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      Nerves knitted themselves together so tightly inside my stomach they were an Irish infinity symbol. Every nerve in my body was lit up, it was a wonder I wasn’t shining like a glowworm. The sounds around me were harsh to my ears, overstimulating my senses, and I had considered turning around on my red high heels at least three dozen times since I stepped through the doors of the Las Vegas Vipers training facility and offices.

      There was only one person standing in between me and seeing my father for the first time in a decade.

      Susan Graff.

      Her deep red painted lips pressed into a thin line as I tried to inhale a calming breath. She was my father’s gatekeeper. His assistant. A woman who I could tell had the patience of a gnat and a complete inability to withstand bullshit.

      She’d been scowling at me for the last five minutes while I waited for her to finish a phone call, eyes narrowed, probably trying to determine why I looked familiar, but also not.

      “Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked and shuffled papers on her desktop without taking her eyes off me.

      “I want to speak with Vik Boucher.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      “No, but he’ll want to see me.” There was no way I was going to schedule an appointment with him. He probably would have told her to cancel it.

      “Mr. Boucher is a very busy man. You can not waltz in here, demanding to see him if you can’t tell me your name and what you want, at the very minimum.”

      It was foolish to consider I could show up and demand to speak with my father without letting anyone know that he was my father. Considering it’d been a decade since I saw him, more than that since my mother left him, I doubted anyone knew I existed.

      If this wasn’t important, I wouldn’t be here, but I needed his help even if I was loath to ask him for it.

      “Fine,” I all but seethed and curled my hands into fists at my sides. “Tell him Ryann is here and would like to see him.”

      “Ryann?” Thin, perfectly tattooed eyebrows rose into harsh points above her eyes. “Ryann who?”

      “That’s all he’ll need to know.”

      If I could have had my mom’s second husband, Paul, adopt me to rid myself of everything my father ever gave me, including my last name, I would have. Too bad she didn’t get remarried until I was eighteen.

      There was no recognition in Susan’s eyes, staring at a woman in her twenties with a boy’s name, which told me everything I needed to know about how much—or little—my father gave a shit about us.

      I’d done my research. Hell, I’d followed him for years. He’d been coaching in Vegas for so long that he was an icon in the professional hockey world. Most coaches didn’t stay with one team for this many years, so I’d checked up on him in case he was hired by a different team and had to move. While he continued to lead one of the hosting winning teams in the NHL, the chance of that was slim.

      Reluctantly, she lifted a black phone to her ear and pressed a button.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt. However, you have a visitor—”

      My father’s deep voice barked something I couldn’t understand, but the woman in front of me shot me a look.

      “Yes, sir. I know. I tried telling her she didn’t have an appointment and you’re busy, but she said to tell you Ryann is here to see you.”

      Her eyes widened. His voice, muffled through the line, went lower.

      She gave me a quick scan and slid her gaze toward his office. “Yes, Vik. I said a woman is here. Her name is Ryann—”

      “Send her in.”

      That came through crystal clear. Barked out as a harsh command, Ms. Graff licked her lips and set down the phone without saying goodbye.

      “He said you can go in.”

      I decided to put the woman out of her misery. I’d been a pain in the ass. I could only imagine how difficult my father was to work for. “My dad is a peach, isn’t he?”

      Before I turned toward his office, her jaw fell so harshly it was a wonder it didn't slam into her sleek computer screen.
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      My dad was old. At fifty-five, he wasn’t old old, but he’d aged since I’d last seen him in person. Granted, that was before my mom moved us to Reno and I’d forced my oldest sister, Braylen, to drive me to this very office to let Dad know we were moving. I was so certain he wouldn’t want us so far away that he’d fight for us. Take my mom to court for shared custody.

      Instead, he’d crossed his arms over his full chest and said, “I see.”

      I see.

      That was it. Like he couldn’t be bothered at all to take ten minutes and talk to a daughter he’d barely seen in the two years since their divorce.

      That was a decade ago, and I was no longer the same stupid young teenager who truly thought if I tried hard enough, wrote enough letters, sent enough pictures, that my dad would actually start giving a shit about us.

      Those hopes were long gone.

      I needed help, and he was the best man for that.

      None of that meant seeing him again, standing near a wall of windows that overlooked an ice rink didn’t make me tremble in my heels or grab hold of the first chair I could find to support my body weight.

      “Ryann,” he said, and it was drawn out, almost scared or on a breath.

      My name from his lips made the room shake. Maybe that was my knees knocking together.

      All the dreams I’d had of having a dad who would love me even if I wasn’t a son who could someday become an NHL player like he had once been, crashed into me, making the room spin and my dad’s, now slightly wrinkled, suntanned face blur.

