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CHAPTER 1


WE RIDE AT DUSK


Jaxson


My whole life, I’d been walking in a fog, in a dense and heavy cloud that I thought would stay with me forever.


But one night with her had brought in the sun.


From the time I was born, I knew the plan for my life. That plan revolved around hockey. I had a stick in my hands at the age of three. I was playing on a team by the time I was five. My parents sacrificed family vacations for hockey camps, Christmas presents for hockey gear, and board game or puzzle nights for evenings watching video of every team we could study.


I was meant to live out the dream my father had. The dream that was stolen from him.


And that’s what I did.


Don’t get me wrong — hockey was my dream, too. Nothing filled my soul the way being on the ice did.


But no matter how I performed, I had a lashing waiting at the end of every game from the man whose approval I desired most.


It was impossible for that not to chip away at someone’s spirit.


Before I even realized what was happening, I woke up in the middle of a life that felt like it was being lived by someone else. I was a professional hockey player — a defensemen who made my father passively okay with my performance twenty percent of the time and angry as hell the other eighty. He always felt I could do better. He was always pushing me to do more.


I survived the pressure through numbing myself with whatever substance I had available — mostly, alcohol and women. Fortunately, I’d also found a family in my teammates, especially in the last year.


Most days, they were the only thing keeping my head above water. They gave me a reason to play — not just for my dad, or for me, but for them.


One of my teammates who was like a brother was Vince Tanev, our new winger who’d stepped in like the leader he was born to be.


Which was exactly why I was trying to ignore the fact that I hadn’t thought of much other than his sister since the night he won NHL rookie of the year.


I was at his house now, waiting on our goalie to meet up with us so we could play a round of golf. I hadn’t seen them since our weekend out in Austin two weeks ago, everyone settling into the off-season. But now that I was in Vince’s space, I couldn’t help but think about his sister.


Which was a real fucking problem.


I’d spent the better half of the last fourteen days doing my level best to erase her and that night from my mind. Because it didn’t matter how easily the conversation came, how heartily she’d made me laugh, or how my body had hummed to life with her hips in my hands as we danced in a crowded club.


Grace Tanev was off limits.


She was in a relationship. She was eight years younger than me.


She was my teammate’s little sister.


That was a hurdle not even I could jump.


I didn’t understand why I even wanted to jump it, but she had done something to me. If my life were going according to plan, then she was the nuclear bomb that blew it all to bits.


It was like she’d shaken me from a deep slumber, and now I was wide awake, looking around with a new perspective on life and absolutely zero desire to go back to bed.


I’d done a somewhat decent job of letting the idea of her go. I had resisted the urge to look her up on social media, had ignored the fact that she’d given me her number, that she’d put it in my phone before we said our goodbye.


Because that was exactly what it was — a goodbye.


Until it wasn’t.


“You really want to lose your money that badly, Fabio?” Vince asked Carter with a whistle, shaking his head. We were at his new place on the beach, half of it still littered with boxes, waiting for Will Perry to show up so we could hit our tee time. “You know my game puts yours to shame.”


Carter Fabbri, or Fabio as we called him, had been a rookie this past season, too. Unfortunately, he’d also been sent down to the AHL in March to help them during playoffs. That happened sometimes, if the NHL team could spare a player and the AHL team needed some help. But it always stung like a bitch when you were called down, because it meant one thing was clear: you were expendable.


Still, everything reset after playoffs. Carter had moved to Tampa to show his dedication to the team, and he’d be at camp with the rest of us come September. I wasn’t sure where he’d end up after that, but I hoped he’d be with us.


The kid needed to clean up his performance if he wanted a permanent place as a center in the NHL.


“I’ve been practicing,” Carter defended. “Besides, you’ve been so busy crawling up Maven’s ass, my bet is you’ll be too distracted to play.”


“Hey, leave my ass out of this,” Maven called from the kitchen where she was organizing glassware in the cabinets.


“But it’s the best one I’ve ever seen,” Carter said with a pout, which earned him a slug on the arm from Vince.


“Gotta say I agree on that one,” I piped in, ducking before Vince had the chance to pull me into a chokehold. “I still dream about that yellow dress…”


I smirked with the tease, one I knew would piss Vince off. Maven was his fiancée now, but she’d been in all our lives throughout the season as a reporter tasked with covering Tanev’s first year in the NHL. We all knew she was off limits, and we loved her more like a sister now than anything.


But I wouldn’t miss out on a chance to give Tanny Boy a hard time.


Vince shoved Carter out of the way and started chasing me, and I dodged the coffee table and hopped over the couch, staying just out of reach. Carter started humming the “Benny Hill Theme Song,” clapping his thighs in time with the bazooka sounds he was making with his mouth like we were Tom & Jerry.


I was sliding on my socks around the kitchen island, half-hiding behind a laughing, red-faced Maven, when a figure appeared in the foyer. I thought it was Will at first, so I kept up the charade. But when a suitcase was dropped to the marble floor and a soft cry followed behind it, we all stopped, our heads snapping in that direction.


And there she was.


Staring right at me.


The girl who was impossible to forget.


Those green eyes I’d fallen so easily into that night in Austin were glossy and red, her button-nose the same rosy shade. The bags under her eyes were a terrible hue of purple and gray, her shoulders slumped, bottom lip trembling the longer she stood there without anyone saying a word. She was petite even in heels, but standing there in flip flops, she was so slight, so small, like a little mouse.


Grace Tanev.


Her long, straight blonde hair that had blurred my vision the night I twirled her around on the dance floor in Austin was a tangled mess, dirty and greasy and dull. She’d covered it with a ripped-up ballcap that said Asshole on it.


But even with her lips in a flat line, I could remember her smile.


I could remember her laugh, her ridiculous dance moves, her even more ridiculous questions.


I remembered everything.


