shoulder.

      I took a beat to catch my breath before I pulled out of her. I didn’t realize how much I needed that. How much losing myself in her felt like all the pressure was off my shoulders. That should make me feel like an asshole, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      I ran my hand down Veronica’s ass and smoothed it across her alabaster skin, now tinted pink from being spanked. “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded and looked like she wanted to get up, but I tipped her head up toward me and crashed my lips onto hers. She didn’t let me linger and broke the kiss quickly to get up and go into her bathroom.

      I got rid of the condom in her wastebasket and laid back on her bed.

      What was the protocol here? Did I stay over? Did I get dressed and leave? I was so out of my element. How did one-night stands even work?

      I opened my eyes and saw her peering down at me, staring intently at my chest.

      “Who’s Astrid?” she asked.

      “My ex,” I sighed.

      She cringed and got into the bed beside me. She curled into my side, and I put my arm around her. Her blue and black hair spread out on my shoulder, looking like the ocean at night.

      She traced the lines of my ex-girlfriend’s name marked on my skin. “You never get a girl’s name tattooed on you.”

      I sighed again and grabbed her hands so she’d stop touching me, mostly because my cock was lifting in interest again. I had great stamina, but she already made me come twice tonight. I didn’t think a third time was possible.

      “I thought she was my forever,” I admitted.

      “I understand that.”

      “You do?”

      She nodded into my chest. I lifted her chin up and found she looked defeated. I didn’t know this woman, but I didn’t like the sadness in her eyes.

      “My ex left a week before our wedding,” she explained. “He didn’t even leave a note. He packed up all his things and left.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      She shook her head. “Not your fault. No offense, but men are garbage, so I don’t do relationships anymore.”

      Hmm. That explained why she invited me up for sex and nothing more. She just wanted a casual fuck. Maybe I should want that too, but that had never been who I was.

      She removed herself from me and leaned over to grab a card off her bedside table. She pushed it into my hand. “Here. They can help you with a cover-up if you want it.”

      I glanced at the card. It read Golden Rose Tattoo on South Street. Wait…

      “Do you know Eddie Mezzanetti?” I asked. Eddie was my tattoo artist here in Philly.

      “Yeah! He’s my brother-in-law.”

      “Nice! He did my phoenix.”

      She grinned and pointed to her leg. “Mine too. He’s amazing.”

      I ran my hands down the tattoo on her thigh. The head of the bird started right below her hip bone and ran down to her mid-thigh, the red and gold feathers of the bird contouring her luscious body. Touching her again was doing something to me, and the way her whiskey-colored eyes bored into me, I knew our night wasn’t over.

      “You see something you like?” she asked huskily.

      “Yeah, a very hot naked lady with beautiful tattoos that I want to lick and kiss.”

      She mewed a little as I kissed her neck, and my hands went to her perky tits. They fit in my hands like they were built to be cupped. I kissed down her chest again, spending some much-needed time licking and sucking on her tits until she moaned for me again. It surprised me when I slid my fingers down the juncture of her thighs and found her soaking wet again.

      She pushed me off her and opened the drawer to her bedside table again. She pulled out a strip of condoms and threw them at my chest. But I was more interested in the oblong object in the purple cloth bag.

      “Is that your vibrator?” I asked.

      “Yeah…” she trailed off and gave me a funny look.

      “I need some time to recover before I can go again. Can I use it on you?”

      She looked at me like I had two heads. “What?”

      I took the vibrator out of the bag, and her eyes went wide. The vibrator was purple with a long shaft and a section closer to the top that looked like two bunny ears. I tested the button, and it hummed to life. There were several settings, and her eyes widened more when I went through them all.

      “Which setting do you like?” I asked.

      “You can’t be serious,” she said with a shaky breath.

      I grinned. “I love using sex toys. I’m gonna make you cry for my cock while I use it.”

      “Oh my God! Who are you?”

      I flashed her a naughty smile. “Blaise Holmstrom, hockey player and a good lay.”

      “That’s for fucking sure. Get over here!” she demanded.

      “Which setting?”

      She bit her lip. “I like two. Or three.”

      I switched the setting and pressed it against her clit. She immediately shuddered at the sensation. I grabbed the bottle of lube from her bedside table and slicked it down the toy’s length. I looked her in the eyes while I slowly pushed the vibrator inside.

      “Okay?” I asked.

      She nodded and arched up while I pushed it further in, making sure those rabbit ears were rubbing on her clit. I kissed her neck and caressed one of her tits with one hand while the other used the toy on her.

      “That feel good, sweets?” I whispered into her ear.

      “Oh, fuck me…” she moaned, and she reached out to grip my arm.

      I grinned while I continued to use the toy on her, loving the sound of her whimpering cries. So fucking hot.

      “That’s a good girl,” I whispered, and then dipped my head down to tug her nipple into my mouth.

      She writhed against the bed as I flicked to the next setting on her vibrator. I sucked on her tit and pleasured her with the toy, getting harder the more she cried out. She sank her teeth into her bottom lip as the waves of ecstasy washed over her.

      “Come for me, Veronica,” I urged. “Again.”

      She thrashed her head against her pillow as the orgasm took over. It was so hot to watch. It might not have been my cock doing it to her, but I was in control here. I was using the toy on her to get her to this wild orgasm, and that turned me on.

      “Please, Blaise,” she cried out.

      I caressed my thumb across her cheek gently. “What, sweets?”

      “I want your cock again. Please?”

      “You’ll have me. After you be a good girl and come for me again,” I purred and put more pressure on the vibrator.

      “Oh my God!” she cried out.

      I leaned over and kissed her. “How’s that feel?”

      “So good.”

      She was crying, like actually whimpering, because the pleasure was too much. It was awesome.

      “Fuck yes…” I breathed out while I watched her come again. She shuddered and squeezed my arm until she flopped back on the bed.

      I pulled the toy out of her with a wicked grin. She looked so at peace and sated, but I was going to make her come all over my cock next.

      She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Okay, you can say no about this, but how do you feel about your hands being tied against the headboard while I ride your cock?”

      “I’ll try anything once,” I said with a grin.

      She smirked at me. “Right answer, hockey boy!” she exclaimed, and then she pulled some rope out of her drawer.

      FUCKKKK…this woman was going to rock my world again.
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      There was a loud vibrating against my bedside table, and for a moment, I thought we had left my vibrator on before we passed out last night. No, that sounded like my phone.

      I groaned and rolled over, only to hit a hard chest. I slid my eyes open in confusion. There was a man in my bed. A muscular man with a sleeve of tattoos on one of his arms and another woman’s name on his chest. He groaned and pulled me into his arms. That’s when I realized we were both still naked.

      His eyes slid open sleepily. “What is that? Did we leave the vibrator on?”

      I wanted to laugh at that being his first response too. Nope, I definitely remembered him carefully cleaning my vibrator last night before we had sex again.

      I pushed out of his arms to slap my phone off. It was only nine a.m. on a Saturday, but I had spent all night with this hot hockey player, having wild sex until well into the morning. Holy fuck, he got off on using my vibrator on me, and then he agreed to being tied to the headboard while I rode him. Men usually hated that. This dude, oh boy, I was pretty sure last night had been the best sex of my entire life.

      I didn’t like to let men stay over, but it had been super late by the time he said he was down for the count. I let him stay against my better judgment, but now I needed him to get out.

      He pulled me back against his chest and wrapped his tattooed arm around my waist. He nuzzled his face into my neck and kissed me softly, like a gentle lover.

      I sighed when my phone buzzed again, and I saw my brother’s name on the screen. I answered with a growl, “What?”

      “Hello to you too, baby sis,” my brother chuckled on the other line.

      “What do you want?” I snapped. I was so not a morning person, and Alex knew that.

      “Can you come into the shop?”

      “Are you serious?”

      He sighed. “Andy called out sick again. I need you.”

      I grumbled. “You know it’s my day off, and I’m running on a few hours of sleep.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you really want to know that your sister was up all night having marathon sex with a hot guy she brought home?” I asked. I ran a hand down my face, trying to rub the sleep from my eyes.

      Blaise chuckled into his hand next to me.

      “Ew!” Alex exclaimed. “But please, can you come in?”

      “Give me a few hours. I need to shower, and it’ll take me at least another hour to get into the city.”

      Alex grumbled on the other line. “Why do you still live in the ‘burbs?”

      “I like my small town! And my rent’s cheap. I’m not moving in with you and your husband. I already see you two enough.”

      I hung up on him without another word and ran a hand through my messy hair. I wanted nothing more than to ride Blaise’s cock again, but I had to shower and get my ass to work. Fucking Andy. I told Alex and Eddie hiring that kid was a mistake.

      I swung my legs out of the bed and groaned again. I was so sore. This hunk of a man rode me to completion last night. I couldn’t remember the last time a hookup left my entire body aching.