      My mouth, dry as Nevada’s summer heat, turned to sandpaper and I forced myself to lick my lips and steady myself.

      I pushed off the chair and dropped my hands to my sides.

      “Vik,” I said, and if that hurt him, he showed it with a blink.

      No expression was on his weathered, rounder face other than that blink. I wasn’t sure what hurt more.

      No excitement at seeing me? Or no reaction to me calling him by his first name. Considering his parenting skills, or lack thereof, calling him Dad was out of the question. Father was pushing it.

      We studied each other for a moment. His shoulders rolled back as his spine stiffened, and he returned to the far side of his desk.

      “You look well,” he finally said as he sat down and gestured for me to take a seat.

      A seat. In his elaborate office, where he made millions and millions and had more Stanley Cups than any other coach in history. He offered his daughter a seat. Not a hug. Not a smile.

      A goddamn fucking chair.

      I sat. Crossed my leg over the other and brushed down my skirt. “You look old,” I retorted, and that painful yin and yang in my chest—wanting to love the man while hating him—squeezed painfully tight.

      “I see your mother raised you with manners.”

      “At least she raised me,” I sniped right back. “And don’t ever mention my mother again.”

      He blinked. Rolled his lips together and nodded. “Apologies. I’m sorry. You’ve shaken me, showing up here. It’s been a long time.”

      Whose fault is that?

      I didn’t ask the question. I wouldn’t like the answer I received.

      “Ten years,” I stated, and if he remembered the day I ran from his office, hysterically crying all the way out to where my sister had parked her car and waited for me because she’d refused to see him, he didn’t show it.

      Not even a blink.

      “What brings you in today?”

      Perhaps I could have started this meeting different. It was possible he’d read my energy, pulled tight with tension and nerves and very little excitement, and reacted accordingly. Perhaps I could have walked in, said, ‘hi Dad,’ and smiled, and we would have gotten off to a different start—like him asking me how I was. If I was done with college. How my sisters were doing. We could have shot the breeze, gotten caught up…

      But this was better.

      I’d handed him my heart enough times only for him to drop it like trash.

      “I’m here to ask for help.”

      “Help?” He flinched in his chair, pushed aside a file folder, and rested his forearms on the desk. “How do you need help? Money?”

      Please.

      Mom made enough. Paul made more. We weren’t swimming in millions like Vik, but we did fine for ourselves.

      “No. Not money.” I shook my head. “I need a job.”

      I dropped the handle of my red slouch bag off my shoulder and pulled out my resume. As well as awards for high school academic achievements, varsity letters in track and cross country, and my college transcripts.

      I told myself it was so he could see I was qualified.

      It also had nothing to do with qualifications, and I was self-aware to know. The little girl who still wanted to earn his love. The little girl, all grown up with daddy issues a mile long.

      But that was obvious to me when I went to college and majored in sports marketing. Because I might not have been a collegiate athlete, might not have ever stepped foot onto an ice rink because I wasn’t a boy like he’d wanted, but I’d still studied sports for years because I wanted to have something in common with him.

      Good Lord, I needed a stiff drink.

      He took the offered file from my trembling fingers and set it in front of him.

      “You need a job.”

      “Yes.” I sat up straighter. If he wasn’t going to read the file, I could speak for myself. “I graduated this summer from the University of Nevada in Reno. I have a three-point nine-grade point average and a bachelor’s degree in business marketing, sports emphasis with a minor in social media management.”

      “I see.” He pushed his thumb to his cheek and settled a large, meaty palm on the file and yet it stayed closed. His eyes never left mine. “It’s a difficult field to get into.”

      “I know.”

      “And you came to me.”

      Well, you are my dad… even if he couldn’t help me with the hockey team, there was football. He had to know people there.

      “I did,” I admitted.

      After several beats of his intense gaze on me, he swiveled, giving me his profile and began typing on his computer.

      Hope filled me, bubbled in my stomach, loosening the knot inside, and I waited patiently, spinning my foot in a circle, my hands clenched lightly together in my lap.

      Done with whatever he was looking up, he turned back to me.

      “I’m sorry. It appears we don’t have any open positions at this time, but I can send your file to human resources. Should something open up—which is doubtful with the season getting started—they can contact you if they feel you’re qualified.”

      No.

      He said no.

      A burn hit the back of my eyes. I would not cry. Not again. Not ever again in front of this man.

      This horrid, horrific, completely shitty human being in front of me.