As put out as she looked, her bronze skin still blazed against the white t-shirt she wore, against the tiny denim shorts she wore with it, like she had been at the beach for weeks. Her shirt had a cartoon of an opossum wielding a gun like a cowboy and the text under it said we ride at dusk.


I would have laughed if the sight of her didn’t make my chest spark with something possessive and feral.


She looked like hell, like she’d been through hell, and yet she was still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.


Before I could think better of it, I started toward her — at the very same time Vince did. He gave me a strange look before I stopped in my tracks and he continued on, rushing to his sister and wrapping her in a fierce hug.


Maven turned back to unpacking, giving them privacy, and Carter pretended to be on his phone.


I, on the other hand, couldn’t look away.


What the fuck is wrong with me?


A flash of that night with her danced in my vision, and I knew the answer to my question. I thought I’d never see her again. I thought I was strong, resisting the urge to text her or to attempt to keep the connection we had so easily when I knew it was a bad idea.


But now she was here, in the same room with me, and I felt her pulling me in like a goddamn magnet.


Vince stepped back after a moment, holding Grace’s shoulders in his hands as he spoke in a hushed voice to her. She said something back, and then Vince hugged her again and grabbed her suitcase. They walked down the hall and up the stairs, and when they were gone, Maven blew out a breath.


“That didn’t look good,” she said.


Carter’s mouth pulled to the side as he looked up the stairs and then back at me. His eyes narrowed a bit then, but before he could say a word, Vince was back, running a hand over his head.


“She okay?” Maven asked.


“No,” he said. “But she will be. I told her she could stay here with us.”


“Of course,” Maven said, rounding the kitchen island until she was slipping her arms around Vince’s waist. “For as long as she needs.”


Vince nodded, blowing out a breath and kissing Maven’s forehead. He seemed to relax with her embracing him, but my muscles were coiled tight.


Carter tried to lighten the mood with a joke, and then our goalie walked in, breaking the tension of the moment as he grumped about it being too hot to play golf.


He was always grumping about something.


I mumbled a quiet lie about needing to use the bathroom before we left, excusing myself down the hall.


Then, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching, and I made my way up the stairs two at a time.


You are an idiot.


Turn around.


She doesn’t want to see anyone right now, least of all you.


She’s fucking crying, bro.


Leave. Her. Alone.


I heard every word my common sense was trying to scream at me, but it was like I had plugs stuffed into both my ears, like I had no choice. My body moved without me wanting it to, mind powerless to stop me.


Vince’s new place was massive, with so many rooms I wasn’t sure which one he would have put Grace in. But I heard her sniffling through a cracked door toward the middle, and I paused just outside it, rapping my knuckles lightly on the wood.


“Come in,” she said softly, pathetically, her voice hoarse.


I pushed the door open just enough to see her, for her to see me, and then we both froze.


I wasn’t sure what I expected. Maybe it was for her to tell me to fuck off and leave her alone, because when she lit up with a smile, it twisted my gut — like I didn’t deserve that, like it was dangerous for me to want every smile she ever had to give. Her cheeks lifted, eyes crinkling, and two more tears slid down in perfect unison, like the smile had set them free.


“Hey,” she said, and it was just one word, just a greeting. But that smile, the way she watched me, it made me feel like I had the power to make everything okay.


“Who do I have to kill?”


She choked on something between a sob and a laugh, wiping her nose with a bunched-up tissue in her hands. She swiped the tears away next. “He’s not worth the jail time.”


My chest ignited then, the spark turning to flame.


He.


That confirmed my suspicion.


That night in Austin, she’d told me in the most adorable, but firm way that she was taken, dating some guy she’d met camping. Even then, I had a feeling he was a fuck boy. In fact, I was pretty sure she knew it, too.


Judging by her tear-stained face now, the guy had blown it.


Idiot.


“You okay?”


Her smile waned. “Yeah, yeah,” she said quickly, waving her hand in the air like she was swatting a gnat away. “It’s his loss, right?” She shook her head, her voice fading, and I had a feeling she was just repeating something a friend had said to try to make her feel better. “Nothing a little sunshine and saltwater can’t fix.”


She forced another smile, and I frowned, stepping more fully into the room.


“You don’t have to do that.”


“Do what?”


“Pretend to be fine. Pretend like you’re not hurting. Pretend like the bright side is all you’re thinking of.”


Her eyebrows slid together, but then she looked down at where her hands still clutched the balled-up tissue, and she shrugged.


“It’s easier than admitting the truth.”


Carter called my name from downstairs, and I cursed, stepping out of the room and down the hall a bit before yelling, “Be right there!”


Then, I slid back into the doorway, chest aching at the sight of Grace so small on that large, four-post bed. It was pretty much the only thing in the room so far, other than an empty bookshelf, a few pieces of art on the floor leaning against the wall, a half-dozen plants, and a TV mounted but not hooked up yet.


“Go,” she said with a weak smile. “I’m fine.”


But her eyes said differently.


“What are you doing now?”


The question blurted out of my stupid mouth before I even thought about it — which was obvious, considering if I had thought about it, I would have kept my mouth shut. I would have listened to her when she told me to go. No — I wouldn’t have come up here at all. I would still be downstairs, pretending like I didn’t care that my teammate’s sister had swung back into my orbit.


Grace arched a brow, and then sat up straighter, painting on another fake smile. “Hosting a ball. Isn’t it obvious?” She splayed her hands, waving them out over herself and the room.


The corner of my mouth twitched up. This girl was heartbroken, and yet she was making jokes.


Two could play at that.


“Okay. So tomorrow, after your ball is over, of course,” I looked up at her with a smirk on my face. “What are you doing then?”


“I really haven’t gotten that far,” she whispered sadly, thoughtfully.


“What if we went for a drive?”


Again — what the fuck, Jaxson?


“A drive?”


I nodded, even as my subconscious told me to shake my head and say never mind, I’m an idiot, excuse me while I fuck off and leave you alone like I should have in the first place.


“Where?” she asked.