      “Everything okay?” Blaise asked.

      I shook my head and stretched. I saw his cock sticking up, especially as his gaze traveled down my naked body. His eyes looked hungry, and I had to bite my lip at his ridiculous body. I was so sore, but my pussy didn’t care; it wanted that cock inside it again.

      “I need to get a shower and head back into the city,” I explained.

      He sat up on the bed. “I can drive you. I need to get home, anyway.”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s okay. You probably need to get going, right?”

      “Nope. It’s the off-season. I’ve got nowhere to be.”

      “Oh…well I still need to get a shower.”

      He gave me a cocky grin. “You want some company?”

      “What?” I asked, and then my lips parted in a gasp as he looked me dead in the eyes and stroked his cock right there in my bed.

      Who was this guy?

      He was a dirty, dirty man. I loved it. Too bad he lived in Toronto, or I could see a fuck buddy’s situation between the two of us.

      “I see you staring at my cock like you can’t decide if you want to ride it or put it in your mouth again.”

      “Uh huh,” I mumbled, mesmerized by this beautiful man in my bed stroking himself as he looked at my naked body.

      “You want me to join you, sweets?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. He gave me that cheeky grin again, like the one he gave me when he ate me out last night.

      He got out of bed and followed me into my small bathroom. I turned on the showerhead and stepped inside, with him right behind. The water had barely hit me when his strong arms lifted me, and he pressed me against the wall. I wrapped my legs around his powerful hips as he buried his sheathed cock inside me. He must have grabbed a condom from my drawer before following me inside. Damn, this man knew how to make a woman silly. I clutched onto his shoulders while he held me up and pumped into me with the water sliding down our bodies. I didn’t know hockey players were this built, but this man was strong. We didn’t last long, and I dug my nails into his muscular back as we came together beneath the water.

      He stepped out to get rid of the condom while I washed my hair. We helped each other clean up, and I giggled as he made my breasts super clean. The water had gone cold by the time I washed the conditioner out of my hair.

      Ever the gentleman, he handed me a towel when we got out, and I dried myself off. I dressed quickly and ran the blow dryer through my hair. I braided it so it was out of my face, not caring if it was still damp.

      Blaise stood in my hallway, looking down my steps, when I came out of my room, dressed and ready to leave. “What?” I asked.

      “You need a railing. Is that even code?”

      I shrugged. “It’s fine. Let’s go.”

      He walked down the steps behind me, and I locked up my apartment. The ride to South Street wasn’t as awkward as I thought it would be. Blaise was nursing some sort of heartbreak, so maybe a no-strings night of animalistic fucking was just what he needed.

      “So how many siblings do you have?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation light to pass the time.

      “Six.”

      “Six of you?” I exclaimed. “All boys?”

      He laughed. “My parents were only children. I have one sister, Maja. Her and Michael are twins.”

      “That’s wild. I have one older brother. I think.”

      “You think?”

      I frowned. “My mom ran off when I was a baby. Who knows? I might have other siblings.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. My mom’s gone too, but it was cancer.”

      That one I already knew. Hal was a total silver fox, and ladies certainly took notice of him. I’ve sat at his bar many times and watched him flirt with women until they propositioned him. I thought he had a rule about not dating customers. When I asked him why he never took up their offers, he pointed to his wedding ring and said he was still in love with his dead wife.

      Blaise’s knuckles were white as he gripped the steering wheel. He was tense, and I got the feeling talking about his mom was hard.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered.

      He unclenched his fists and gave me a weak smile. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Your dad still wears his wedding ring.”

      He made a grumpy noise in his throat.

      “What?”

      “My mom’s death broke him. I don’t want to be like him.”

      Before I could ask him what he meant, he turned down onto South Street and miraculously found a parking spot in front of the shop. That never happened.

      “Thanks for driving me to work.”

      His hand clasped my thigh tightly. “Thanks for the good time last night and this morning.”

      He had that cocky grin on his face again. Blaise Holmstrom would be a hookup for the books. “It was a good time. Thanks for the ride!”

      His smirk grew. “See you around, sweets.”

      “Bye, hockey boy!”

      I got out of his car before I did something foolish like kiss him goodbye. I walked into the shop and one look at our receptionist, Olivia Yang, did me in.

      “You look like hell,” my bestie quipped.

      “Just got my world rocked all night long.”

      She laughed and I went into the office to drop my purse and look at the schedule. I was working a lot for Andy, but I needed the money, so it was okay.

      Olivia came into the office, waving a Wawa coffee and a bag that was definitely a greasy breakfast burrito. That was why this girl was my best friend. She arched a black eyebrow at me, and it looked flawless against her olive-toned complexion.

      “Girl, eat before you work,” she ordered. She slumped into the seat in front of me with a grin. “And tell me all about your night. Date that good, huh?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, it was a bust.”

      “Really?” she asked but narrowed her eyes at a spot on my neck. “So why do you look like you were ravished last night? Also, you have a bite mark on your neck.”

      “Ravished? You gotta stop reading so many historical romances. I got laid, just not with my date,” I explained.

      Olivia shook her head at me but grinned in amusement. “What am I gonna do with you?”

      My face flushed at her words because they were pretty damn close to what Blaise had said to me last night before he held me across his thick thighs and spanked me like the bad girl we both knew I was. It had been nice to be with a man who took control and let me feel free. Sleeping with Blaise Holmstrom had been a Grade A good idea.

      Olivia threw some napkins at me and I sipped on the ‘black like my soul’ coffee she brought me.

      “Spill,” she ordered.

      I smirked. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “Bullshit, you love giving me play-by-plays of your recent conquests.”

      I waggled my eyebrows at her and shoved more of my burrito into my face. I loved that Olivia never slut-shamed me for the past year while I discovered the hookup game. It was nice she didn’t think only men were allowed to do that shit. Because that was utter bullshit. The good news about my promiscuous side? I wasn’t bad at sex like Seth told me. The bad news? He definitely was.

      “Hockey player,” I answered.

      “From the Bulldogs?”

      I shook my head. “He’s from here, but he plays for Toronto. He was sweet at first. He said he didn’t do one-night stands.”

      “Aw,” she cooed. “Did you believe him?”

      I nodded. “He was going through a breakup, and I think it had been a while for him. But he seemed to know what I wanted. And…”

      Olivia’s dark brown eyes lit up. “And what?”

      “He used a sex toy on me and let me tie him up later,” I gushed.

      Her eyes got wide.

      Olivia was into what I would call ‘vanilla sex.’ Not to her face, but when we got drunk after my break up, and I revealed I liked to get my ass slapped during sex, I thought her head would explode. It was okay to enjoy vanilla sex, but it was okay to like what I liked too. What wasn’t okay was to judge people about their desires.

      “Wow, are you going to see him again?” she asked.

      I gave her a sour look. “One, he lives in Canada. Two, I only do casual.”

      She frowned. For the past year, Olivia had been trying to get me to see that I could find love again. I had a good guy, and then he walked away. So what was the point?

      “Was he hot?” she asked instead of pressing the issue I knew she really wanted to talk about.

      “So hot, like muscles on his muscles, big ass I wanted to take a bite out of and thick muscular thighs. Mmm…he was delicious.”

      She laughed. “Oh, my God! Well, anyway, eat quickly because Andy left us hanging.”

      I sighed, but she pulled out a piece of paper and started reading off it. “I also had someone call specifically asking for you. An Aaron Riley? Ring any bells? Rox Desjardins referred him.”

      I chewed thoughtfully and sipped on the last of my coffee. The name didn’t ring any bells, but Rox did. I did a big piece on her thigh last winter. It was a collection of different-sized blue snowflakes running from the top of her hip to mid-thigh. If she was bringing me more clients, I might do her touch-ups for free. Okay, not really because I needed the money, but it was cool she was referring people to me.

      I held my hand out, and Olivia handed me the schedule book so I could look over my clients for the day. “Can you call him and tell him I have an opening today?”

      She nodded. “You got it, boss. But hurry up. You have an appointment in ten.”

      I groaned but threw my garbage in the trash can. I took a quick trip to the bathroom. There was a bite mark on my neck, and that made me smile. Blaise Holmstrom was an interesting man. I was glad to help with rebound sex to get over his ex, especially after he melted my brain with unending orgasms. I hoped he came into the shop soon to get that tattoo on his chest covered up. Maybe it would help him get over her for good.

      I fingered the lotus petal on the inside of my wrist, where it covered my ex’s name. There was a reason I refused to tattoo lover’s names on client’s skin and also why cover-ups had become my thing. I didn’t want anyone to end up like me.
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      “Are you just getting home?”

      My youngest brother Michael fixed me with a raised eyebrow when I walked into the door of our dad’s row house in South Philly.