      “I know that,” I said, and surprising myself, my voice didn’t waver. “But you’re the coach. Friends with the owners. Or maybe other teams? I was hoping you could—”

      “Use my position to manipulate and scheme just so my daughter can have a job that isn’t needed? I’m sorry, Ryann, but I can’t do that. If there’s anything else…”

      “No.” I stood, glaring daggers at my file he was holding hostage with his palm, and lifted my eyes to his. “No. I’m sure I know now that there’s not a single damn thing I need or want from you.”

      My walk was steady.

      My ankles stiff.

      My voice didn’t crack until I was safely encased inside the elevator and the tears didn’t fall until I was back in my hotel room.

      And then I made the second dumbest decision of the day and called my mom.
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      “Come on.” Hayden threw an arm around me in the booth and tugged me toward her. My insane sister then broke out into a rendition of “Let It Go” so horrible, tables near us were cringing. Not like Hayden cared what anyone thought of her.

      Across the table, Braylen slid another shot glass in my direction. “Drink up, and then can we stop talking about this? It’s my weekend, and I refuse to let a man who doesn’t give two shits about any of us ruin it.”

      Braylen was our oldest sister. Hayden the middle. While Hayden had long since given up hope of any contact with our sperm donor, she also never seemed to have my baggage, nor Braylen’s intense hatred of him. Braylen was only harsh when his name was mentioned and while I hadn’t actually said his name since we sat down for dinner, my red, swollen eyes and fading splotchy chest told the tale enough.

      “Fine.” I rubbed said splotchy chest, took my shot like the good little baby sister I was, and finished my glass of water. “I’m sorry. I should have waited.”

      “You should have told us,” Hayden said. “So we could all show up and give him a piece of our minds. Maybe that’s what we need.”

      “We don’t need anything, at least not from him,” Braylen stressed. “We have Paul. And Mom.”

      A mom I’d made cry, not for her, or her poor choices in a first spouse, but because I was hurt. Pretty sure Paul wasn’t home because if he had been, his ass would be on his way to Vegas to give good ol’ Coach Vik a piece of his mind. Followed up with his right hook.

      “And you have Blake.”

      “Exactly.” Her shimmery pink lips curled at the corners. “There are good men out there. Amazing ones. Like Paul and Blake. I could name another handful of them. Just because the one who made us isn’t one, there’s enough good ones out there so spending time thinking of him is a waste of our time.”

      “And energy,” Hayden agreed. She nudged my shoulder. “Right?”

      “Right.” I nodded, resolute in my determination to put this day away from me.

      And my dad in my rearview—permanently.

      I pulled out my phone and opened the camera app, flipping the screen so I could check my makeup and ensure there wasn’t spinach or steak in my teeth. While Hayden did the same, I swiveled my phone and snapped a selfie with her shoving her fingernail between her front teeth in the background.

      “You’re such a brat.” She stuck out her tongue, so I clicked the camera button again.

      “Girls,” Braylen chided, and it wasn’t possible for her to sound more like our mom.

      I flipped the camera and took a picture of her scolding face.

      “Sorry, mom,” Hayden and I sang.

      She rolled her eyes. “Come on. It’s my bachelorette party, and I’m stuck with my bratty little sisters. Take me to go lose the money Blake gave me on roulette and slot machines and then get me drunk.”

      “You invited us,” I reminded her.

      She signed away the dinner bill. She’d refused our help. Her soon-to-be husband Blake was quickly moving up in his own little corner of the finance world. I didn’t understand a word of what he did when he tried to explain it to me, but I knew he made a boatload of money, and he’d insisted on covering our weekend. Since I was still currently jobless outside of working part-time in Paul’s ophthalmologist office, I wasn’t complaining.

      She grinned at us and stood from the table, arms held out wide. “Because I love you and you’re the best.”

      “But I’m better,” Hayden whispered in her ear.

      My middle finger, fingernail long and sharp and hot pink, shoved into the soft area above her hip. “Bitch.”

      “Pest.”

      “Good fucking gracious,” Braylen muttered. “Let’s get outta here before I put you two in timeout.”
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      Piazza Romano was lush. To die for. My eyes had been the size of saucers since we walked in and wedged ourselves to a high-top table close to the dance floor, closer to the bar, but far enough in a corner we weren’t in a major walkway. Ritzy Italian dripped from the walls and the bar, making everything elegant. Old-world Italian and dark rich hues of deep reds and golds, if I believed in vampires, I’d say we walked straight into the air wicked den of iniquity.

      My pulse raced with regret from the day and the fervent need to wash it away. Music slid against my skin, making goose bumps spread like wildfire. Everything about this was exactly what I needed.

      “Holy crap,” Hayden exhaled with a smile that almost split her cheeks. “The men here are gorgeous.”

      “Good thing we all got separate rooms, then, huh?” I teased and brought the straw of my tequila sunrise to my mouth.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Please don’t let me have to hear you two tonight,” Braylen moaned and dropped her head into her hands at the table, elbows propped on it.