“Anywhere.”


She folded her arms. “And my brother?”


A warning flared in my gut, but I ignored it. “Do you tell your brother everything?”


What. Is. Wrong. With me?


This was a girl with a broken heart, fresh out of a relationship that clearly hurt her. She was twenty-two — far too young for me.


This was Grace Tanev, my teammate and one of my best friend’s little sister.


Walk away, logic begged me. This is not your place.


But I stood tall, rooted in place against my will, watching her and waiting for her to be the stronger one because apparently, I couldn’t be.


Mischief bloomed to life in her sea green eyes, the first real smile I’d seen since Austin curling on her light pink lips. Then, she popped off the bed.


“Road trip?”


My eyebrows shot up.


I had more of a drive along the beach in mind, or maybe a long winding road in the country. But that didn’t stop me from opening my stupid mouth and replying, “If that’s what you need.”


If that’s what you need, Jax?


This was absolutely insane.


Again, I felt like a prisoner in my own body, like no matter how loudly my common sense raged inside my head, I couldn’t obey it even if I wanted to.


Because clearly, I didn’t want to.


Just being back in this girl’s presence had scrambled my fucking brain.


Her eyes narrowed a bit, like she didn’t quite believe I was serious.


That made two of us.


“What about practice?”


“Off-season,” I explained. And at that point, whatever was left of my common sense turned its back on me.


Grace’s eyes sparkled like diamonds.


“Anywhere?” she asked, echoing my earlier sentiment.


“Anywhere.”


Her smile climbed even more, and she crossed the room in two strides, holding out her hand for mine.


“We ride at dusk,” she said, referencing her shirt.


I ignored the sirens in my mind when I took her hand, and she shook it like we’d just done a multi-million-dollar business deal. Then, she backed away in a moonwalk, making finger guns and a pew pew sound that made me snort out a laugh through my nose.


I was pretty sure I’d just taken a wrong turn and steered myself right toward Disasterville.


But I couldn’t find it in me to change course.
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CHAPTER 2


DON'T YOU FUCKERS EVEN THINK ABOUT IT


Two Weeks Earlier Grace


I was used to cheering for my brother from the sidelines.


I’d been doing it my entire life.


From the time I was a baby strapped to my mom’s chest and watching him learn how to hold a stick, my eyes had been cast up to my older brother. I’d watched him learn to play hockey as an awkward kid, watched him get a little better as a hormonal teenager, and watched him absolutely dominate as he transitioned from a boy to a man.


I looked up to him.


Perhaps because I never had a choice in the matter.


So, when I got to be there to see him accept the Calder Memorial Trophy at the NHL awards, essentially declaring him the rookie of the year — I wasn’t the least bit surprised. I stood and clapped and screamed so loud the tables of athletes and their families around us stared at me like I was a wild child. I think even my parents — who were also screaming — were a little embarrassed by me.


Of course, I was used to that, too.


But regardless of living in Vince’s shadow, I was still bursting with pride for him. That was my brother. He was a leader, a damn good hockey player, and an even better man.


I was honored to be his little sister.


The award ceremony was in Austin, Texas, this year, and I’d flown down from Michigan alongside my parents without a second thought. There was no way they’d miss anything when it came to Vince.


It was already unbearably hot in the city, something most of the attendees were complaining about. Me, on the other hand? I loved the heat. I’d take a simmering day in the city over a winter day in Michigan anytime.


Mom and Dad bowed out once the award ceremony wrapped up, knowing the debauchery that would take place soon after wasn’t something they wanted to take part in. They doted on Vince for a half hour before finally hugging him goodnight, and then me by proxy.


I breathed easier once they were gone.


“Are you ready for this?” Maven asked me, threading her arm through mine as we followed the rest of the Tampa Bay Ospreys team toward the party bus waiting to take us out on the town. Maven was my brother’s new girlfriend — which had shocked us all, considering he’d never been the relationship type. Maven was a catch, though — smart as hell, quick-witted, and absolutely gorgeous. She was watching me with her warm honey eyes now, her smile wide and bright.


“Are you kidding? I was born for this,” I told her with a grin, shimmying my hips with a little twerk against her.


She barked out a laugh. “You’re just like your brother.”


I wish.


The thought was sudden, like a bolt of lightning, but it burned out just as quickly.


We boarded the party bus to the roar of two-dozen rowdy teammates, all of them chanting Vince’s name as he hoisted the Calder Trophy high over his head in victory. He propped his foot on the first bus seat and did a ridiculous body roll celly dance with the trophy, making the bus full of hockey players cheer louder.


I’d seen it a million times, my brother celebrating. He was just the kind of person who excelled at everything he put his mind to. The fact that he was currently holding the trophy for NHL rookie of the year, and he could also craft beautiful vases out of clay, was proof of that.


“It’s so loud!” I screamed over the noise.


Maven laughed, squeezing my arm. We paused by the driver at the front of the bus as my brother held his trophy up proudly.


“I’ve dreamed about this moment since I was in high school,” he said, and by some miracle, the guys on the bus calmed enough so they could hear him. “Back then, I saw it as a solo award…”


He continued on, but I only half listened as I scanned the bus full of men watching him with rapt attention.


The Tampa Bay Ospreys.


I’d seen these guys clown around, heard them chirp each other enough that I knew they were like family. But in this moment, they were all focused on Vince, respect shining through their expressions.


He was already a leader to them after just one year on the team, and that made my chest swell with pride again.


As I scanned their faces, my eyes locked with a pair of twilight blue ones in the very back.


Jaxson Brittain.


He was a defenseman for the team, that much I knew because whatever team Vince was on, I made it my mission to know everything about them. I was my brother’s biggest cheerleader — other than our parents.


I also particularly remembered Jaxson because of how those bright blue eyes had trailed the length of me on the tarmac in December when my parents and I had surprised Vince for Christmas.


