
  
    [image: Daring the Hockey Player]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Willow Fox

	    

      
	    
          
	      Aigle Tactique

          
        
          
	          Révélation: Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Furtif: Mason

          
        
          
	          Dissimuler: Lincoln

          
        
          
	          Clandestine: Jayden

          
        
          
	          Truce: Declan - Une novella Aigle Tactique

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bossy Single Dad

          
        
          
	          Billionaire Grump

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Mountain Grump

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Bachelor Grump

          
        
          
	          Bossy Single Dad Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Bratva Brothers

          
        
          
	          Brutal Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Wicked Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Possessive Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Obsessive Boss

          
        
          
	          Dangerous Boss

          
        
          
	          Bratva Brothers Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Casamentos Mafiosos

          
        
          
	          Voto Secreto

          
        
          
	          Voto Cativo

          
        
          
	          Voto Selvagem

          
        
          
	          Voto Relutante

          
        
          
	          Voto Implacável

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crimson Ice

          
        
          
	          Between Blades and Blood

          
        
          
	          Between Ice and Oaths

          
        
          
	          Between Fire and Frost

          
        
          
	          Between Sin and Silence

          
        
          
	          Between Steel and Secrets

          
        
          
	          Between Storms and Scars

          
        
          
	          Between Control and Chaos (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Crimson Ice (DE)

          
        
          
	          Zwischen Klingen und Blut

          
        
          
	          Zwischen Eis und Schwüren

          
        
          
	          Zwischen Feuer und Frost

          
        
          
	          Zwischen Sünde und Schweigen

          
        
          
	          Zwischen Stahl und Geheimnissen

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      eagle tactical

          
        
          
	          Expose: Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Expose Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Stealth: Mason

          
        
          
	          Conceal: Lincoln

          
        
          
	          Covert: Jayden

          
        
          
	          Truce: Declan

          
        
          
	          Eagle Tactical Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Eagle Tactical Serie

          
        
          
	          Svelato: Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Enthüllt: Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Verheimlicht: Mason

          
        
          
	          Invisibile: Mason

          
        
          
	          Versteckt: Lincoln

          
        
          
	          Nascosto: Lincoln

          
        
          
	          Verborgen: Jayden

          
        
          
	          Infiltrato: Jayden

          
        
          
	          Truce: Declan - Eine Eagle Tactical Novelle

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Eisige Romantik auf dem Spielfeld

          
        
          
	          Schwindel mit dem Milliardär

          
        
          
	          Wagnis mit dem Eishockeyspieler

          
        
          
	          Verhaftung des Eishockeyspielers

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fratelli Bratva

          
        
          
	          Boss Brutale

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Boss Diabolico

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Boss Possessivo

          
        
          
	          Boss Ossessivo

          
        
          
	          Boss Pericoloso

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Frères Bratva

          
        
          
	          Boss Brutal

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Boss Vicieux

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Boss Possessif

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Boss Obsessif

          
        
          
	          Boss Dangereux

          
        
          
	          Frères Bratva: Toute la série

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Gebrüder Bratva

          
        
          
	          Brutaler Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Böser Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Besitzergreifender Boss

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Zwanghafter Boss

          
        
          
	          Gefährlicher Boss

          
        
          
	          Gebrüder Bratva: die komplette Serie

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ghiaccio Cremisi

          
        
          
	          Tra Lame e Sangue

          
        
          
	          Tra Ghiaccio e Giuramenti

          
        
          
	          Tra Fuoco e Gelo

          
        
          
	          Tra peccato e silenzio

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Glace rouge sang

          
        
          
	          Entre lames et sang

          
        
          
	          Entre glace et serments

          
        
          
	          Entre feu et gel

          
        
          
	          Entre péché et silence

          
        
          
	          Entre l’acier et secrets

          
        
          
	          Entre tempêtes et cicatrices

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ice Dragons Hockey Romance

          
        
          
	          Faking it with the Billionaire

          
        