      Being one of six meant you were never alone. It had been nice growing up when Dad was so distant with everyone after Mom’s death, but now that I was a grown-ass man and living with Dad again, it was irritating.

      “Yeah, why?” I asked dryly.

      I was tired and irritable after a night of no sleep. Not that I regretted spending it with Veronica. She was hot, and that lady rocked my world. The mental image of using her vibrator on her was locked away in my spank bank for the future. Holy hell, was that hot.

      Michael sat on the couch with his laptop in front of him, and I knew that meant he was working on his book. Michael was an amazing hockey player, but he had no aspirations to play professionally. Which was surprising when you looked at our family. Nope, what career aspirations did my brother have? To be a romance writer! Which had been so weird to me. He swore me to secrecy and then chastised me when I thought only women wrote those kinds of books. Oh, my baby brother gave me a lesson on that for sure.

      “Dad was looking for you,” Michael said.

      I sighed and slumped down on the couch next to him. “Did he say what he wanted?”

      “To train with you.”

      I groaned again and closed my eyes. I was exhausted, and the last thing I wanted to do was train like a dog with Dad. He could be more hardcore than any of my trainers.

      Michael tried to hide his laughter as he typed away at his computer. “You look like shit.”

      I gave him the finger. “I had a late night.”

      “Hmm.”

      I slanted open an eye. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      I kicked his foot. “Bro, what?”

      Michael stopped his incessant typing and pinned me with a serious look. “Do you know you have a hickey on your neck?”

      “Fuck…” I muttered and rubbed my neck. Veronica was a hellcat in bed, and I was all about it, but I didn’t realize she’d left her mark on me. I’d never hear the end of it from my asshole brothers.

      He laughed again. “Good for you, man. I was worried about you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I don’t want you to end up like Dad. He let losing Mom consume him. You remember how much it sucked.”

      “You and Maja had it worse than the rest of us,” I argued.

      Maja and Michael barely remembered Mom. They were two when she died, so I didn’t blame them. It was hard to relate to the twins when they didn’t understand the rest of our pain. Hard to explain that my heart felt like someone put it in a blender when they had no memory of her.

      “Not the point,” Michael argued back. “Eli had to be Dad to all of us at thirteen because Dad couldn’t deal without her. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

      “Hey, have you ever had a girl tie you up?” I asked, changing the subject. I laughed at my brother’s wide eyes.

      “No…I’m usually the one doing the restraining,” he admitted. He clearly said it without thinking because his cheeks reddened. “Don’t tell Mei I said that.”

      “Too bad,” I said and ran a hand along the stubble on my jaw. “I didn’t hate it.”

      “Are you going to see this woman again?”

      “Nah, V made it clear she wanted something casual.” The frozen look on his face made me pause. I kicked his foot again. “Dude, what?”

      “Please don’t tell me you took home one of the bar regulars,” he explained with a shake of his head.

      “What’s wrong with Veronica?” I asked.

      Michael couldn’t answer because the clomping of footsteps alerted us of Dad’s presence. He had his headphones on and was in exercise clothes, clearly coming back in from a run. That man was a machine, I swear.

      “Oh, Blaise, good you’re home. Did Veronica get home okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      And then she sucked my cock and fucked me within an inch of my life. I wasn’t gonna tell him that last part, though.

      “Good. I worry about that girl,” Dad admitted, and then he walked off.

      Michael and I shared a ‘what the fuck’ look with each other. I ran a hand through my hair and realized I had left my beanie at Veronica’s. I guess I was never getting that back. At least we made it a night and morning to remember.

      I pulled out my phone and stared at the black screen, jabbing my finger on the home button until I realized it was dead.

      “Dude!” Michael exclaimed from next to me on the couch. “Did you see this shit?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Call your agent right now.”

      “Why?”

      “Dude, do it.”

      I held up my dead phone.

      He kicked me. “Go plug it into the charger and call your agent!”

      I grumbled and stomped upstairs to my childhood bedroom. I plugged my phone in and waited for it to load up. My notifications blew up across the screen. I swiped them away and called my agent, not bothering to see all the calls or texts.

      “Dude, where have you been?” Doug huffed out.

      “Sorry, late night, and my phone died. What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Have you heard?”

      “My little brother told me to call you. I have no idea what’s going on.”

      He sighed on the other line. “Jesus, you’re out of the loop. Open your email right now and look at what I sent you.”

      But I didn’t have to open his email. I put him on speakerphone and looked at my phone, and the first thing I saw was a push notification that read, ‘Toronto Wolves trade Blaise Holmstrom to–’

      All the blood drained from my face as I read the word ‘trade.’

      The Wolves traded me. After a shitty season where I let my emotions get the better of me, they showed me the door.

      “What the fuck?” I screeched out, raking a frustrated hand through my hair. This was not how I wanted this season to start.

      “Relax, kid,” Doug reassured me. “Open your damn email.”

      I looked down at my phone and clicked into the news story, allowing me to read the full headline.

      ‘Toronto Wolves trade Blaise Holmstrom to the Philadelphia Bulldogs.’

      Holy shit.

      The Bulldogs wanted me. I had three years left on my five-year contract, and Toronto didn’t want me anymore, but Philly did. My home team wanted me. The team my dad had played for and who I still rooted for when I wasn’t playing against them. My team wanted me.

      I opened Doug’s email and scanned through the finer details about the trade.

      “Is this real?” I asked.

      I kept staring at my phone at the words on the screen. Getting traded sucked but to my dream team? To the team that was always at the top of my list if I wanted to go elsewhere? It was like a childhood dream come true. I had to pinch myself to make sure I was reading this right.

      “Yeah, kid, it’s real.”

      “Whoa,” I breathed out.

      “Congrats, you can move back home. I’m sure your dad’ll be thrilled.”

      “Okay,” I muttered.

      I was still in shock, my mind racing to all the things I needed for the move. I didn’t have a house in Toronto; I kept it simple with a condo in the city. My sister Maja lived with me, but she could stay until she was done with school.

      “It’s a good thing, Blaise. Toronto was taking a hit on their cap, but Philly had the room. Don’t fuck up this season, okay?”

      “Okay, okay. I got it. Thanks, man.”

      I hung up the phone and sat on my bed with unease.

      I always dreamed of playing for Philly, of being a hometown guy, but getting traded felt like a failure. The dark part of me couldn’t help but feel like Philly only wanted me because I was Halvard Holmstrom’s son. Like it was a publicity move.

      A knock sounded on my door, and I saw Dad standing in the doorway, rubbing his grey hair with a towel. “I just saw. That’s good, no?”

      I swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes and no. Toronto didn’t want me anymore.”

      “Fuck them. You were born to play in Philly, Blaise. And raised in that barn, and don’t forget that.”

      He disappeared from the doorway before I could say anything. I never understood that man. Sometimes I felt like he was proud of me, but other times I couldn’t get a read on him. Was that some stoic European thing? I could never tell.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that I couldn’t let Astrid breaking my heart mess up the rest of my career. Next season would be a fresh start with Philly. I wouldn’t mess it up. Not this time.

      My phone vibrated against the bedside table, and a grin spread across my face at the slew of texts from my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        MAJA: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAJA: HOLY FUCKING SHIT! Is this real?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAJA: Bro! Tell me it’s real!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAJA: TELL ME!!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MAJA: Also, am I homeless now??

      

      

      

      

      

      I shook my head with a laugh and called her instead.

      If there was anyone excited about this trade, it was definitely my Bulldogs-obsessed baby sister. I had to love her for that.
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        VERONICA

      

        

      
        OCTOBER

      

      

      “Okay, why the cherry blossoms?” I asked. I laid out my tattoo sketches on the counter and stared up at the hot six-foot-four giant.

      Behind him, his curvy girlfriend smiled. “Because it’s my favorite flower,” Rox explained.

      “Ugh! Love! It makes me sick!” I teased. “What do you think?”

      Benny nodded. “Your artwork’s amazing. Let’s do it.”

      I put the sketches aside and grabbed the stencil I had already made up. “Come on, big guy. Take off your shirt.”

      He technically wasn’t getting her name tattooed, but a dude getting his lady’s favorite flower on his heart entered that territory. I almost said no to this client, but it was Rox, and she pleaded. I didn’t have time to argue, and I needed the money anyway.

      The shop was swamped. Back in July, when we were having issues with Andy, it only got worse. He up and quit last month, and we had been down staff for a while. We wanted to hire two more artists, but the artists coming in weren’t that good. Since I had been right about Andy, my brother and his husband had been leaning on me a lot. Served them right, but it meant I was scrambling to make all my appointments.

      “That’s what all the women say,” Benny teased.

      Rox glared at him. “They better not.” She looked so mad at the thought of other women macking on her man.

      He smiled and pulled her by the waist to him. He kissed her quickly, and I swear she melted into a puddle on the floor.