That was before he knew I was his teammate’s little sister, back when there wasn’t a giant red flag protruding from my forehead.


And in that moment, his eyes had devoured me, had seared my skin and sparkled with dark, delicious promises.


I’d basked in the glow of his attention — however brief it was.


The memory of it now sent goosebumps parading down my spine.


Jaxson blinked, and I tore my gaze away and back to my brother just in time to see him pour a beer into his new trophy before chugging it to the wild approval from all his teammates.


“I hope you’re ready for a long night out,” Maven said to me.


In the next instant, she was tugged into my brother’s lap, and I cleared my throat and looked away uncomfortably so I wouldn’t have nightmares from watching him maul her. I was looking up at the ceiling when my brother acknowledged I was still there.


“Oh, shit, here, Gracie,” he said, moving the trophy and scooting over so I could sit next to where Maven was still in his lap.


I scoffed, pulling my hair behind one shoulder. “Please. I’ll pass on the third wheel.” I turned to the bus full of Ospreys next. “Who’s got an open seat next to them?”


It was silent for two seconds.


And then the bus erupted into chatter, every guy yelling for my attention while they shoved teammates out of seats to make room.


Maven laughed when I waggled my brows at her, a shit-eating grin on my face. I loved to fuck with my over-protective brother, and flirting with his teammates was the easiest way to do it.


Vince’s jaw was tight as he stood up and pointed a death finger at every single one of them.


“Don’t you fuckers even think about it.” He glowered at everyone before focusing on Jaxson at the very back, and with a snap of his fingers, the sergeant gave his order. “Jax, let her sit next to you. You’re the only one I can trust.”


Those blue eyes slid to me again, only this time, they were wide open.


I thought I saw him swallow, which made me grin.


Nothing like making my brother’s friends uncomfortable. I’d been doing that most my life, too, since he’d threatened every friend he’d had to stay far away from me.


Vince pointed at me next. “If any of them lay a hand on you—”


“Oh, my God. Relax,” I said, and then I skipped to the back of the bus, smiling at every player as I passed.


I sank into the seat next to Jaxson, beaming at him with a mischievous smile.


“Hi,” I said.


And this time I was close enough to see him gulp. “Hi.”


God, that voice.


He spoke in a baritone, one I felt like an earthquake in the very foundation of who I was. That one word had rumbled through his chest, deep and smooth and subtly confident. If hockey ever failed him, he’d have a career in commercial voiceover.


I’d buy anything he was selling if he told me I was a good girl afterward.


One of the players tapped me on the shoulder, handing me a beer, which I chugged in one of my favorite party tricks to the roar of the back half of the bus.


I’d made it my mission in college to learn how to shotgun a beer better than any guy who challenged me. To be honest, that was about my only mission in college. I’d never been the academic type. But the frat parties and long nights on the town with my fake ID in hand had turned out useful.


It was fun to surprise people when they saw you as just a petite little thing.


I wiped the suds from my lips with the back of my arm when I turned back to Jaxson, and my smile climbed as his eyes raked slowly over me. He didn’t do it as unabashedly as he had that first time on the tarmac, though.


This time, it was like it was against his own will, like I was something he shouldn’t look at but couldn’t help himself.


Kind of like a car wreck.


Which was what I felt like most of the time, if I was being honest.


“You shouldn’t look at me like that,” I said.


A muscle in his jaw tightened, his eyes flicking up to meet mine.


“I have a boyfriend. Well,” I amended, tapping my chin as I took another beer from someone who offered it. I cracked the top and sipped from this one rather than downing it, sitting back in the seat and crossing my legs. “Technically, we haven’t put a label on anything, but we do very boyfriend-girlfriend things.”


The truth behind that vague and awkward statement was that I’d met Trent while sharing a joint around a campfire in May, and then we’d hooked up in his van. I’d kind of just followed him around like a puppy dog since, mostly because I didn’t exactly know what else to do.


But he didn’t seem to mind having me around, and even though he told me he wasn’t looking for any kind of relationship, he got jealous when he saw other guys try to talk to me. He also showed me public displays of affection, bought me gifts, texted me all day every day, and made plans that included both of us.


Felt very relationship-y to me, but what did I know.


“Trust me — you having a boyfriend is the least of my concerns when it comes to looking at you,” Jaxson said.


I smiled at his honesty. “Ah, scared of my brother, huh?”


“I respect him.”


“Same thing.”


He chuckled, leaning back against the window as he took a pull from his own beer. “This is one of your favorite games to play, isn’t it?” he asked. “Making your brother’s friends fear for their lives.”


“Top five favorite for sure,” I confirmed. “But don’t worry, I think he’s preoccupied enough tonight that he won’t watch you too closely.”


I nodded toward where Vince and Maven were making out at the front of the bus, her straddling his lap, and him doing a piss-poor job of hiding the fact that he had a hand up her dress.


Jaxson laughed a little through his nose before his attention was on me again.


Fuck, he was hot.


Not the kind of hot I was used to, either. I’d been around hockey players my entire life. I knew the kind of hot they were, the swagger they walked with, the long, messy hair and crooked grins and scars in all the right places that made them look just bad enough to get you into trouble.


But Jaxson Brittain was a breed all his own.


His dark brown hair wasn’t long and unruly, but medium length, tamed enough to look like he tried while also being just messy enough to make you want to curl your fingers in the strands and tug.


Every angle of his face was sharp — the slope of his nose, the cut of his jawline, the angle of his cheekbones. He had a face that was almost too pretty for hockey, with scruff lining his upper lip and the span of his jaw.


I wanted to touch that scruff, to feel it under my fingertips and against my neck.


Add in the fact that he had a mouth that did things to you — whether he ever touched you with it or not — and it was maddening. His bottom lip was plump and inviting, the curl of his smirk promising he knew just how to use that mouth, too.