          
	          Daring the Hockey Player

          
        
          
	          Arresting the Hockey Player

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ice Dragons Hockey Romance (FR)

          
        
          
	          Faux-semblants avec le Milliardaire

          
        
          
	          Défier le Joueur de Hockey

          
        
          
	          Faire Arrêter Le Joueur De Hockey

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Los hermanos bratva

          
        
          
	          Jefe Brutal

          
        
          
	          Jefe Perverso

          
        
          
	          Jefe Posesivo

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mafia-Ehen

          
        
          
	          Geheimes Gelübde

          
        
          
	          Gefangenschafts Gelubde

          
        
          
	          Wildes Gelubde

          
        
          
	          Widerwilliges Gelubde

          
        
          
	          Rücksichtsloses Gelübde

          
        
          
	          Mafia Ehen: die komplette Serie

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mafia Marriages

          
        
          
	          Secret Vow

          
        
          
	          Captive Vow

          
        
          
	          Savage Vow

          
        
          
	          Unwilling Vow

          
        
          
	          Ruthless Vow

          
        
          
	          Mafia Marriages Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      mariages mafieux

          
        
          
	          Vœu Secret

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Vœu Captif

          
        
          
	          Voeu Captif

          
        
          
	          Vœu Sauvage

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Vœu Non Consenti

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Vœu Impitoyable

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Mariages Mafieux: Toute la série

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      matrimoni di mafia

          
        
          
	          Voto Segreto

          
        
          
	          Voto Prigioniero

          
        
          
	          Voto Selvaggio

          
        
          
	          Voto Non Voluto

          
        
          
	          Voto Spietato

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Matrimonios de la Mafia

          
        
          
	          Voto Silencioso

          
        
          
	          Voto Cautivo

          
        
          
	          Voto Salvaje

          
        
          
	          Voto Involuntario

          
        
          
	          Voto Despiadado

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Padre Single Autoritario

          
        
          
	          Il Burbero Miliardario

          
        
          
	          Burbero di Montagna

          
        
          
	          Il Burbero Scapolo

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Père, célibataire et autoritaire

          
        
          
	          Le Milliardaire Grincheux

          
        
          
	          Grincheux des Montagnes

          
        
          
	          Le Célibataire Grincheux

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Romance degli Ice Dragons

          
        
          
	          Fingere con il Miliardario

          
        
          
	          Sfidare il Giocatore di Hockey

          
        
          
	          Arrestare il Giocatore di Hockey

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ruppige Single Papas

          
        
          
	          Berg Muffel

          
        
          
	          Bachelor Muffel

          
        
          
	          Milliardär Muffel

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Táctica Águila

          
        
          
	          Expuesto: Jaxson

          
        
          
	          Sigilo: Mason

          
        
          
	          Oculto: Lincoln

          
        
          
	          Encubierto: Jayden

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Royal Reaper

          
        
          
	          Nightblood

          
        
          
	          Royal Reaper

          
        
          
	          Royal Reaper - Version Deutsch

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Willow Fox

      All rights reserved.

      Edited by Emi Janisch and Marla VanHoy

      Proofread by Maryssa G.

      Cover Design by GetCovers

      Published by Slow Burn Publishing LLC

      First Edition

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About this Book

      

    

    
      
        1. Amber

      

      
        2. Jasper

      

      
        3. Amber

      

      
        4. Jasper

      

      
        5. Amber

      

      
        6. Jasper

      

      
        7. Amber

      

      
        8. Jasper

      

      
        9. Amber

      

      
        10. Jasper

      

      
        11. Amber

      

      
        12. Jasper

      

      
        13. Amber

      

      
        14. Jasper

      

      
        15. Amber

      

      
        16. Jasper

      

      
        17. Amber

      

      
        18. Jasper

      

      
        19. Amber

      

      
        20. Jasper

      

      
        21. Amber

      

      
        22. Jasper

      

      
        23. Amber

      

      
        24. Jasper

      

      
        25. Amber

      

      
        26. Jasper

      

      
        27. Amber

      

      
        28. Jasper

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Shop Exclusive Book Boxes & Merchandise

      

    

    
      
        Giveaways, Free Books, and More Goodies

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Willow Fox

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t plan on dating a hockey player. It just kind of happened.