      “Do I need to spray water on you?” I teased.

      The two lovebirds pulled apart reluctantly, and I walked them over to my station. Benny shed his leather jacket and took his black t-shirt off. Holy fuck, he was big. I had him lie down on his back in my tattoo chair while I pulled on my gloves and put the stencil on his chest.

      “This isn’t your first tattoo, right?” I asked.

      He pointed to his arm, where he had a cool Calavera tattoo. I leaned over to study it, and the artwork looked vaguely familiar to me. “Did my brother do this?”

      “Is your brother a light-skinned Mexican guy?” he asked and squinted at me.

      I knew what people thought when I said Alex was my brother. We called him Alex, but his first name was Alejandro, after his mom’s dad. People got confused because I was pale as a ghost, and my brother had light brown skin.

      “We have different moms,” I explained. I peeled back the paper on the stencil and held up a mirror so he could check the placement. “Are you good with this?”

      He nodded. “Looks good. Rox trusts you, so do what you gotta do.”

      I put down the mirror at my side table and got out my machine, turning it on and dipping it in ink. “Ready?”

      “Not really, but go for it,” he said with a smile.

      My smile was hidden as my machine blared to life, and I started inking his skin.

      He reached out to Rox and gripped her hand in his. “Oh, love, it’s not that bad,” Rox assured him.

      “Angel, hold my hand and stop teasing me.” He cringed at the pain.

      “I thought you were supposed to be a big tough guy. Don’t you play hockey?” I teased while I did my work. But it was cute to see this big guy ask his girl to hold his hand. These two were perfect for each other.

      He glared at me, and I laughed. “No wonder you like her,” he said to his girlfriend. He looked like he was sweating from the pain. Poor guy.

      I tried to distract him by getting him to talk more. “What position do you play?”

      “Left-wing.”

      “I don’t know what that means. Does that mean you play offense or defense?”

      “Offense. I’m a forward, but I work mostly on the outer playing area.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what that means,” I admitted. “I hooked up with a hockey player over the summer, but I don’t know what position he played.”

      “Really?” Rox asked, her interest peaked. “Who?”

      “Not on our team, but he’s from here,” I explained. “How are the Bulldogs doing? I don’t pay attention to sports.”

      Rox beamed. “Sales are good. We got a new defenseman on the team, so everyone’s trying to figure out the new arrangements. Coach has been experimenting with the lines, trying to figure out special teams.”

      I had zero idea what she was talking about, but I nodded as if I did.

      Benny laughed. “Rox, she doesn’t care about hockey.”

      The curvy woman smiled. “Sorry! Now that I’m playing again, it’s like I eat, sleep, and breathe the sport.”

      “I’ve actually been trying to send the new guy your way,” he said to me.

      “Why?” I asked. I wiped at Benny’s skin and checked my work before starting back in on the line work.

      “He has his ex-girlfriend's name tattooed on him,” Rox explained. “You’re good at cover-ups, right?”

      Alarm bells rang in my head, but I didn’t know why. “Yeah, they’ve become my specialty. I made that mistake before, so now I want to fix it for everyone else.”

      “We’ll get him to come in. I think he’s a procrastinator,” Benny explained.

      I laughed and continued with my work, knowing when to change the conversation to distract Benny from the pain. Once we got to the shading, he relaxed. Rox was a champ at getting inked, so it was hilarious to me to see her big hulk of a man pretending it didn’t hurt. When I was almost done, my brother came over to inspect my work.

      He and Benny shook hands. “Nice to see you again, man. My sis take care of you?”Alex asked.

      Benny nodded. “She’s good at distracting you when she’s stabbing you.”

      Alex laughed. “Yeah, she is.”

      I wiped at Benny’s skin, admiring my work. This piece was awesome. I loved doing flowers so much, it had become my brand. I held up the mirror for him to see again. “What do you think?”

      “Damn, V, it’s awesome!” Benny said.

      Rox smiled. “Told you she’s great.”

      I grinned back and covered his tattoo up. I took my gloves off and discarded them into the trash. “Rox knows the drill about taking care of your new ink, so listen to her.”

      He smiled at Rox and kissed the back of her hand. A pink tinge crawled up the pale woman’s skin. “I always do,” he said.

      “Oh my God! Please get out of here with all your love and shit,” I teased.

      The couple grinned at me, and I wished them goodbye, watching them walk out the door.

      I noticed Alex was standing around waiting for me to finish. That was odd since we had customers waiting. “What?” I asked.

      He frowned. “I need to tell you something, and I’m really sorry to do this to you, but I have no choice.”

      “Alejandro, what?” I seethed, using his full name, but my big brother flopped his mouth open and closed.

      The bell on the shop door rang, and his worried gaze darted in its direction. I turned and clamped my mouth shut because I knew what he was about to say, but I had a lot of questions.

      Standing in the doorway, his six-foot frame filling it, was my ex-fiancé, Seth. He wore a leather jacket, hiding the sleeve tattoos that went up both of his arms. The tattoo that used to depict my name peeked out of his v-neck t-shirt. But it wasn’t a red heart with a scroll anymore. Now it was an atrocious wolf's head. For some reason, that pissed me off even more. Even though I covered up his name as soon as he left.

      I cut my gaze across at my brother. “What the fuck?”

      Alex cringed, and Eddie looked up from the work he was doing on a client to mutter a swear. I wondered if they’d fought about this decision and when to tell me.

      “V, I’m sorry. It’s temporary until we get another full-time artist. He’s doing us a favor,” my brother tried to explain.

      I give him my middle finger in response. My ex was in the shop to help us out while we were busy, and I wanted to spit fire at him.

      I never got an explanation from Seth. He straight-up ghosted me after he left. I’d heard from a friend at a shop in Kensington that he was working there now and was already shacking up with a pretty petite blonde. She didn’t say, but I was pretty sure I knew the woman was prettier than me. I would still be in debt from all the wedding cancellations had I not gotten an apology letter from his older sister with a check for his portion of the bill. I felt guilty cashing it because I knew it came from her and not him, but I needed the money.

      Seth walked over to us and had a grimace on his face. Good, I’m glad this was as awkward for him as it was for me.

      “You’re dead to me,” I hissed at my brother.

      “V, I’m sorry. I had no choice,” he tried to argue.

      “Hi, Roni,” Seth greeted, but I only stared hard at him.

      “No!” I shouted and put a finger into his bony chest. “First of all, go fuck yourself gently with a chainsaw, and second of all, I’m not Roni. Not to you. Not anymore. You do your work, and I’ll do mine, but stay away from me.”

      “V…” My brother pleaded for me to be civilized. But fuck that motherfucking shit.

      “I deserved that,” Seth admitted, and then he went to say something else, but Olivia was at my side.

      “V, your next appointment’s here,” she said with a grin.

      What?

      I was open right now and was about to go on my lunch break. I cast a glance at the front desk and saw a tall blonde man standing there. We locked eyes, and the smirk across his pale face made me remember a night of marathon sex last summer.

      Blaise Holmstrom was standing there, grinning at me. Blaise Holmstrom was in my shop. My hockey hookup who had ruined my pussy for all other men.

      The two men next to me must have seen the wideness of my eyes. “Isn’t that⁠—”

      “My boyfriend!” I exclaimed.

      What the fuck?

      Suddenly, a plan formed in my head. A really stupid plan, but if I had to deal with my ex being in the shop with me, I wanted him to see all the shit he was missing. That I was perfectly fine without him and didn’t need him. To prove he hadn’t shattered my heart into a thousand pieces when he left. I just hoped Blaise was okay with this because I was about to startle the poor man.

      “BABY!” I called out to Blaise. His brows knitted together, but he didn’t have time to think about it because I jumped into his arms, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his trim waist. “Please, go with it. I’ll explain later,” I whispered in his ear.

      His eyes showed his understanding, and his hands gripped my ass tightly while he slanted his mouth against mine like I really was his girlfriend and he was happy to see me. There was definitely a part of him that was happy to see me.

      He pulled away after a long kiss, his eyes sparkling with a look that said, ‘woman, you have some explaining to do.’

      “You missed me, sweets?” he asked, but it was all for show. I owed this man a beer. Maybe a whole six-pack because I felt eyes staring at the scene we were making.

      I slipped off him and turned to Olivia, who was wide-eyed with confusion. “You could have told me it was just Blaise here to take me to lunch, Liv.”

      “Um…” she stammered.

      “We’ll be back,” I told her. I dragged Blaise out of the shop onto the busy sidewalk of South Street.

      What was I doing?
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        BLAISE

      

      

      I stared at Veronica with amusement. I had no idea what was going on, but if I got to kiss this hellcat again, I was down for that. I studied her while she stood on the sidewalk, trying to catch her breath.