      “I haven’t found a guy I’ve been interested in enough to get dirty with for too long. I've forgotten how to ride a bike. I think it might actually be rusted.”

      Braylen snorted. Hayden ignored us, off in her own little world of internal debauchery taking place in her beautiful, blonde-haired brain.

      “Look at them,” Hayden shouted, and her arm gestured up, pointing to the second floor. A security guard was at the top and bottom of the stairs, men the size of The Rock, with arms crossed over their chests. “So damn hot.”

      I leaned forward. The bar was dark, and the lights flashed on the dance floor, but the cordoned-off area upstairs was dimly lit, just allowing me to make out faces.

      “Which one?” I asked, shouting over the music.

      Hayden grinned at me. “All of them.”

      Nut. She was an absolute nutcase of a woman, which was why she wasn’t just my sister but my best friend.

      “Come on.” I sucked back my drink, slid my hands down my skintight, hot pink dress that matched my nails.

      All of our dresses were the same, bought online in different neon colors. Easier for us to find each other in a dark club, and while we could have gone classier with blacks or silvers or whites for Braylen’s upcoming nuptials, she’d insisted on more of a sister weekend than a bachelorette hullabaloo with the rest of her bridesmaids.

      Our tanned skin showed above our hips, cutouts, and our boobs were barely being held in place by the tight fabric, but if there was one thing I could thank my dad for, it was good genes. We all looked almost exactly like his sister, an aunt we’d never met but my mom told us about. Unlike us, all between five-four and five-six, our mom was taller, waifish, and raven-haired to our natural golden blonde we’d all dyed over the years to varying degrees of platinum and blondes.

      I gathered Hayden and Braylen’s hands, and we headed toward the dance floor. It gave Hayden the perfect spot to keep an eye on the men above and as we formed a tight circle, hips popping and swaying and knees bouncing to popular dance songs, I threw my hands up, lost myself in the music and the men above.

      Damn. Hayden was right. Most of them were deliciously appealing. A whole buffet of men who tossed back beers and threw back shots, sat around several pushed-together tables. A few headed down the stairs to dance and went back up a few songs later with girls wearing half the amount of clothing of ours—a feat in itself, trailing behind them.

      What would that be like? To be the kind of beautiful woman men like that would simply pluck off the dance floor. It’d most likely end up being for one night only because there was no way those men were the settling-down type. Not at their age. Not with the looks. I didn’t know if they were for a bachelor party or a guys’ trip, but as I caught sight of a light-haired, blue-eyed man with a chiseled jaw so strong my knees wobbled at the sight of him, I didn’t care.

      I wanted him. And so I turned, thrust my backside out and trailed my arms around my waist, dipped fingers into the cutout above my hips and dragged them up my sides, around my chest. I glanced back to see if he’d noticed me at all, and instead of being at the railing where I’d sworn he saw me before, he was on his way down the stairs.

      His gaze in our direction.

      Steely, deep-set eyes I couldn’t quite see the color of, but he and three guys he was with moved closer.

      “They’re coming this way!” Hayden shouted in my ear.  “And I get the dark-haired young one!”

      Thank God we wouldn’t have to fight over the blond.

      “Wing-womaning it up like a boss,” Braylen chimed in my other ear. She shouted so loud her spit hit my cheek and I stuck out my tongue.

      The men approached, dressed in confidence and slick black pants, tucked in dress shirts. They moved like they had full awareness of every muscle in their body, with gleams in their eyes that dared anyone—man or woman—to challenge them.

      And they were hot. Scorchingly so.

      The blond stepped toward me, and with heat rising at the tops of my eyes, spreading slowly through my veins, he settled a hand at my hip. His cool skin brushed my on-fire flesh and then I was turned around, my back to his front as he settled in behind me, all the cool, calm, collected confidence of a man who was absolutely, one-hundred-percent used to women doing whatever he suggested.

      I was one of many, no doubt.

      And I didn’t give a damn.

      As we started to move, one of his hands rested softly at the peek of skin above my hip, his other hand trailing slowly down my arm to my hand, where his fingers easily laced between mine.

      Next to me, one of the other men, dark and dangerous and looking like a grump on a stick, stepped back from Braylen and shook his head. He said something I couldn’t make out, turned away and walked off the dance floor.

      My brows puckered. Braylen watched him leave with a smile on her face because she didn’t care one bit about having strange men dancing with her, before she turned to the remaining man who bent down to hear her. Braylen lifted her left hand, showed her three-carat emerald-cut diamond to him. No doubt warning him he wouldn’t be getting anything from her.