      At least, that’s what I’m telling everyone. Except, maybe I did plan it. Maybe it wasn’t a coincidence at all…

      Jasper Greyson is hot, flirty, and the epitome of trouble.

      But he’s off-limits. He’s my sister’s brother-in-law, or at least he’s about to be, which kind of makes us family.

      I should be staying as far from him as possible, except I like hanging out with him, watching him on the ice, and grabbing drinks with him and the guys. 

      Yes, I intentionally showed up when I knew he’d be at the bar because he posted it on social media. I’ve been stalking him.

      I keep telling myself it’s a harmless crush. Feelings don’t have to be acted on.

      We’re friends. I’m not sure he’ll ever see me as anything else. That’s problem number one. I’ve been friend-zoned.

      Problem number two. My apartment complex caught fire, and I don’t have insurance. I have nowhere else to go.

      And when Jasper finds out, he insists that I stay at his place, in his guest room. Stalking my crush online is one thing. Living with him is entirely something else.

      This steamy rom-com hockey romance contains no cheating and no cliffhanger. It features characters from Faking it with the Billionaire but can be read as a standalone. HEA.
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      I'm not usually the girl who asks a guy out, but here I am. The butterflies in my stomach make me nervous, and I shift awkwardly on the bar stool, wondering if he's going to stand me up.

      I have a date tonight with Tripp. I don't know his last name. It's probably for the best. Not that I'm looking for a hookup because I've never done that. I'm the queen of taking things slow, although that doesn’t mean that I don't crush hard and fast.

      I've been scouring the dating sites, but I haven't talked with anyone online. But a few weeks ago, when I swung by Steele Concierge Medical to pick up my friend Charlotte, who had slipped and twisted her ankle while ice skating, I literally walked right into Mr. Handsome—AKA Tripp.

      She did the tripping, and I did the walking smack into his chest. And I imagine it was a gorgeous chest. He certainly was rocking a six-pack, and those dark-rimmed glasses made him look a hundred times sexier.

      When did I get so fucking horny that I started asking guys out? Not that there's anything wrong with a woman making the first move. It's just not what I do, and I'm uncomfortable waiting at the bar alone for him.

      I grab my phone from my purse and text Charlotte.

      Hot date tonight with Tripp, the nurse from the hospital.

      Charlotte and I met last summer at a frat party at NYU. We have an agreement that if we ever go out with a stranger, we meet him in a public place but also let each other know the details, just in case they turn out to be a kidnapper and toss one of us in the back of their trunk.

      Charlotte watches a little too much true crime, and I think she's starting to rub off on me.

      Details, and text me when you get home.

      I bite down on my tongue, tempted to answer her with a “Yes, Mom,” but I think better of it.

      Of course, I text and shove my phone into my purse. I don't want to be that girl on our date—the one who's staring at her phone and more interested in her text messages than the man she's conversing with.

      I order a Long Island iced tea, and the bartender asks to see my identification. I grab my fake ID from my wallet and slide it across the bar to him.

      He scrutinizes it for a minute before handing it back.

      I'll be twenty-one in a few months, but I've been pulling off the fake ID for well over a year. The bar is loud already, and then the front door swings open, giving way to a group of guys barreling in together, happy and full of spunk.

      One of them leans across the bar and asks the bartender to change the channel on the television, and a sports recap is playing on the screen. I glance from the screen to the guys, and I swear, the one with dark hair and the cutest smile is the same guy on the screen.

      The screen displays an interview following the hockey game. The name at the bottom of the screen reads Jasper Greyson.

      It's definitely him, unless he has a twin brother or a body double.