      She looked as good as I remembered. She wore a long-sleeved black sweater that made her tits look great, a red plaid skirt, and Docs. Like a woman who could fuck you up, and you’d like it. Her hair was different. Instead of blue at the tips, it was now red, almost matching the Bulldogs colors.

      She hadn’t explained what was going on, but I cast a glance at the shop window, and the two men she had been talking with were still staring at us. I stepped forward, cupped her face in both my hands and kissed her again. I slid open one eyelid after the kiss had gone on too long to find the men had walked away. I gave her a hard look when I pulled away.

      She squinted up at me. “Blaise, I’m sorry.”

      “You want to tell me what that was about?”

      She sighed but walked off down the street, forcing me to jog to catch up to her. “Yes, but first, I need to get something to eat. It’s my only break of the day, and I have a ton of clients.”

      “Pat’s or Geno’s?” I joked.

      She scoffed at me. “Do I look like a tourist? No. I want a big-ass slice of pizza from Lorenzo’s.”

      I barked out a laugh. “How’s that anymore less touristy than Pat’s or Geno’s?”

      “Shut it, Holmstrom. Sometimes a girl just wants a big-ass slice of pizza.”

      I laughed.

      I liked her logic, and I mentally calculated how much cardio I’d have to do this afternoon to make up for it. When I came down to South Street, it was to see Eddie Mezzanetti and get my tattoo covered up. The boys kept ragging on me about having my ex’s name on my chest. Imagine my surprise when I saw my hookup from last summer looking like she needed to be rescued. So I told the receptionist to tell Veronica I was here for my appointment, which confused her because it wasn’t in her system, but she seemed to go with it.

      I didn’t imagine Veronica would yell ‘BABY!’ at me and jump into my arms. I really wanted to know what was going on. Also, I was interested in watching this woman go HAM on a slice of Lorenzo and Sons pizza. They did have massive slices.

      “So…you want to tell me what’s going on?” I asked as we continued our walk down the street.

      She sighed. “My brother hired my ex to help at the shop.”

      “Which one was the ex?”

      “The white guy.”

      “Your ex who left you high and dry?”

      She nodded. “I saw you, and…I don’t know. I thought maybe if I had a new boyfriend, he would get jealous, and then when he tried crawling back, I could go, ‘hahahaha, go fuck yourself.’ Is that bitter and petty?”

      I laughed. “Little bit, sweets.”

      She groaned. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this. I think I owe you a beer.”

      Our conversation stopped as we got to the counter for the pizza shop, and we ordered slices, which I totally didn’t let her pay for. We stood on the sidewalk eating our slices, as one did on South Street.

      Damn, I had missed Philly.

      “Okay, so…you thought we could fake date each other to make your ex jealous?” I asked.

      She shrugged as she chewed a huge bite. I wiped the grease from her mouth with a napkin, and my lizard brain thought about wiping it off with my tongue. Good god, this woman was hotter than I remembered.

      “Come on, V. Do you want me to be your fake boyfriend?” I teased.

      “God, what was I thinking? What are you doing here, anyway?”

      I pulled down my t-shirt and pointed at the lettering above my heart. “I was trying to see if I could finally get this covered up.”

      “I can do it; it’s my specialty,” she said but frowned. “But you don’t have to help me out with the fake dating thing. I’ll tell them we broke up in a couple of weeks.”

      “Actually…this might work in my favor, too.”

      “How?” she asked.

      I sighed and threw out our trash as we walked back to the tattoo parlor. “My family’s very concerned about me since my break up. And…well…”

      “Well, what?”

      “I haven’t been with anyone since you. My horny brothers think there’s something wrong with me because I don’t want to plow everything in sight. Not like I haven’t gotten offers. The guy hitting on me at the bar last night was pretty hot, but I don’t know…” I ran my hand through my hair.

      She squinted at me and cocked her head at my admission.

      I blew out a breath when I realized I had to come out to her. I hated that shit. “I’m bi.”

      “Oh!”

      “Is that a problem for you?” I snapped.

      She looked taken aback by the harshness in my voice, but then shook her head. “ Why would I have a problem with who you’re attracted to?”

      I sighed. “Sorry. I got a lot of heat when I came out. Hockey’s not exactly LGBT friendly, despite what everyone says. And then there’s the whole fact I’ve never been with a guy, so people who accept it want me to show them a report card of my sexual experiences.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Fuck that! You know you’re attracted to more than one gender, right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve known since I was thirteen.”

      “Then you’re bisexual, and you don’t need to prove yourself to anyone.”

      I blinked back at her.

      She shrugged. “I have a lot of bi and pan friends. I’ve heard the shit that gets tossed their way.” She chewed on her lip. “So you want to fake date me to get your family off your back?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I guess.”

      She pursed her lips. “Okay…but how’s that gonna work when you live in Toronto?”

      “Oh, sweets, you really don’t pay attention to hockey, do you?”

      She shook her head from side to side, the tips of her hair swinging back and forth, mesmerizing me.

      “V, I got traded to the Bulldogs.”

      Her eyebrow arched in confusion.

      “I moved back to Philly.”

      Her mouth formed a little ‘O’ in understanding, and it was taking everything in me to not think of it doing something else.

      Shit. I was horny. Maybe this was a bad idea.

      “Wait, I thought your dad said I was off-limits?” she asked.

      “He’ll get over it. He likes you, but he’ll definitely give me shit for you being too good for me.”

      “Me?” she asked, her voice hitching up in surprise. “Not his hot, successful pro-athlete, son? I’m the mess of the lady that gets too drunk at his bar.”

      I grimaced. “I doubt my dad thinks I’m hot, V.”

      She laughed. “Why not? You look just like him.”

      I frowned at her. “What?”

      She shrugged. “What? Your dad’s a total silver fox. Sorry, I’m not sorry.”

      “Ew, gross!”

      She stared intently at my chest. “Do you want to come inside and see what we can do about the cover-up?”

      I nodded. “Please, help me.”

      She laughed. “Come on, hockey boy. Let’s discuss it, and I’ll think of some ideas.”

      That’s how I ended up in her chair, but not with her machine turned on. Instead, she asked me questions and sketched while we talked about ideas for the cover-up. Every once in a while, her ex would glance over at us, and I’d give him a small wave, and she’d glare at him. I may have done the ‘fake boyfriend’ thing of grabbing her hand and rubbing my thumb over the back of her palm to comfort her. It calmed her down, especially if I kissed the back of it.

      “Do you like any of these ideas?” she asked, exasperated because I couldn’t make up my mind.

      “Sorry, I’m indecisive today,” I offered, sincerely this time.

      “What about something hockey related?” she suggested.

      I pointed at the hockey sticks on the inside of my wrist. “I think I have that covered.”

      She sighed. “What about a maple leaf? That would be meaningful, right? Because your mom was Canadian?”

      I frowned at her. “How did you know that?”

      “Hal told me,” she explained and went back to sketching.

      “He talked about my mom?”

      He never talked about Mom. Never ever. Not since she died, and her death broke him apart, leaving the rest of us fending for ourselves.

      She nodded and hummed to herself while she worked. “It was during my mental breakdown after that asshole left. I think he wanted to tell me he understood loss and sorrow.” She checked her watch. “Blaise, I have another client soon, but how about you think about what you want, and we’ll set up a time to do the piece, okay?”

      I nodded and put my t-shirt back on. Her ex was staring again, so I bent down and kissed her goodbye, rubbing my thumb against her cheek. “Call me later?” I whispered.

      “I don’t have your number,” she whispered back.

      I slid a piece of paper into her hand. “Call me, okay?”

      She nodded as if in a trance. I walked out of the tattoo parlor, not sure what I was doing. By the time I got back to my car, my phone buzzed with a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        UNKNOWN NUMBER: If you’re serious about being my fake boyfriend, can we meet tonight to iron out the details? I want to set some ground rules.

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned at her message and immediately added her to my contacts.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Ground rules? Baby, you’re killing me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: Not funny, Blaise. I’m serious.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Bossy, I like it. Okay…I’m free tonight, but you can’t keep me up too late. I have morning skate tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: Fine. I’ll call you when I’m done with work, and we can talk. Maybe get dinner or something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: This sounds like a date.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: A fake one!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Okay, I’m all in for being your fake boyfriend so you can be petty to your ex, who, by the way, seems like a douche, and I’m hotter.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: That much we can agree on.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        VERONICA: Also, BTW, you’re like 1000X better in bed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Oh yeah?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: Yeah! What other man would get off using a toy on me and then let me tie them to my bed?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Hah. That was a good night. Want a repeat?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        VERONICA: I’ll call you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      Okay, maybe I had ulterior motives for agreeing to this fake dating thing. Maybe I was thinking about if that meant I got to get her underneath me again.