      “Your friend is married?” A rich, raspy, and heavily accented voice was in my ear.

      I turned to him. He was taller than me, but not too tall with the four-inch spikes for heels I had on, and I should have braced myself. Up close, the man wasn’t sinfully sexy, he was drop to my knees and rip his dick out of his pants mouth-wateringly delicious. His eyes were pale blue, so close to clear, and the deep set of his eyes gave him a fierce expression.

      “Sister. Engaged!” I shouted back. “If your friend is looking to score, he won’t.”

      The man nodded and turned back to Braylen and his friend, but if there were doubts about what I’d said, they vanished when I saw the man take Braylen’s hand and spin her in a circle. His other rested at her lower back, ignoring all exposed skin and he kept a polite distance while he danced. And he was not grinding nor faking moves. This was a man who had been trained to dance.

      “Unbelievable,” the man said in my ear again, and there was a quiet laugh I felt in the shaking of his chest vibrating against my back. “The fucker is good.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      The man smirked at me, spun me around so my chest was to his, and tilted my chin up with the knuckle of his fist. “He is new.”

      New?

      Such an odd way to word a friend. I shrugged it off because facing this way, I could feel him. I could explore him everywhere. I could sense the power in his thighs on his leaner frame, and I could inhale the scent of freshly adorned cologne or shaving gel.

      And so I quit caring. Braylen could take care of herself. Hayden too. But this man?

      I wasn’t going to miss a moment of enjoying every second I could spend with him.
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      I had never felt so drawn to a woman before, especially not some beautiful creature who was probably only in Vegas to celebrate a major life event, who would be gone tomorrow. Puck bunnies were a dime a dozen in my life. Women who followed teams and players simply for the fact of thinking they’d bag a professional athlete, either permanently or for the honor of being able to say, “Remember that time I fucked…”

      Hotels were insane when we traveled. Word getting out what hotel we were staying in, and by the time we’d arrive back after a game, the lobby would be filled with women, tugging up their skirts and tops barely covering their nipples, all for the sake of one of them catching our attention.

      It might have made me a first-class prick, but it was awesome. I hadn’t had to work for a woman’s attention since I was drafted to the NHL in America from where I used to play in Switzerland.

      But this? Me seeking out a woman who was with two others who looked so similar to her, it was obvious they were sisters, if not triplets? This was different. I wanted to earn the honor of her time. Take it slow. I wanted to haul her off into a storage room and slip my fingers deep beneath her extremely short hemline, and I wanted to get her phone number and old-fashionably court her for weeks before a first kiss.

      And yet, as soon as she mentioned her sister was engaged, I surmised my first assumption.

      She was here for fun. She’d most likely be gone in a day or two. That slow courting I desperately wanted to give her wouldn’t happen. And she was too good for a storage room.

      We danced until sweat dripped down my spine and her hairline gleamed with it. One of the women had returned to a table, then went to the bar and returned with drinks she handed to her sister. The one with Ryder Bromann, our new teammate who shocked the hell out of me by being able to fucking move like he was in a dance competition, took one of the drinks and then handed one to my woman—whose name I didn’t know but would quickly fix.

      “Need a break?” I asked her as she brought a slim straw to her mouth. Lips full, pouty pillows of smeared lip gloss that instantly made my dick take notice.

      She smiled and almost knocked me on my ass with the beauty of it. Grabbing my hand, she tugged us to where their table had remained cleared, an incredible feat. I opened my mouth to invite her upstairs but stalled.

      My team was there, and while they’d respect any woman we brought around, I didn’t want to share her. Didn’t want to know if she knew who we were, didn’t want to see her fall over herself if she was a fan. No, tonight, I didn’t want to be Alix Halvrick, center for the Las Vegas Vipers and hopefully this season’s Stanley Cup Champions.

      I wanted to be Alix.

      A man who could win her by being me.

      “I’m Alix,” I told her, and could not stop myself from touching her. My fingers pushed blonde curls off her shoulder where her dress strap was so thin it was holding up the fabric by a wing and a prayer.

      “Ryann. You’re a good dancer.”

      “Ryan?”

      “Two n’s.” She held up two fingers. “And before you ask, yes, it’s a boy’s name. I know.”

      She said it playfully, but there was something tightened at the corner of her eyes. “And a story attached to it, I take it.”

      She shrugged and whatever sadness had tightened her eyes deepened before she washed it away with a sip of her drink and a smile that I felt like a punch to the gut.

      She was stunningly beautiful.

      “My dad wanted boys.”

      “Dads can be assholes.” Because shit, I knew that. My own wasn’t much to write home about. Never really had been but grew worse after my mom died.