      I can't help but stare, and when he notices, he offers me a friendly smile. He stands at the counter, ordering drinks for the table, and then he saunters off without so much as a hello.

      At least I got a smile.

      Not that I should care.

      I'm waiting for Tripp to show up, and I try not to glance at my watch, but he's definitely a few minutes late.

      He didn't mention having to work today, but it's possible he could have gotten stuck at the hospital. He's an ER nurse, and it wouldn't be unusual for him to have to work a double shift or something. At least, that's what I'm telling myself in light of him showing up late.

      I sip my drink and glance at the door.

      Tripp comes walking in, looking sexy as hell. I exhale a tiny breath, my hands trembling from nerves.

      I'm a virgin. Never been kissed. Completely inexperienced with guys. But that doesn't mean I haven't been out on dates. I just like to take my time. I don't want to jump into something that I'm not ready for, and quite frankly, all the guys in high school and at college are super immature.

      I take another swig of the Long Island iced tea, doing my best to settle the butterflies that are making me nauseous.

      I'm not sure why this guy, Tripp, makes me nervous. Maybe it's because he's a few years older than I am. He's also hot. Like, just staring at him for a few minutes will give me fantasies to live off of for the next couple of months.

      "Hi, Amber," he says and gives me a friendly hug.

      He's tall and smells good. I try not to embrace him for too long. I don't want to seem clingy or weird. "Hi," I say and force a smile. My stomach is tumbling, and I gesture to the seat beside me at the bar.

      Tripp grabs the stool and waves the bartender over, ordering a vodka.

      I can't imagine drinking vodka straight, but I'm trying not to judge him.

      "Did you have work today?" I ask. What I really want to know is, did he have a bad day? Is that why he's going straight for the hard stuff?

      Tripp shakes his head. "Day off for the week. I'm on for the next two weeks starting tomorrow."

      "Oh, wow." I'm surprised by his schedule. "The hospital has you work fourteen days in a row?"

      "I like the overtime. It keeps me busy, and the pay is great, too," he says.

      I take another swig from my drink. Handsome. Check. Workaholic. Red flag. But he's an adult, and I'm still in college. Maybe that's what it's like when you get out of school? You work yourself to death. It doesn't sound fun.

      At least this is a red flag, I can see. And the vodka might be one too. I'm not sure. It's still too early to tell.

      "What about you? You're still in school?" Tripp asks.

      I blush and nod. "Yes, I'm studying microbiology. I have another year until I graduate."

      "What do you plan on doing with that?" he asks.

      "I'm hoping to get a job at a hospital or university laboratory," I say.

      "Let me know when you graduate. Maybe I can help you out." Tripp downs the shot of vodka and orders another.

      "Thanks. How do you like working for Steele Concierge?" I ask. It's a privately owned and funded medical center in the heart of downtown New York City. Charlotte comes from money, so when she injured her ankle, she had the cab driver take her where there wouldn't be a long wait in the ER.

      "The sixteen-hour days are a bit brutal. The nurses, you wouldn't believe what some of them are up to."

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      "The charge nurse was caught in the stairwell with a bag of fentanyl, passed out. We thought for a minute that she ODed."

      "Oh my gosh. Did they fire her?" I can't imagine anyone being allowed to keep their job after that type of ordeal.

      "They forced her into thirty-day rehab. She's back on the floor again, was clean for about a year…"

      "How did she not lose her license?" Shock floods through me.

      Tripp shrugs. "The board doesn't really do much since the hospital is the equivalent of a drug dealer. Making her give patients drugs, it's like it's there and tempting her."

      I'm utterly speechless, and I stare at him like the world suddenly makes absolutely zero sense.

      "But she stole fentanyl from the hospital."

      "She wasn't the only one using fentanyl. Three, no, four other nurses were taking part. They'd all steal something and share it amongst one another. Super easy, post-Covid, when the inhalers for an asthma attack are in the same cabinet as the narcotics. A nurse unlocks the cabinet, rushes to get what they need, and doesn't bother locking it."