      I put my phone in the cupholder and drove off to the gym where I was supposed to meet TJ for a workout. As a hockey player, when I wasn’t at practice, going to team meetings, having a morning skate, traveling with the team, and oh yeah, playing a game, I was hitting the gym as much as possible.

      TJ was on the bench press, being spotted by one of my defensive partners, Logan Cullen.

      “Come on, T, one more,” Logan urged.

      “Fuck you, rookie!” TJ huffed out as he finished the set.

      I shook my head at TJ’s antics and began my stretches.

      Being a professional athlete, you had to be in peak physical condition. I had no aversion to working my body hard, but I had to prove myself this season. To prove to the Bulldogs they didn’t just sign me because of who my dad was. That I deserved my spot on the team, and I was a good defenseman who knew how to check a guy into the boards and cover the slot.

      TJ wiped down the bench. “Hey, man, you made it. Wasn’t sure you were going to show. You get that shit covered up yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Why do you look so happy, though?” TJ asked.

      “I think I have a date tonight.”

      “What do you mean, you think?” Logan asked.

      TJ kicked my foot. “Date? Explain!”

      “Well…” Shit, we needed a good cover story. How would people believe this? “I’ve been hooking up with this girl, but it’s been casual since she lives here and I was in Toronto. But now that I’m back…we’re gonna try.”

      “Really?” TJ asked, and he had a twinkle in his eye.

      “Good luck, man. Where you gonna take her?” Logan asked.

      I shrugged. “Not sure yet. I have to think about it.”

      “Wait, what does that have to do with going to get your tattoo fixed?” TJ asked.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Oh. She’s a tattoo artist.”

      “Hot?” TJ asked.

      I nodded. “Definitely. It’s kind of complicated, though.”

      Logan cocked his head. “How so?”

      “Well, she’s one of the regulars at my dad’s bar, and according to my brothers, she’s off-limits. But I don’t know, my dad’s soft on her, so we’ll see,” I explained.

      “Wait…are you telling me you hooked up with Veronica O’Malley?” TJ asked.

      I didn’t even know V’s last name. For a fake boyfriend, I was bad at this.

      “Isn’t that Rox’s tattoo artist?” Logan asked.

      “And Dinah’s brother’s married to V’s brother,” TJ explained.

      Dinah was one of my other new teammates’ fiancée. I forgot she was Eddie Mezzanetti’s little sister.

      This got way more complicated than I realized. This team was too much of a small world at times. When Benny said that this team was like six degrees of who fucked who, I thought he was joking. What did I get myself into?
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        VERONICA

      

      

      “Hey, can we talk?” Eddie asked.

      “Busy,” I said, trying to push him off. I was finishing up with my last client of the night, and then I wanted to get out of there.

      I wiped at my client’s skin, a biker who had become a regular. “How ya doing, Rocky?” I asked.

      A grumble came from the large man.

      I examined my work, wiping at Rocky’s skin, and felt satisfied with it. I turned off my machine and threw out my gloves. Eddie was still standing there, running his pale hand through his dark hair.

      “V…”

      I cut him off with a glare and took a picture of Rocky’s back for our social accounts. Then I patched him up and helped him to the register. The big man gave me a hug afterward, which surprised me, but despite how he looked, he was a teddy bear on the inside.

      “That’s it for the day, right?” I asked Olivia.

      She smirked at me. “Yes, but now you have to tell me what the hell that was earlier.”

      I sighed. “Later, okay? I gotta meet Blaise for dinner.”

      “He’s really your boyfriend?” she asked, her eyes raising up high in shock. A dark shadow of hurt crossed her face, and I felt awful that she thought I had kept this from her. I should have canceled with Blaise and told him we should call the whole thing off.

      “I’ll explain it later,” I told her and gave her hand a little squeeze. “Promise.”

      When I returned to my station, Eddie still stood there chewing on a nail. He looked apologetic, but I didn’t care.

      “Save it,” I snapped at him.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I told him not to do this. And I’m making him sleep on the couch,” my brother-in-law revealed.

      I shoved my hands through my hair and brought it up into a ponytail. I didn’t want my issues to cause my brother and his husband to have marital problems. “Don’t do that on my account.”

      “It’s not right,” Eddie argued.

      “He’s a good artist. I get why he did it. I would’ve liked a warning.”

      Eddie gave me a small smile that crooked into a wicked grin. “But, you and Blaise Holmstrom, huh? I thought you didn’t do relationships anymore?”

      “He’s different,” I admitted.

      Which wasn’t exactly a lie. Blaise was the hottest man I’d ever slept with, and that night with him last summer was the best sex I’d ever had. So good I hadn’t been interested in fucking anyone else since. Which was annoying.

      Eddie gave me a calculating look. “He’s a smoke show. Good for you.”

      I laughed. “Eds, I love you, but don’t hit on my boyfriend.”

      He held up his hands. “Hey, you know your brother’s my one and only.”

      “Don’t make him sleep on the couch, okay? I’ll deal.”

      Eddie gave me a sad smile, and he went to open his mouth to say something else, but his face turned into a scowl at something behind me. I turned around and glared when I saw Seth standing in front of me.

      “What do you want?” I seethed.

      He wrung his hands. “Look, Lily thought this was inappropriate, but since you moved on and look happy, I wanted to give you this.”

      Who is Lily?

      I narrowed my eyes further when I watched him take something out of the pocket of his jeans and stretch his hand toward me. Against my better judgment, I took his offered card-stock postcard.

      You are cordially invited to the wedding of Seth O’Connell and Lily Mathews on Friday, November 6th

      I stared at the piece of paper in my hands and then back at my ex-fiancé. He had to be joking. I didn’t know who this Lily person was, but she was right to say it was inappropriate to invite your ex-fiancée to your new wedding. Which was in a couple of weeks.

      What the fuck!

      “I understand if Blaise can’t come, but…”

      I stopped listening to him. Oh, now I got it. He was only inviting me because he wanted a hockey player at his wedding. I continued to stare at the piece of shit I thought I loved and didn’t know how to respond. For the sake of the shop, I couldn’t punch him in the dick and walk out with my middle fingers in the air. No matter how much I wanted to do that.

      “Sweets, you ready to go?” a deep voice asked, startling me.

      I jerked my head up and saw Blaise standing in front of us. He stared into my eyes as if mentally asking me if I was okay. He must have seen the shocked look on my face because he plucked the invitation out of my hand and scanned it.

      “I have to check my schedule,” he said.

      Then he pocketed the invitation and leaned down to kiss me, not caring who saw. He was good at this fake dating thing. A little too good.

      When he pulled away, his eyes sparkled, but they were also dark with desire. If we were really doing this thing, I had to lay down the ground rules. We couldn’t end up in bed again. It would make everything so much more complicated. But why did he have to be such a good kisser?

      He pulled away and brushed a stray piece of hair from my face. “You good?” he asked.

      I nodded and tried to catch my breath. “I need to wipe down my station first.”

      “V, I’ll do it. Go be with your man,” Eddie said.

      I gave him a small smile while Blaise helped me into my leather jacket and untucked my hair from underneath the collar. It was nice but unexpected. He threaded his hand through mine, and we walked out the door. Blaise didn’t let go of my hand when we walked past the shop, so I was the one to yank away.

      “Hey, what was that for?” he asked.

      “We don’t need to put on the show anymore.”

      “Okay…” he trailed off.

      I sighed. “I’m sorry. Maybe this was a bad idea. Also, where are we going?”

      “To my car.”

      “To go where?”

      “My place.”

      I stopped in my tracks. “Blaise.”

      “For privacy,” he explained. “My family’s all at the bar.”

      “What does your family have to do with it?”

      “I live with my dad. Come on, I’ll make you a cheesesteak.”

      I laughed. “You’ll make me a cheesesteak?”

      “Yeah, woman, let this Philly boy make you a legit cheesesteak. It’s literally the only thing I can cook, so don’t get too excited.”

      I laughed again. This man was entertaining at best. “Okay, lead the way.”

      I followed him to his car, and we drove the quick drive to the row house where he lived with his family. It surprised me Blaise didn’t drive a fancier car. It was nice, but it wasn’t flashy like any of the other hockey players I knew. Dinah’s fiancé Noah had a fancy new SUV, but nothing too outlandish. Rox’s brother, on the other hand, had a Maserati, which seemed dumb to me if you lived in the city, but I had been to their condo building. They lived in a nice place with a secure underground garage. Still seemed foolish to me.

      Blaise led me into the house and walked me through the living room to the small kitchen. The house was modest when you thought about the fact his dad was a hockey legend. Blaise instructed me to sit at the table while he worked on dinner. He undid the buttons at his wrists and pushed up his sleeves. Holy forearms, I forgot how built this man was. Goddamnit, I don’t think the no-sex rule was going to work with this man; I wanted to be underneath him again.