He was built only the way a defenseman could be, with muscles that coiled his arms and back and abdomen and legs. I didn’t need to see him without his clothes off to know that, either. You could see the bulges, lines, and cuts through his button down, could spy how his thick thighs stretched the seams of his slacks.


My bet was that he had an ass of stone, too.


I’d make that my number one mission to find out when we stood up to get off this bus.


As if the fact that he had a body cut by years of playing one of the most brutal sports wasn’t hot enough, he’d also covered half that body with tattoos.


Long, sweeping lines of blue and black ink wrapped around his right arm, covering him from wrist to shoulder. I couldn’t see those tattoos now, not in the suit he was wearing, but I’d marveled at them that first day I’d seen him on the tarmac.


I wondered if it was just his arm that was inked, or if there was more to discover under those expensive threads he wore.


And the icing on the Jaxson Brittain cake?


His eyes.


Diamond blue, somehow icy cold and searing hot at the same time. His dark brows were almost always folded over them, even when he smirked, but those blue pools shone regardless. They were the kind of eyes that saw right through you, that made you want to back down and look away for fear of having every dirty little secret you’d ever kept hidden discovered.


Those eyes were fixed on me at the moment, narrowed a bit, like he was trying to figure out the answer to a question I hadn’t asked him.


“You’re going to get me into trouble tonight, aren’t you?” he asked as the bus carried us toward 6th Street.


I smiled, my hair falling over my face a little as I took a sip of my beer. I peeked up at him with a smile that would have made my not-boyfriend Trent grit his teeth in jealousy. My high heel dragged against the outer seam of his dress slacks as I crossed my legs the other way, leaning in a bit closer, and his eyes followed that movement with one eyebrow slowly arching into his hairline.


“I have a feeling you can find trouble all on your own.”


It was a dare, one I could make with faux confidence because I knew none of my brother’s teammates would ever take it.


But when Jaxson slicked his bottom lip, his blue eyes sparking with mischief…


I prayed he’d be the first.
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CHAPTER 3


ONE-TWO PUNCH TO THE GUT


Jaxson


She wasn’t wrong.


I was perfectly capable of finding trouble all on my own, and with her in the seat next to me, I didn’t have to look far.


The first time I’d laid eyes on Grace Tanev on the tarmac at the Tampa Airport, I hadn’t known she had that last name attached to her. I hadn’t known those toned, tanned legs under the sundress she wore were off limits, or that the curious smile she’d thrown at me was her laughing in her head at my expense.


She’d known I was observing her with intent, that I wanted her.


And she’d had a grand ol’ time watching me put the pieces together once I realized she was Vince’s little sister.


That was months ago now, and I’d dropped the thought of her easily with us being in the heat of a winning season.


But when she’d walked onto this bus tonight, I’d felt that same spark in my chest, the one that made me want to grab her by the waist, sit her in my lap, and bark at any one of my fucking teammates that dared get too close.


That fire had been doused, however, when Vince told her to sit with me — tacking on that I was the only one he could trust.


Fuck me.


Now, her leg was brushing mine, bare and smooth under the little black dress she had on for the night’s occasion. She also had a delicate pair of crystal-studded heels strapped around her ankles — one of which she not-so-subtly dragged along my leg when she switched positions.


She knew exactly what she was doing.


And if I didn’t show restraint, my teammate would have my ass.


“Why are you so tense?”


Her question snapped my eyes back to hers.


I hadn’t realized I’d been trailing her again, but it was a habit I was hard-pressed to break when I had a fucking knockout right in front of me.


She was the kind of beautiful that socked the breath out of you, a one-two punch to the gut every time she flashed her bright smile in your direction. Long blonde hair, plump pink lips, emerald green eyes laced with fire — all wrapped up in a sweet little package that made me want to toss her onto the nearest bed just because I knew I could do so easily.


“That’s a blunt assumption,” I said, regaining my composure.


“It’s a fact. Look at you,” she said, waving her hand over me. “Your shoulders are up by your ears, and there’s a vein popping out of your neck.”


I had to bite down my laugh, along with the urge to tell her that my tension came mostly from keeping my hands to myself right now.


“You read body language, I take it.”


“I do,” she said with a smug smile, admiring her nails before she took another sip of her beer. I noted that her nails were cut short and void of polish, which made me even more amused by the gesture. “Palms, too.”


“You read palms?”


“And tarot cards.”


My eyebrow ticked up. “How very witchy.”


“Careful, or I just might put you under my spell.”


She wiggled her fingers with her eyes all big and bug-eyed in an attempt to rattle me, but I kept my gaze fixed on hers, taking a lazy swig from my beer.


She dropped her hand against her thigh with a smack, her lips flattening at my lack of response. “See? You’re ramrod stiff.”


The corner of my mouth quirked up.


If only she knew how ramrod stiff she could make me.


The party bus rolled to a stop at the edge of 6th Street, and my teammates spilled out into the rowdy Austin night one after the other. I sucked down the last of my beer, ready to join them, and as soon as my hand was free — Grace grabbed it.


It was so small in mine, so smooth where mine was rough, warm where mine was cold. And I felt it, from that very first touch — a jolt of electricity like Zeus himself had cast down a bolt of lightning. It was a warning sign and an invitation to the brave all at once.


I took the bait like a fucking sunfish.


“Come on,” she said, tugging me down the aisle.


She let go only long enough to throw herself at the stripper pole in the middle of the bus, looking more like a primate swinging from a tree than anything close to sexy, before she snagged me again and pulled me behind her.


“Let’s dance.”


“I don’t dance.”


She sucked her teeth, glaring at me over her shoulder. “You’re not allowed to be a fuddy duddy tonight. Not on my watch. So, drop your ego at the door, Brittzy.”


She smiled auspiciously when I laughed at her using the nickname only my teammates called me by. Then, she stopped her forward movement, turning around until she was pressing up onto her toes with that smile right in my face.


“Tonight? You dance.”