      "That's insane." I can't wrap my head around how any of this is acceptable or how it could be true. But he doesn't seem like he's lying. He looks stressed, with dark circles under his eyes and his fingers drumming against the bar counter.

      Tripp shrugs like it’s not that surprising anymore. He’s grown cold to it, like it’s just another day at the hospital. He finishes his second shot of vodka and orders a third.

      Maybe he’s just making himself numb.

      “I mean, I get it. I work sixteen-hour days. I've had to ask the doctors for methamphetamines."

      I stare at him, shocked by where this is going. Because, already, my mind is telling me it can't be good.

      "You do know what methamphetamines are?"

      I wasn't born yesterday, but my drug knowledge is limited. I've never done more than a few edibles of the marijuana variety. I just stare at him, too shocked to answer, and he continues speaking.

      "Meth salts? Yeah, I'd have the doctor give me that when I'd have to work a sixteen-hour shift or drive home after."

      I think my mouth just hit the floor. I tip my drink back, finishing the Long Island iced tea. I gesture the bartender over for a second because this conversation took a turn that I was not expecting.

      And any warm, tingly feelings that I had toward Tripp have grown ice cold.

      Crush obliterated.

      I should high-tail my ass out of the bar and leave while I'm sober enough to drive myself home. Not that I'm technically sober enough to drive legally, given I'm twenty, but whatever.

      Laughter and high-fives pull my attention briefly away from Tripp.

      Another glance at the rowdy group in the back, and I'd bet it’s the Ice Dragons having drinks after a win. They're one of New York's NHL teams. I don't know a ton about the team, but from the short segment on the news, I recognize a few faces.

      The man who had asked the bartender to change channels and bought a round for his buddies, Jasper Greyson, makes eye contact with me.

      At least, I think he does. He could be glancing past me at the television screen, but I'd like to think I caught his attention. I wish there were a secret signal that I could give him to come and rescue me.

      A girl can dream, right?

      Tripp is talking, and I'm grateful when my second Long Island iced tea arrives because it helps dull my senses and the fact that my interest in him is waning. Okay, it's technically gone, but I'm not sure of a nice way to excuse myself and run.

      I'm too nice.

      Too friendly.

      He seems to think I'm interested because he puts his hand on my thigh.

      My eyes widen, and I remove his hand, putting it back on his leg. Tripp keeps on talking, and I'm not sure that he's even noticed my disinterest. He's now rambling about how he vandalized the local skate park, how he brought out his tools at night and tore down the metal fencing because he didn't believe it should be shut down.

      "Kids should have a place to skate," Tripp says.

      I stare at him with a smirk. "My best friend, Charlotte, she works for the park district," I say.

      His eyes widen. "You have to promise not to tell her."

      I make no such promise. I just stare at him like he's the biggest dumb fuck in the world right now, confessing his sins to me. Although, he doesn't have any remorse for what he's done.

      I don't ask him if he was on meth when he decided to tear down the metal fencing around the skate park. I honestly don't care.

      "I think I should go," I say, finally gathering the courage to get my ass out of the bar before he starts thinking that he's going to get lucky because this guy clearly can't read the signs.

      Tripp puts his hand on my arm, pulling me back onto the stool. "It's only been an hour. The night is still young," he says.

      He shifts and stands, blocking me from getting up. There's the bar behind me and a small group standing on the opposite side, blocking me from exiting easily through their crowd.

      "We're just getting to know one another," Tripp says.

      "Yeah, Tripp, this isn't going to work out." I'm trying to be direct and as nice as I can be. His eyes are dilated, and I can't tell if it's because he's on meth right now or if the lighting in the bar is to blame.

      "There's chemistry between us. It doesn't have to be anything serious. Have you ever had a fling before?" Tripp asks.

      "Hold that thought. I need to use the ladies’ room," I say, taking my purse with me. He lets me pass as I head toward the back of the bar.