      She pointed a hot pink fingernail that matched her dress toward the other girls. “My sisters, Braylen and Hayden.”

      They were all equally gorgeous. It was clear there was an age difference between Braylen, the one engaged, and her, but there was something that made Ryann better.

      More intense. A visceral reaction had tightened my shoulders and made me want to stand up straight and punch any man who checked her out, even though I was guilty of doing the same thing.

      “I have a sister. Arya.”

      “You also have an accent,” she teased with a gleam in her eyes and that straw resting against her bottom lush lip.

      “I do,” I said and was prevented from saying more when a server appeared, a fresh round of drinks I’d been having upstairs, and a couple of shot glasses. The waitress was the private cocktail waitress we’d had all night. “Thank you, Seila.”

      “Your friends thought you could use them. And a fresh round for you, miss?”

      “Tequila sunrise, please. And two more for my sisters? But they can go on our tab.”

      She didn’t even glance at me to question it. Didn’t hesitate.

      She didn’t know. She had absolutely no clue who I was and wasn’t that just fantastic?

      This night kept getting better and better.
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      Two more shots and a couple beers later for me, and I had a pleasant buzz and a beautiful woman wrapped around my arm, leading me down the hallway of her hotel, six floors below Piazza Romano toward her room.

      We danced for hours, until her sisters came up and said they wanted to head to a different club. Ryann had nibbled on her bottom lip, arched a blonde brow and there’d been a question in her eyes.

      Did I want to leave?

      “We have a long day tomorrow, but we can go somewhere else and talk if you’d like?”

      “My room? Downstairs?”

      Absolutely yes. I waited while she hugged her sisters, promised them I’d take good care of their sister.

      “You better.” It was Hayden, the non-engaged one. Her wink said she knew exactly how I was going to take care of her sister.

      And yeah… I wanted that, too, but I also didn’t want to stop talking with her and I wanted to spend as much possible time with her as I could. Ryann glanced at me, giggling as she pulled her keycard out of her dress top.

      “Anything else hiding in there?”

      She laughed, shaking her head like I was adorable. But truly… what else was beneath that skintight dress? I hoped she’d let me see.

      The door clicked open like a shot. Lights left on either by forgetfulness or safety reasons, blared bright and I followed Ryann into the room, already reaching for the hot flesh above her hips, over a scrumptious backside I’d spent hours trying not to shove my hard dick against on the dance floor.

      “Ryann,” I rasped as my hands made contact and tugged her back to me. Her hands went to mine at her hips, and she spun, smiling up at me, a smile so wide and free I almost didn’t want to kiss her.

      Almost.

      “I’ve had fun with you tonight.”

      I leaned in. “Me too.”

      We hadn’t just danced and gotten drunk and fondled each other on the dance floor. At one point we moved to a quieter corner and talked. Talking was not my strong suit. Between my accent and the noise, it wasn’t the easiest thing for me. But neither had I ever wanted to talk so much.

      Amazing, truly, this woman out of nowhere managed to pop the lock on my voice, and more than what I meant to say, tumbled out. After she mentioned her dad, I told her some about my own. How he expects me to move home, how he’s forcing my sister to get engaged to a prick so similar to him, she continues to threaten to move here to escape.

      She told me she moved to Reno when she was a teenager. She worked in her stepfather’s eye doctor practice until she could find full-time employment. I told her I travel a lot for work.

      Nothing we said were lies, but they were not full truths either.

      I normally barely spoke to the women I took to bed, but her not knowing who I was both thrilled me and bothered me. Hiding who I was from her. What I did. And yet it seemed wise.

      For reasons I could not put my finger on.

      “Do you want a drink?” she asked. “I have a full bar.”

      I wanted to drink her, all night. All morning. I wanted to drink in her very essence so I would never forget a moment with this beauty.

      “Sure. I will take one more.”

      Perhaps she was nervous. She hadn’t appeared so. She was all confidence and smiles and gave everything sexy on the dance floor. More than one man had tried to interrupt us, only backing off when they saw the feral gleam coming from me. Like hell anyone was touching her and forcing me to watch it happen.

      Her lips brushed against mine softly, her lip gloss long gone and the scent of her perfume mixed with her sweat, somehow a heady combination. “One more. Get comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

      She slid my hands from her hips, stepping back, not letting go of my fingers until the last moment and then turned. As she moved backward from me, a sly little smile on my vixen’s face, she slipped out of her heels, instantly making her so much shorter—so much more perfect for me—

      Pretty sure I growled when she bit her bottom lip. “I just need a minute.”