I tongued my cheek, shaking my head at her before she was skipping into the first bar with me having no choice but to let her pull me with her. I half-expected Vince to stop me with a hard fist to the chest when she hauled me right past him, but he was completely oblivious — already tangled up in Maven at the edge of the long bar.


Grace weaved us through the thickening crowd, pushing farther and farther until we were damn near crushed between those dancing in the back and those swarming the DJ booth at the front.


When she found the spot she liked, she twisted so quickly I practically ran into her. Her arms threaded around my neck as much as they could with me being so much taller than she was, and I had no choice but to find her hips with my hands — more to stop us from toppling over than anything else.


She beamed up at me, mischief and a dare sparkling in her eyes.


Then, she swayed her hips where I held them, side to side in a slow, teasing rhythm as she leaned in even closer.


“Don’t look so scared,” she said over the music, and then she turned, her back against my chest.


I removed my hands, holding them up like I was surrendering as she backed up even more, until her ass was slowly rubbing against the zipper of my slacks.


Fucking Christ.


She leaned her head back against my chest, smirking at the expression on my face before she grabbed my hands and moved them to her hips again.


“Relax,” she said, the word drowning in the bass thumping from the speaker. “It’s just dancing.”


My nostrils flared when she slowed her tempo even more, one hand gripping me by the back of the neck while the other covered one of my hands on her waist. She wound her tight little body against me, and from this angle, I had a perfect view of the two modest swells hidden under her thin-strapped black dress.


She wasn’t wearing a bra.


I groaned, biting my lip and looking up at the ceiling. I was halfway through naming all the Canadian provinces and territories when Grace dragged one finger along my jaw line.


It was slow and methodic, that fingertip taking my chin down with it until I was looking at her. The amusement in her green eyes died a little when mine found hers, something hotter slipping in on its heels.


And I was a stupid sonofabitch with a death sentence apparently, because I muttered a fuck it under my breath and gripped her hips against me even tighter before fitting us together.


The corner of her lips quirked up in victory, but she didn’t tear her eyes away. She just watched me as my hands gripped the fabric of her dress, bunching it a little the more we moved. The beat was heavy and bass-driven, the crowd like a heartbeat around us. And just when I had the hang of it, Grace switched her tempo from side to side to just leaning against me and barely rolling her body.


I watched the wave-like movement of her chest, stomach, and pelvis, all while feeling every inch of the dance against me. The bottom of that body roll had her ass rubbing against me in a way that left me no fucking choice but to pop a boner.


I felt like a goddamn high schooler instead of a thirty-year-old man.


Snapping out of my daze, I matched her movement again, and when I did, it was enough to have me cursing under my breath.


We were practically fucking on that dance floor.


It didn’t matter that we were fully clothed. She pressed against me just as hard as I gripped her to me, and all my restraint was obliterated with her ass rubbing against my cock.


Grace closed her eyes, leaning her head against my chest, and then she wrapped her hands over mine and started dragging them over her body. It was slow and subtle, so much so that anyone around us wouldn’t have noticed.


But the second she ran my hand up her rib cage, I stopped breathing.


Grace had the decency to pause, but then she laced her fingers over mine and, together, we cupped her breast.


I was toast.


“Fuck,” I ground out, and chills erupted over her shoulder where I’d muttered the curse. I tested the weight of her, palming her more confidently and feeling the fabric of her dress with my thumb until I struck gold, finding her nipple peaked.


She let out an exhale of a moan when I thumbed that precious discovery.


Then, in a strange fucking twist of events, the song cut out suddenly.


And a loud, high-energy country song swept in to take its place.
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CHAPTER 4


WOULD YOU RATHER...


Jaxson


Everyone on the dance floor seemed used to the sudden change in tempo, save for me and Grace. They broke apart quickly, clearing the floor — or rather, getting into place for a line dance that they were all apparently accustomed to.


I all but threw Grace away from me, but she didn’t react at all. She spun in a circle with her hands above her head like I’d meant to twirl her out, and then she pointed two finger guns at me and started moon walking backward.


I wanted to laugh, but I was too busy adjusting my fucking hard-on in my slacks and hoping the lights weren’t bright enough for anyone to notice it. I checked where most of my teammates were at the bar, feeling a little relieved to find Vince still preoccupied with Maven.


Grace smirked knowingly, but then she fell right in line with a woman next to her and started watching her steps, attempting to pick up the line dance.


I took that as my cue to exit the dance floor.


I didn’t make it four steps before I was being dragged backward.


“Oh, no you don’t,” Grace said, pulling me to line up next to her.


We were both nearly knocked over by the sudden turn and kick in the dance, and Grace laughed as I steadied her with my hands on her waist before we had no choice but to turn around again.


“Keep up!” she yelled over the music.


And I tried, I really did, but while Grace focused on the feet of everyone around her and eventually got the rhythm of the line dance, I just sort of maneuvered around everyone and tried not to be in the way.


I also watched Grace.


She was enthralling, all smiles and shiny eyes as she laughed and twirled and made friends with everyone around her. They were all giving her high-fives by the end of it, and then she turned toward me with a mischievous grin as a two-step began.


That was a dance I could somewhat keep up with.


Growing up in Alberta, I’d been to more than my fair share of country bars. Line dances never called to me, but any excuse to get close to a pretty girl had me chomping at the bit.


I took Grace by the hand and twirled her around the edges of the dance floor while another line dance took place in the middle, and then the cycle repeated itself.


We stopped dancing only long enough to take shots or refill our beers before Grace would be tugging me back out on the floor.


It had been almost an hour when I hit my breaking point, sliding through the crowd when Grace was tied up in another line dance. I checked to make sure the team wasn’t leaving yet before slipping out the back door of the bar to a small courtyard.


It was mostly empty, just a few guys at a table in the corner and a couple making out on a bench under the Edison lights. I blew out a breath, leaning against the brick wall and sucking down half of my fresh beer in an attempt to cool myself off. I was a sweaty mess, my dress shirt sticking to my chest and arms like I’d just played an entire period without a line change.