      There has to be an exit out of here.

      I hurry down the hallway past the bathroom for the back exit. The sign on the door reads emergency exit only. Yeah, it's an emergency, but if it's armed and has an alarm, I’m not sure that’s quite what they mean. I’ve never been much of a rebel.

      My hands tremble, and I remain in the hallway near the bathroom, trying to figure out another way out of the bar without being seen. In order to leave, I’ll have to waltz right past Tripp.

      Jasper Greyson heads toward the men’s room.

      “I need—" I whisper, my voice trembling as I speak, trying to corner him.

      “You want an autograph?” he asks with a warm smile and tilts his head at me. His brow furrows the longer he stares. “Are you okay?” he asks, taking a soft, tentative step forward, a hand reaching out for my arm.

      My breath catches in my throat, his concern overwhelming. "I need help."

      He slowly nods and glances past me. "Bad date?" he asks.

      He has no idea the definition of a bad date right now. "The guy I'm with, apparently, he's done meth, and I don't know. He might be hopped up on something right now. I'm trying to get out of here, but my credit card is with the bartender, and the back exit is an emergency door. I'm kind of freaking out here," I say.

      "I can grab your credit card from Pamela at the bar. Do you need me to walk you to your car?"

      I hesitate.

      "I promise I'll keep my distance and my hands to myself. I just want to make sure that he doesn't follow you to your car."

      "Thanks, that would be great," I say.

      "Just hang here for a second," Jasper says. He hurries to the bar, standing a few feet away from Tripp. He leans forward, talking with the bartender. It looks intimate; anyone else might think he was flirting, but she glances past him at me and gives a nod.

      A minute later, Jasper is hurrying toward the hallway, handing me my credit card. "Truthfully, the meth head should have paid for your drinks."

      I shove the card back into my purse and grab my keys. "Thank you," I say, my voice gathering a tiny bit more confidence.

      "Come on, I'll walk you out to your car." He stays on my right side, walking close but not touching me as he protects me from Tripp.

      The minute that I exit the hallway and am back in the bar, Tripp's eyes are on me. He stands and approaches Jasper and me.

      "What are you doing?" Tripp asks, staring at Jasper. Not once does he meet my gaze.

      "Back off," Jasper says. "She isn't interested in you."

      Tripp huffs under his breath. "And you think she wants you? Come on, baby doll, I'll take you home if that's where you want to go." Tripp reaches for my arm, and Jasper stops him before he can even lay a hand on me, yanking the man's arm behind his back.

      "Keep your hands off her and stay the hell away," Jasper growls and shoves him into the bar, forcing Tripp to stumble a few feet.

      Tripp huffs and shoves his ass back down on the stool. "You jocks are all the same."

      Jasper ignores him. His attention is entirely on me. The level of devotion makes my stomach flop. "Where's your car?" he asks.

      "I parked around the side," I say and gesture to the right. I could probably walk myself to my vehicle at this point, but there are a few people outside, and it's dark. The parking lot isn't very well-lit.

      "Come on," he says and walks me outside, opening the bar door for me as I step out into darkness.

      Jasper walks me to my beat-up, two-door car. "I know it doesn't look like much, but it's dependable," I say.

      He doesn't say a word, and if he's judging my ride, he's silent about it. "Does that meth head know where you live?" he asks.

      I shake my head. "No." I hit the unlock button on the car and reach for the door handle, yanking it open. "Thank you."

      "I never got your name," Jasper says.

      "That's because I never gave it," I say.

      He watches me climb into the car and shut the door. I lock it before starting the vehicle, and he takes a step back, watching to make sure that I'm safe. I'm backing out of the parking space when he starts heading back toward the bar.

      I hope that Tripp doesn't give him any more trouble.

      But I can't worry about Jasper Greyson, and I'm pretty sure he can take care of himself, being a hockey player and all that.