      I pulled my sketchbook out of my bag to distract myself and tried to think of an idea to cover up Blaise’s tattoo. He didn’t love the maple leaf idea, but he didn’t give me anything else to work with. I rolled up one of my sleeves to inspect the new tattoo I let Eddie do on my blank arm. It was this cool design of a compass with swirls of watercolor around it. Eddie had been experimenting with the style, and I let him practice on me.

      “Is that new?” Blaise asked and nodded at my arm.

      I held up my arm for him to see. “Fresh ink. Just healed last week.”

      He came over to me and ran a finger across my skin while he studied it. “Pretty. I like your colorful tattoos.”

      “So do I.”

      “Brat,” he teased.

      I stuck my tongue out at him. “Go back to making me dinner.”

      He gave me a little sarcastic salute and went back to the stove. My mouth watered at the smell of the meat cooking.

      “So, are you going to lay these ground rules on me yet?” he asked.

      I sighed. “Honestly, I was gonna tell you we shouldn’t go through with this. But then he gave me that wedding invitation.”

      He scrolled through his phone. “I actually can go to that. We don’t have a game.”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Seth’s a diehard Bulldogs fan. It’s why we were at your dad’s bar all the time. I think he only invited me because I’m dating you. Of course, he’d want a hockey star at his wedding.”

      Blaise scowled. “If you want to drop this…thing we have, that’s fine with me. You don’t have to go.”

      I groaned. “I don’t want to go, but I also do.”

      He busied himself at the stove but held up his end of the conversation. “Why?”

      “Before, I wanted to be a petty asshole, but now, I want to show him I’m fine without him. That I moved on, and my life’s better off without him in it,” I tried to explain.

      Except it was complete bullshit. I don’t think I ever got over the abandonment. Not when my mom did it, and not when my fiancé did it. I wished my dad was still alive so I could ask his advice. He would have known what to do. He’d have told Alex not to hire Seth, and we wouldn’t have been in this predicament. God, I missed that big teddy bear so much.

      I must have zoned out because before I knew it, Blaise came over to the table with plates of awesome steak sandwiches on long hoagie rolls. The smell was amazing. “You want a beer?” he asked.

      “Sure. What you got?”

      He peered into the fridge. “Oh, look, 611 Ale!”

      “Oh! That’s a MacGregor Brothers beer,” I said.

      He grabbed us beers and popped off the tops. He handed me a bottle. “Yeah, I’m a fan. Can’t get that in Canada.”

      I closed my sketchbook and put it back in my tote bag before taking a sip of my beer. “Oh, the brewery’s in my town. I go there all the time.”

      “Nice. We should go sometime. I love craft beer from the source.”

      I nodded, but I wanted to remind him that just because we were fake dating didn’t mean we needed to actually go out.

      Instead, I bit into my cheesesteak and moaned at how this Philly boy actually knew how to make a good one. I guess you could take the boy out of the city, but you couldn’t take the Philly out of him.

      “I’ll go with you,” he said after we had been eating in silence for a few minutes. “I’ll help you prove to that asshole you’re stronger and better without him.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You barely know me.”

      “True, but I know how you feel.”

      “Are you still not over her?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. I’m good. Just tired of people asking me if I’m okay. I figured if we pretend to date for a little while, then my brothers will get off my back. Let me live my life the way I want.”

      “Okay, but remember, this is fake. We’re not in a relationship.”

      He furrowed his brow and picked at his cheesesteak. “I know.”

      “Don’t go falling in love with me, Blaise Holmstrom,” I warned.

      “I won’t.”

      “We can’t have sex,” I blurted out.

      His eyebrows shot up in alarm. “What?”

      “It’ll complicate everything. It’s not a relationship. We’re not a real thing—we’re just pretending. Okay?”

      “Is that what you meant by ‘ground rules’?” he asked and did air quotes.

      I nodded. “I don’t want the lines to get blurred.”

      He cocked his head at me. “Doesn’t have to get blurred if we’re just having a good time.”

      “Are you asking me to be your fuck buddy while we pretend to date?”

      He shrugged. “Puck’s on your stick, sweets.”

      His sapphire eyes seared into me like he could see my naked body under my clothes. I had to clench my thighs together in anticipation. He was so hot, and it didn’t have to be complicated if it was a purely sexual arrangement until my ex’s wedding. If fake dating him had an expiration date, then maybe we could have some fun together with no strings attached.

      “Um…”

      He smiled at me and patted my hand. “No pressure. If you don’t want to, I’ll respect your wishes.”

      “I…let me think about it.”

      He scrolled through his phone. “Oh, what the fuck.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said a bit too quickly.

      “What?” I demanded.

      He handed me his phone. “They have one of those wedding sites.”

      “Okay, and?” I asked for clarification. Lots of people had those things.

      “V, they have a baby together.”

      “What?” I screeched.

      I looked at the page he had opened on his phone. I skimmed some bullshit story about how they met and the unplanned pregnancy they had last year. Last year. Last year, when I was supposed to marry Seth. When he left in the middle of the night.

      Oh my God, no wonder his sister cut me a check for the wedding cancellation fees. She probably felt sorry for me. I was trying to match up the timelines, and it was clear Seth had been cheating on me.

      Why were men such garbage? This was why I didn’t do relationships. I pushed back the phone to Blaise.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      I pushed my plate away and stood up. “Let’s go.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Go where?”

      “Blaise, do you want to fuck me again or not?”

      “V…I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?” I snapped at him. “You literally just asked me to be your fuck buddy!”

      “Because you look upset, and I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Do you want me to suck your cock or not?”

      “Not with that attitude.” He pushed me back down into my chair. “Finish your dinner. Then we’ll talk.”

      Normally I would have fought him, but instead, I lifted my cheesesteak to my mouth and devoured the delicious sandwich this man had made me. It didn’t mean the raging storm inside me had subsided, though.
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      It took every ounce of my willpower to push her back down into her chair instead of dragging her upstairs and fucking her brains out. I still wanted to do that, but only if she wanted. I felt bad that what she saw on the wedding website hurt her so deeply.

      I was a dick for suggesting a friends-with-benefits situation with her, but I was horny as hell for this woman. I hadn’t been with anyone since her. I liked that she didn’t care about hockey or tried to impress me with her ‘hockey knowledge.’ Plus, she was hot with her colorful hair and tattoos, and she liked to be spanked in bed. I definitely wanted to do that again.

      A LOT.

      “If we’re gonna fake date, we need to post pictures together on social media,” I suggested.

      “Oh, I’m not on social media.”

      “Really?” I asked incredulously. I didn’t post all that much on social media. I didn’t even read the thirsty messages in my DMs anymore.

      “I manage the accounts for the shop, of course, but I don’t have a personal account.”

      That might be for the best. My sister and my sister-in-law dealt with their fair share of cyberbullying because of their relationships with hockey players. We were public figures, and puck bunnies were a thing, but it bothered me that the women in our lives got hate because we were with them.

      “C’mere,” I ordered.

      “What?” she asked and furrowed her brow.

      I patted my lap. “Come over here.”

      She hesitated, but then she stood up and walked over to me. I pulled her into my lap and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Why did you want me to do this?” she asked.

      I took my phone out and hit the camera button. “So we can take a selfie together.”

      I kissed her temple and took the picture. I pulled back from her, but she didn’t move off my lap, rather curled into my neck. I went into the app, selected my filters, adjusted the photo, and wrote a mindless caption. ‘Glad to be playing in Philly, so I’m never missing my girl again.’ I watched the heart notifications come in almost instantly, and I set my phone down on the table.

      Veronica pulled back to look at me. “Should we talk about our story?”

      I nodded. “I told my teammates we’ve been casually hooking up, and now we’re giving it a go.”

      “Okay, good plan. I need to tell Olivia the truth. Is that okay?”

      “Whose Olivia?” I asked.

      “My best friend. The shop receptionist,” she explained. “She seemed hurt today when she found out we were dating. I tell her everything.”

      “Okay…she won’t say anything, right?”

      She shook her head, the black and red strands bouncing against my jaw.

      I pushed one of those strands behind her ear and rubbed my thumb across her cheek. God, this woman drove me wild, but I had to remember this was all pretend. I just got out of a ten-year relationship, and I wasn’t trying to get into another one. But if she was into it, I would be okay with having a little fun. I never had a fuck buddy before, but there was always room to figure it out.

      “Blaise…” she breathed.

      “Tell me to stop,” I said as I fisted her hair and slanted my mouth onto the side of her neck.

      “Mmm…” she moaned and tipped her head back to give me more access.

      “Tell me,” I breathed in her ear. I shifted so she was straddling my thighs, and my other hand went to her ass.

      “No…” she moaned.

      “No what, V?” I asked.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged.