I noted the guys were eyeing me kind of curiously then, muttering to themselves. I recognized that look on their face. It was the look I got from strangers when they wondered if they knew me, when they thought to themselves, he looks so familiar.


Only the true hockey fans figured it out.


I wasn’t in the spotlight the way Vince was, didn’t have a million groupies on the Internet — mostly because I barely posted there, anyway.


But these guys must have been fans, because one of them lifted his beer and said, “Hell of a season this year, Jax.”


I tilted my beer toward him in a salute of thanks, and I really was thankful, because he and his friends left it at that. No one asked for a photo or an autograph, and I went right back to leaning against the brick wall and trying to cool down.


“I am a tipsy little nipsy!”


Grace wobbled out of the bar a little unsteady on her high heels, all but falling into me before she straightened and peered up at me.


“A what now?” I asked with a grin of my own.


“A tipsy little nipsy,” she repeated — as if it’d make more sense the second time. Then, she shimmied her shoulders a little and leaned against the wall next to me, letting her head fall back against the brick on a sigh. “I love dancing. Dancing always makes me feel free.”


“Funny. It makes me feel reckless.”


She smiled without opening her eyes, like she already knew that, like it was her plan all along.


“Well, you needed to loosen up.”


“Tell that to your brother when he knocks me back to last Tuesday.”


“He didn’t see a thing.”


“How do you know?”


“You’re still standing, aren’t you?”


She peeked one eye open at me with that, a little smile on her lips, and then she turned where she was leaning against the wall until it was her shoulder on the brick instead of her back. She scrunched her nose up at me.


“Would you rather be a fish or a bird?”


I blinked.


And then I barked out a laugh. “Come again?”


“A fish or a bird, Brittzy. It’s not a hard one.”


I opened my mouth to respond, and then just laughed and shook my head instead. “Uh, a bird, I guess.”


“Why?”


“I don’t know. Flying seems cool.”


Her mouth pulled to the side. “Fair. I’d be a fish, though. Imagine being able to breathe under water? And you know that feeling, when you’re just lying on your back and floating?”


She spread her arms out and closed her eyes, her face softening in a peaceful bliss.


“Everything is so quiet. Nowhere to be. No one to be. You just… exist.”


I thought I saw something sad tinge her expression then, but she dropped her arms against her sides with a slap before I could fully register it.


“Okay. How about this one. Imagine you have two miniature legs that are constantly kicking,” she said, illustrating the scenario with her index and middle finger. She pointed them down in an upside-down peace sign and wiggled them back and forth like they were walking legs. “Would you want them attached to your chin, or your gooch?”


The laugh that barreled out of me was impossible to contain, and Grace smiled wider, moving the wiggling fingers under her chin before she popped them down in-between her legs in the most unattractive gesture I’d ever witnessed from a woman.


“Come on, you gotta pick one,” she goaded.


I was laughing so hard I had a stitch in my side, watching her move those fingers back and forth between the options.


“This is the fucking weirdest question I’ve ever been asked in my life.”


“Beats talking about the weather though, doesn’t it?”


I wiped a hand over my mouth and shook my head before crossing my arms over my chest. “I don’t know. My chin, I guess.”


“Nice,” she said. “You could join a circus. Or maybe have your own show in Vegas. Oh! Would you put shoes on the feet, or just let them be barefoot?”


“Shoes, of course. I’m not a monster.”


Grace laughed, and the sound was so fucking sweet I felt it like a longing pain in my chest, the kind you get when you recall a memory of someone no longer in your life.


Maybe it was my body reminding me how off limits she was.


“I think you missed out on the gooch opportunity, frankly,” she said, and then she reached down and thumbed off both of her high heels, holding them by the straps in one hand. “Imagine how fun it could be for your… partner.”


“Is this you telling me you like to be kicked in the twat? Because weird but also intriguing.”


She snapped her gaze to mine. “Why do you think it would ever be me?”


Grace held that serious expression long enough to make the smile melt off mine.


“Fuck, I didn’t—” I cursed inwardly as my chest tightened with a zip of anxiety at what I’d said. “I was just—”


“Gotcha.”


She pointed her finger at me, no doubt delighting in the way all the blood had drained from my face. I stood there with my mouth open like a guppy as her head fell back on a loud laugh before she pushed off the wall and did a little spin, her heels twirling in her hand over her head.


She stopped suddenly, her eyes wide like she just had an idea.


“Give me your phone,” she said, holding her hand out.


I was still rebounding from her little joke, and I blamed the witchcraft she admitted to earlier for how I obeyed her command without hesitation.


Grace thumbed out her number and saved it in my phone before tossing it back to me.


“There. Now you have my number.”


I’d no sooner caught the thing before Grace was twirling again, humming to herself as her bare feet danced on the dirty ground.


I slid my phone into my pocket just in time for her to trip and fall into me.


I caught her hips in my hands as she laughed, and then she smiled up at me, holding her heels in one hand while the other just barely curled in the fabric of my dress shirt over my abdomen.


All the jokes evaporated into thin air.


I was suddenly aware of everything — the music spilling out from the bar, the warm breeze blowing down from the oaks, the way the light played with the shadow on her face, how she was pressed against me, every inch of her, and how her eyes flicked between mine as she pressed up on her toes.


Those eyes fell to my throat when I swallowed, and her tongue slid the length of her lower lip before she dragged her gaze back to meet mine.


“Want me to read your palm?” she asked.


My jaw ached from how hard I clenched it, my restraint wearing thin as I removed a hand from her hip and held it between us.


She cradled my palm in her own, dragging her fingertips along the lines that creased my skin. She tilted her head side to side on a smile, tapping one that spanned the length of my knuckles.


“Says here that you’re tired,” she said. “Like you’ve been bearing the weight of expectation for so long that your knees are buckling.”