      Heading out of the parking lot, I dial Charlotte, having to unload all of my drama on her.
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      Six months later…

      "Not that I want to talk you out of it, but are you sure you're ready for that level of commitment?" I ask my older brother. He's only older by three years, but I swear, it's like there are decades between us at times.

      He's got his shit together. Not that he had much of a choice, with a six-year-old daughter and an NHL career on the line. He's done well for himself, investing his half of our parents' life insurance policy when they passed away.

      Kyler has always looked out for me. I'm not jealous of him, just what he has with his new girlfriend, which is more complicated than a daytime soap opera.

      I'm happy for them, most of the time.

      I do miss hanging out with Kyler, and I almost never see him after a game when we have drinks and hang out. He's always spending it with his daughter and fiancée. Although, the fiancée thing was part of his fake girlfriend act.

      Complicated.

      I'm still trying to unwrap that whole thing in my head.

      "I'm in love with Em," my brother says.

      I'm happy for him. It's obvious that he's had feelings for her for months, but I just haven't been able to tell if they're real or if it's more out of lust. It's been a while since he's gotten laid. I mean, he's got a kid. Kyler can't just bring home random women and fuck them when he wants, not without Bristol asking a thousand questions. And that girl can talk.

      "Yeah, but is that enough? I mean, she's cute and, from what I can tell, great with your kid, but do you guys connect?" I ask, gesturing with my hands to his dick in her vagina.

      He smacks me upside the head.

      "I'm not telling you about our sex life," Kyler says.

      I throw my hands up into the air. "Fine. Your funeral when you marry her and realize she's as vanilla as a soft serve cone."

      "Trust me, she's not vanilla," Kyler quips. "Hell, you saw her giving me a BJ when I had the guys over."

      I laugh. That had been nearly a year ago. "Yeah, I guess I did," I say. "Never thought I'd walk in on that going on in your house. Noah, yes, he's always banging the next chick he can get his hands on, but you've been cautious since having a kid. Worried that you might create another spawn?" I joke.

      He smacks the back of my head again. "Watch your tone. We're meeting Em's sister at the jeweler."

      "She has a sister?" I'd asked her once if she had any siblings. She'd mentioned her sister liking pussy, but I'm not sure she wasn't trying just to tell me to go fuck myself. That would be a very Emerson thing to do.

      "Yeah, Amber Ryan. She's meeting us at Tiffany's."

      "Of course she is," I say. Why would I think that he'd shop anywhere else for an engagement ring? "You do know that Em doesn't care where you get the ring, right? She's not marrying you for your money."

      I may not know Emerson well, but I've never gotten the gold digger vibes from her. And I'm usually a pretty good judge of character.

      "I know, but I want to surprise her, and with the fake proposal at the hockey arena, I owe her a real proposal."

      I pat Kyler on the back. "Well, hopefully, she'll say yes."

      Kyler's jaw tightens. "Do you think that she won't?"

      I've never seen my older brother actually look worried. He's usually got his shit together, and when he doesn't, he hides it pretty well from the rest of the world.

      We walk up to the front of the building, and there's a cute brunette with red highlights in her hair. I try not to stare, but I recognize her. She was completely brunette the last time that I saw her, and her cheeks had been bright red.

      She's the girl from the bar—the cute, young brunette who asked me to save her. Actually, more specifically, she had asked for my help.

      I doubt that she remembers me.

      The brunette gives a quick wave and a smile. She pulls her jacket closer and tighter. The air this morning is chilly. "Hi, I'm Amber," she says.

      "Thanks for meeting with us, Amber. I'm Kyler, and this is my brother, Jasper."

      Does she recognize me?

      "It's nice to meet you," Amber says, and I'm guessing she doesn't remember me. I guess I didn't make a lasting impression.

      "Likewise," I say and hold out my hand to introduce myself. She takes my hand and shakes it, and I hold on to her hand a moment longer than necessary, trying to see if there's any recollection on her face.

      She smiles and lets go of my hand, grabbing the door handle. "Should we go in?" she asks.