      She turned and then scampered down a small hallway. I stepped farther into the room. This wasn’t a typical, tiny hotel room with nothing more than a bathroom and king-size bed we usually traveled in. This was a suite with a small living room, a hall that led to what I assumed was the bedroom and her bathroom. But the view was insane, Caesar’s palace nearby. The Eiffel Tower even closer. The room overlooked the lights of the Strip that were still bright and lively at two o’clock in the morning.

      Considering how late it was, and how much alcohol I had to drink, I would most likely be throwing up in the trash can at practice tomorrow afternoon, but as I unbuttoned my dress shirt and stripped out of it down to my black tank beneath, I couldn’t find it in me to care.

      I was in her small kitchenette, digging into the fridge until I found a beer and grabbed a few options for Ryann, when soft, padded footsteps headed my way.

      I stood, turned, and almost swallowed my tongue, almost had to catch my eyes as they jumped out of my sockets.

      “Sorry,” she said, cheeks blooming a beautiful shade of pale pink. She gathered her hair off her neck and wrapped it up into a thick plastic clip. “I had to get out of my dress.”

      She had her hands lifted above her head, causing her new dress—a baggy T-shirt that shouldn’t have made my mouth dry—rise to the tops of her thighs, barely hiding the secret of whether she’d left underwear on or not. Or if she’d been wearing any at all.

      “You are stunning,” I said, managing to find my balls and remember English.

      The dress hid everything I’d explored with my hands. It was a pale, worn gray with a slight rip at the neckline and a few small holes at her shoulder. It was either worn from years of wear or purchased like that, but my dick liked the idea of it being old, worn, something she threw on to be comfortable and felt she could do that around me.

      She blushed again, shaking her head, but took the second beer on the counter. “Thank you. I could say the same about you.”

      Her gaze, blue-eyed, a little glassy but not droopy, telling me she wasn’t too drunk, trailed over my shoulders, the veins I knew ran a map down from my arms, and across my chest. “I could say the same about you. You look chiseled from marble.”

      Statues in Rome, men with dicks smaller than mine, popped into my mind. I took the compliment as intended.

      “Come on.” I held out my hand and waited until she slipped her palm into mine. “Come talk to me.”

      “Talk?” she asked, nibbling on the corner of her bottom lip, blush darkening.

      “For now.” I leaned in, brushed my fingers along her jaw, back to her ear. She shivered beneath my touch, lips parting, and I slid my fingers back to her chin, gripping it gently before tipping her head back. “For a bit.”
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      Let’s go to Vegas, my sister said.

      Have a one-night stand, my other sister said.

      Mind your own business, I’d said to both of them.

      Now, with Alix guiding me to the couch in my small sitting area, in a room Blake paid for, three suites for all of us, I wasn’t sure one night with Alix would be enough.

      Sex and seduction dripped from him with a playful dance to his moves that told me he didn’t take himself too seriously. He liked to lead, based on his moves on the dance floor, but wouldn’t be overly bossy. I’d expected him to take me as soon as we crossed the threshold, but he must have noticed the sudden rush of nerves because he didn’t.

      He waited.

      Removed his dress shirt while I’d had to stretch and groan and wrestle myself out of that skintight, sweat-dripping dress. And his arms. Sweet mother-of-pearl, the man had muscles and veins for days that had forced me to swallow instead of lean in and trace the lines from his shoulders straight to the backs of his hands. With my tongue.

      He sat down and kicked his feet up on the chaise portion of the couch, guiding me to him so I was close, facing him, my feet draped over his lap.

      And I let him move me like that. Just sat there, allowed this man I barely knew to put me wherever he wanted, and why was it so hot?

      His thumb brushed over my ankle in a slow, sweeping motion. He placed his beer on the side table next to the couch and shifted so he was sitting with his back to the corner, more facing me.

      “Now that I can talk without noise making it difficult. Tell me where you are from.”

      Oh, dear heavens. He actually wanted to talk.

      The man kept surprising me. For a moment, I faltered. We’d glossed over my crappy father earlier, and I couldn’t talk about where I was from without thinking of him and my incredibly shitting morning with him.

      Alix’s thumb put more pressure on my ankle, bringing me back to him, the stretch of my tanned legs over his muscular ones, and the pressure of his thumb on my skin was arousing. It’d either been too long since I had sex, or I left my common sense on the dance floor.

      “Here.” I cleared my throat as his brows rose.

      “Really?”

      “We were raised here, mostly. Then my mom moved us to Reno when I was a teenager.”

      “And your sisters? What are they like?”

      “They’re my best friends.” I shrugged.

      It said it all, really. Braylen kept us grounded. Hayden was the troublemaker and the most social of all of us. I was the people pleaser. We butted heads as easily as we worked together, and an argument barely lasted more than an hour until we either burst into fits of giggles or tears. Wine usually settled the tears, though. And hugs. We were big huggers. Which was probably why I didn’t leave it at that.