      My cock thickened against my leg, and she had to feel it pressed up against her spread thighs. She looked so hot in that plaid skirt; I wanted to bend her over and fuck her from behind in it. I gripped her hair harder, and she cried out at the sensation while I finally pressed my lips to hers.

      She kissed me back roughly, biting my bottom lip and grinding herself against me. Our tongues battled each other, and she slid her hands around the back of my neck, one hand plunged into my short hair. At that moment, I missed having my long hockey flow. I loved getting my hair gripped hard in the throes of passion.

      “I want to take you upstairs,” I growled against her lips.

      She nodded.

      “V, do you want this? Are you okay with this?”

      “I knew as soon as I said no sex, I’d cave. Why do you have to be so hot?”

      I chuckled and stood up from the chair, holding her against me. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and I carried her upstairs to my bedroom. As soon as the door shut, I pressed her against it and kissed her hard. My cock strained to be inside her again while my hands slid underneath her skirt and cupped her pussy. I felt her arousal through the thin fabric of her underwear. I pushed it aside and slid my finger across her seam.

      “Don’t be a tease,” she whined. She ground her hips against my hand, trying to get me to find her entrance and slam my finger inside.

      “Hey, who’s in charge here?” I growled and removed my hand.

      She whimpered at the loss and tightened the grip of her legs around my waist.

      “You be a good girl, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      “I’m not a good girl,” she insisted. “I’m a bad girl. I need someone to teach me a lesson.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Yeah? Do I need to spank you tonight?”

      “It’s the only way I’ll learn,” she said with a sly smile.

      This fucking woman. So naughty, and I loved it.

      I walked us further into the room and set her down on her feet. I sat on the edge of my bed and gestured to her clothes.

      She slipped her black sweater over her head to reveal a black lacy push-up bra. Then she shimmied the skirt down her hips to reveal a matching lacy black thong.

      “The rest,” I ordered.

      She unhooked her bra, turned around, and wiggled her ass at me as she slid the thong down off her hips.

      “C’mere you,” I ordered, my voice thick with my arousal. She knew exactly what she was doing to me.

      She came over to me, and in a flash, I had her over my knees, my hands sliding down the smooth skin of her exposed cheeks. I gripped her hair in one hand while my other hand swung down to spank her cute little ass.

      “You gonna be a good girl now?”

      She shook her head.

      I slapped her ass harder this time. “How about now?”

      She nodded into the bed, and holy fuck, it was sexy to have her over my knee, letting me dominate her.

      “Who’s in charge?” I asked after another slap. Her ass cheeks were pink from my hand, and I rubbed my palm against her skin to soothe the injured spot.

      “You are,” she whimpered.

      “That’s right, sweets.”

      I flipped her onto her back, and her hair spread out like a cloud on my comforter. I hadn’t expected this to happen tonight. I thought she was going to be firm about the no-sex thing.

      I got up from the bed and unbuttoned my shirt, dragging it off my wide-set shoulders. I unbuttoned my jeans and did the slow undressing thing again.

      “Blaise…” she whined from her place on the bed.

      “My terms, remember?”

      “Please, I want you now.”

      I went even slower at taking my boxers off. I kicked my clothes to the side and crawled into bed beside her. I lifted her off the comforter and pushed back the sheet so we were both underneath it. I realized I never turned the light on, which was a bummer because I couldn’t see her in all her glory, but sex in the dark could be fun, too.

      I leaned over and kissed her, my hand traveling down her gorgeous body and giving her tit a little squeeze.

      “More,” she begged.

      “More what?” I asked.

      “Blaise, please touch me. I’m so horny right now. I need you.”

      “You need me, huh?” I asked while I traveled down her body, stopping to lick and suck at her awesome tits.

      She held me against her chest while I feasted on her. She moaned at the sensation of my tongue on her nipple, but I moved on quickly. I pressed tiny kisses down her stomach, getting closer to the sweet spot between her thighs.

      “You don’t have to,” she said.

      I put her legs over my shoulders and looked up at her with a grin. “Woman, don’t tell me what to do. I want to make you come on my tongue before you do it again on my cock.”

      “Fuck…” she breathed as I bent my head and gave her that first lick.

      I tried not to moan into her while I tasted her again. She tasted so sweet, and the way she moaned made me do figure-eights with my tongue. I sucked on her clit, and her thighs shook against my head. I licked her slowly and deliberately, smiling while she moaned and writhed against my mouth.

      “Blaise, that feels so good,” she moaned.

      “Mmm, I missed this pussy.”

      “You did not!” she protested with a laugh.

      I pumped two fingers into her entrance and gave her a wicked grin again. “Did so. Missed tasting you and making you come. You gonna come for me, sweets?”

      She nodded.

      I went back down to suck on her clit while my fingers thrusted in and out of her. She gripped my hair, and I felt her walls clench around my fingers. My dick got harder while I thought about how she’d squeeze around it soon. She gripped my hair harder while she came, moaning loudly.

      I should have been concerned about the noise, but Michael was back at college, and Dad was still at the bar. Also, I didn’t give a fuck, and I wanted to hear her scream my name.

      I slid her legs off my shoulders and reached into my bedside drawer for a condom. Veronica’s chest was still heaving from her orgasm, and her eyes were closed. I slid the condom on and spread lube onto my cock, fisting it a couple times to make sure I was still hard. Her eyes fluttered open, and she twisted around in the bed so she was on all fours.

      Fuck yes. Veronica knew exactly what I wanted.

      “Grab the headboard and hold on, sweets,” I ordered.

      She did as she was told, and I slid in behind her. We sighed in relief as I buried myself to the hilt. I fisted her hair as I pounded into her from behind, and she cried out.

      I slapped her ass again and fucked her with wild abandon. Her soft cries egged me on to keep going faster and rougher than I normally would have. She made me feel like a wild animal.

      “Yes, yes, right there,” she moaned into my bedspread.

      I gripped her hair tighter. “You want it hard and rough?”

      “Mmm…” was her only reply.

      “Talk to me, sweets. Tell me you love when I fuck you from behind.”

      “I love it. I want more. Rougher, faster. Break me in two.”

      I leaned over her and kissed her neck. She moaned at my lips on her skin, but then I pulled out of her.

      “Why? I was so close!” she cried.

      I laid on my back and pulled her over my thighs. I readjusted myself to find her entrance, and she slid down on my cock. “Ride me,” I ordered.

      She did as she was told, riding me like she was meant for it while I fingered her clit and made her shake above me.

      “I’m gonna come,” she moaned and put her hands on my chest to brace herself. Her eyes flashed as she touched my tattoo. “I hate seeing her name here.”

      I grinned at her. “Jealous, sweets?”

      She covered Astrid’s name with her hand as she rolled her hips against mine. “I don’t like seeing another woman’s name when I’m fucking you into oblivion.”

      I lifted my knees up behind her and arched my hips to meet her downward strokes. She cried out while she rode out her orgasm on top of me.

      “I’m gonna come, baby,” I moaned.

      “Please,” she begged. I gripped her ass tighter, pushing her down onto my cock while I moaned and moved beneath her. I clenched my teeth together and made a guttural noise as my orgasm wrenched through my body.

      When I opened my eyes, she lay across my chest, breathing hard and her hair sweaty from the exertion. I lifted her off my body and moved to get rid of the condom. She curled onto the spare pillow on my bed. I threw the condom into my trash can beside the bed and got back into it, pulling the sheets over our naked bodies.

      She smiled at me and kissed my shoulder. “Um…where’s your bathroom?” she asked.

      “Oh, middle door. Wait, I’ll give you one of my shirts to put on.”

      I got up and went to my dresser drawer, and pulled out one of my Bulldogs Hockey t-shirts. She got out of bed, and I handed it to her. She quickly pulled it over her head and walked out of the room toward the bathroom. I slid my boxers back on and dug into my jeans on the floor for my phone and nearly shit a brick at all the notifications. Not just from my social media but text messages, too.

      I scrolled through them with a scowl.

      
        
          
            
              
        AYDEN: You’re dating Veronica?!? For real?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        AYDEN: Dad’s gonna be pissed

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ASTRID: Blaise, call me. I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The last one pissed me off because I knew she didn’t miss me. She was just jealous I had moved on. In re-examining my relationship with Astrid, we were young and didn’t know what we were doing. She had to always have control over me…but now I was free.

      I stabbed at my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Too bad. I moved on. You should too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ASTRID: Blaise, don’t be that way.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: You broke up with me. I’ve got a good girl now. Have a good life, Astrid.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone on the bedside table and climbed back into my bed. I lay back, relaxing, and put my hands behind my head. I hadn’t expected the sex tonight with Veronica, but I wasn’t complaining.

      I could do casual. We could do this fake dating thing, and then after her ex’s wedding, we’d go our separate ways. It would totally be fine.
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