I knew she was bullshitting, but the accuracy of that statement knocked what was left of my smile clear off my face.


Grace didn’t look at me as she moved to the next line. “But this,” she said with another tap. “This tells me you’re on the path to rediscovery, that your priorities are about to shift, and you’ll find true happiness.”


Again, more bullshit.


But it intrigued me, nonetheless.


“Oh…” she mused, squinting at a small, faint line right in the center of my palm. She held my hand up as if to inspect it closer under the Edison lights. “This is interesting.”


“What?”


“Well, you see this line here?” she asked, running her fingertip along it. “This really faint one that kind of splits into two different roads?”


I nodded.


Grace peeked up at me, the green in her eyes like a deep forest in the low light of the courtyard. “It says you’re going to kiss me one day.”


Those words hung between us, playful in nature and yet sticky like quicksand.


I swallowed, nose flaring when she guided my hand back to her hip, closing what was left of the space between us.


Don’t be fucking stupid, Jaxson.


Teammate’s. Little. Sister.


The warning might as well have been a flimsy spider web, for how easily I swatted it away.


“I thought you had a boyfriend,” I ground out, my heart hammering in my chest. I told myself to let her go, to walk away, but my hands had a mind of their own, and they only gripped her to me tighter.


“I can’t have friends if I have a boyfriend?” she asked, breathlessly — which fucked up her attempt to sound innocent.


“You kiss all your friends?”


“Haven’t kissed you yet,” she pointed out, but she pressed onto her toes, like she was daring me to change that.


And I must have been the dumbest fool in the world, because I gave in — just for a split second, long enough to run my hands gruffly over her hips and down to cup her ass.


It was a greedy, selfish motion — an urge I couldn’t fight any longer. Even if just for a split second of insanity, I had to feel her. I had to.


She gasped, sucking in a breath and holding it as I groaned and squeezed her. For such a slight little thing, she had a great fucking ass. I wondered what it would be like to spank her, to bend her over, spread those cheeks, and feast on her sweet pussy like no boy her age knew how to.


Her eyes were heavy with want as she looked up at me, as if she could see every dirty thought playing out in my mind.


As if she had her own dirty thoughts playing on a highlight reel, too.


Fuck it.


I gripped her by the back of the neck and held her there as I lowered my mouth, ready to make her premonition come true. Grace’s eyes grew wide with surprise and then drunk with desire, with need, and she gripped my dress shirt in her clutches, meeting me halfway.


But before our lips could meet, a rushing river of Ospreys barreled out of the bar, toppling over one another and bringing a chaotic blast of noise with them.


Grace was lightning quick when she tore away from me, and she spun in a little circle next to Carter as if she’d just blown out of the bar with them.


I was still shocked and leaning against the wall when Vince all but tackled me.


“There you are, Brittzy!” he said, ruffling my hair. He frowned then. “Where’s my sister?”


Before I could answer, she jumped on his back with a battle cry, and he laughed and twirled her before taking off toward the bus. The rest of the team followed, all while I chastised myself for what I’d almost done and tried to regain my fucking composure.


I shook my head at what a moron I was as I finally pushed off the wall, following the last wave of my teammates as we exited the courtyard. Maven held back a bit, eyeing me curiously as I caught up.


“You alright, Brittzy? You look like someone else just blew out your birthday candles.”


I forced a smile. “I’m great. Just drunk.”


She arched a brow like she didn’t believe me, and then we both turned when we heard a loud, shrill scream followed by peals of laughter.


Vince was sprinting circles around the bus with Grace on his back holding on for dear life, and the team cheered him on while I attempted to wrangle my common sense.


When they blew past me, Grace tilted her head back on a laugh.


Then, her eyes found mine.


Time slugged to a stop again, everything in slow motion, her hair blowing behind her and a slow, wicked smile spreading on her lips.


One night.


One balmy, rowdy night of chaos.


That was all it took for Grace Tanev to turn my entire world inside out.
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CHAPTER 5


GETAWAY CAR


Now
Grace


Waking up the morning after a breakup felt a lot like waking up the morning after stupidly throwing back seven tequila shots in a row.


And I knew that from experience.


My head pounded as I winced and pushed myself up in bed, my stomach aching from being empty and yet roiling at the thought of food. I pressed my fingertips to my eyes next, feeling how they were still puffy and dry from all the crying.


I hated crying.


It was gross and uncomfortable, too many bodily fluids and involuntary breathing patterns for my liking. I rarely allowed myself to succumb to it. But last night, I hadn’t had a choice.


Stupid boys.


I half-wondered if I had what it took to become a nun as I groaned and threw the covers off me, and then I padded barefoot and nearly blind to the bathroom, peeing and splashing water on my face.


I didn’t know what time it was. I assumed early, since the sun was flirting with the horizon, but I didn’t check my phone before making my way downstairs.


The house was quiet, Maven and Vince still sleeping, and I tiptoed through the living room, slowly and quietly sliding the back door open before shutting it behind me again.


My soul sighed when the first bit of salty air washed over my skin.


Every breath came easier as I made my way toward the water, the sun rising lazily behind me and slowly turning the water a brilliant turquoise. I sat my ass right in the sand, toes wiggling down into the cooler grains underneath the first layer, the briny smell of the ocean soothing my frazzled nerves and the breeze kissing my cheeks.


I instantly felt more grounded as I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.


But that didn’t change the fact that my life was a fucking mess.


I wanted to laugh at how pathetic I was, torn up over a guy who told me from the first time we met that he wasn’t looking for anything serious. Except the laugh wouldn’t come, not when my heart reminded me that his actions had completely combatted those words.


Trent had spent nearly every day with me, texting me nonstop when we weren’t together. Any time we were together felt very much like we were in a relationship. He didn’t just call me at two in the morning when he wanted to fuck. He took me to concerts. He talked to me all night until the sun came up. We cuddled on nights we could have spent having sex. We did cooking classes together, for God’s sake.
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