      “Braylen’s the oldest. Her fiancé works in finance, so I don’t expect them to stay in Reno forever. Blake has lofty goals for himself, what he wants for his family. Hayden is our wild child. She’s a travel blogger, so she’s constantly on the move, sending us videos of her travels that usually include activities like cliff-jumping or something that terrifies the hell out of the rest of us. We’re close. Probably more than most sisters.”

      We’d had to be. And as soon as I turned eighteen, my mother’s role shifted to us being more friends than mother-daughter, so she was one of us, just with the dark hair we didn’t inherit.

      His thumb kept brushing, rising higher, dropping to above the arch on my foot. Up my shin, down to the top of my foot before he’d grip my ankle, run a hand along my other leg.

      Every time he headed up my legs, my core tightened. I was already wet, probably flushed because my blood was heating as he kept his gaze on me, glancing at my lips occasionally while I spoke.

      “Do you still have family here?”

      “Not really.” I took a swig of my beer.

      “There is, but you are not close to them. Got it.”

      Another brush of his hand grazed the back of my leg. One finger trailed toward the back of my knee and goose bumps erupted on my legs. Alix grinned seductively, never once glancing down.

      He simply watched my expressions and had to know he was turning me on.

      “How…?”

      “You have the most expressive eyes. I drown in them.”

      It could have been the accent making his words sexier than they should have been. It could have been the way his riveting blue eyes met mine and held… a beat, two… then more before either of us could look away. It could have simply been this man, with one hand draped over my shin, his thumb slowly brushing along my skin, that made my body pulse with the need to move. To grind.

      Yet he seemed in no hurry, so my torture would continue. It was heaven. Hell. A mixture of enjoying this game, the slow seduction of it, and the desire to know him.

      “And you? European, based on your accent. French, or am I wrong, and it’s Canadian?”

      “I am from Switzerland.”

      “The French side,” I surmised. “Near Geneva?”

      Light hit his eyes.

      “Correctment,” he purred.

      Yes, purred and tilted his head.

      “You’ve spent time there to know the difference, oui?”

      Oh, oui, oui, baby. With a voice like that, I’d say oui, oui to anything.

      “We’ve spent time traveling Europe, Southern France. A few trips to Switzerland and down to Italy. You come from a gorgeous homeland.”

      “It holds nothing on you, and that is not a line.”

      Like I cared if it was. He could read me his grocery list, and I’d be equally enthralled with him.

      “Thank you.”

      “I mean it.” He leaned forward, lifted his hand that was on my leg, and cupped my cheek. His thumb made a soft, teasing motion along my jaw, and his blue eyes turned scandalous as he caught me shiver. “I have enjoyed my night with you.”

      “Me too.”

      “But I think I will enjoy this more.” He licked his full lips, leaned in, and I gasped in a breath right before those lips pressed to mine.

      There was the faintest taste of beer beneath the stronger scent of sexy masculine man, and he kissed me senseless, until I was breathless, until I was shifting my legs and gathering them beneath me so I could rise on my knees, leaning into him.

      Alix’s mouth opened, lips parting, and his tongue slid into my mouth like he already knew every exact way to kiss me to turn me into a tightly wound, needy mess.

      I whimpered at that first taste of him, his other hand sliding to my lower back, and I was moved, held until my legs were straddling him. As he lowered me, my core rocked against a hard, thick length that couldn’t possibly be real.

      “You are delicious. So special,” he muttered, rasping the words against my lips as his hands dove into my hair. He dislodged the clip from my hair and tugged me closer to him until my breasts scraped against the thin cotton of my shirt and pressed to his chest where his heartbeat was thumping a rapid pace, reminding me of horse hooves on dirt at my one and only horse race.

      “Shit,” I rasped, rolling my hips against him.

      He groaned into my mouth, hands sliding down my back until he cupped my backside. He stopped then, fingertips at the hem of my yoga shorts hidden beneath my oversized shirt, and dropped his head to my couch. “Is this okay? Too fast? I can slow—”

      “Down?” I laughed, husky and throaty, and shook my head. “I’ll kill you if you do.”

      Lips quirked at the corners and thank God I was sitting because my knees turned to jelly at the rapturous look on his face. “I do not wish to die.”

      “Then take me to my room?”

      “Where I can devour every inch of you like I’ve been dreaming of for hours? Yes. I think we have talked enough.”

      I laughed, and he kissed it away, but we were both still smiling as he stood, pulling me with him, and as our tongues touched again, the smiles vanished, and there was only need and want and a desperate desire to rid both of us of our clothes and feel the weight of his body on top of mine.
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