      Amber steps inside first, and I'm one hundred percent confident that this is the same girl I rescued months ago during her date from hell. I'm curious what she's been up to, if that meth head has bothered her since, and a number of other fleeting questions.

      "Jasper, are you listening to a word I'm saying?" Kyler asks.

      "Clearly not," Amber says with a grin.

      I clear my throat. "Sorry, you both have my undivided attention," I say.

      Kyler is looking at rings and is interested in Amber's opinion on what she thinks her sister would like, mostly the style and cut. He has Amber help with the sizing, and other than knowing her fingers are slender, he's not really confident in her ring size. Apparently, she doesn't have any cheap rings at home that he could borrow to determine her size.

      I glance around the shop, but the fanciest rings are brought out for Kyler to admire and choose from without being locked behind the glass.

      The price tag nearly knocks me on my ass when I hear the jeweler tell Kyler the value of the ring.

      "My sister has never been one for anything flashy," Amber says, "but I think she'll like it."

      "You think?" Kyler repeats, and sweat glistens from his head. He grabs a handkerchief from his pocket and dabs his forehead. "Bro, I need your opinion."

      I stalk across the floor and glance at the ring Kyler has picked out for Emerson. It's a huge rock and clearly costs a boatload, but money hasn't been an issue for my older brother. He's a billionaire and in the NHL.

      Flashy is expected when you're an NHL wife.

      "I think it's great," I say and add, "for the two of you." I really don't have much of an opinion on engagement rings. I'm sure that's why he brought Amber. I'm just around for moral support.

      Kyler chuckles under his breath. "You wouldn't be caught dead buying one, am I right?"

      I smirk. "Yeah, you know me too well."

      "While I finish up here, do you want to grab us three coffees from the place down the street?" Kyler asks.

      Amber stands. "My work here is done. I'll join you," she says.

      I quirk a grin. "That'd be nice." We leave Kyler to finish with the jeweler and pay for the ring. I open the door, heading into the brisk autumn air with Amber at my side.

      "So, you and your brother, you both play for the Ice Dragons?" Amber asks.

      "We do," I say. "I'm guessing Emerson told you."

      There's a smile adorning her face. It's cute. Her cheeks redden, but the air outside could be to blame. "She does mention ice hockey a lot. We never watched it as kids growing up, but I've got into the sport lately."

      "Do you play?" I ask. We stand at the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change.

      She's bouncing from one foot to the other in an attempt to keep warm. She's got a black wool coat that's buttoned and reaches halfway across her thighs. She shoves her hands into her pockets and retrieves a pair of bright purple gloves, slipping them on as we wait to cross the street.

      I don't have to ask if she's cold. We can see our breath, and she's shivering beside me. I grab my winter hat from my pocket and secure it on her head.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Helping you get warm," I say. Emerson will kill me if her little sister catches a cold, especially before the wedding. Not that I know when Em and Kyler will be getting married. He hasn't officially proposed yet.

      I mean, officially, he did on the ice during a game, but it wasn't real. They've been pretending to be in love, and somewhere between pretending and spending time together, they fell in love.

      "Thanks," Amber says, and this time, I'm sure she's blushing. "The light," she gestures, and we stroll alongside one another as we cross the street and walk another block down to the coffee shop.

      I open the door for her, letting her inside where it's toasty, and I follow behind. We order three hot coffees, and once our order is up, she grabs her drink and a cup of water and heads for the door.

      "Where are you going?" I ask, slowing her down. I'm carrying my coffee and my brother's.

      She points with her gloved hand at the door. "Back to the shop."

      "Kyler will find us. And I don't think they'd appreciate open beverages in their store."

      Amber presses her lips together. "You're right." She relents and follows me to an open table in the corner. Before she sits, she places her coffee on the table and then slides off her gloves and the winter hat, handing the black beanie back to me.

      "Thanks."

      She runs a hand through her messy hair. Amber looks absolutely adorable, like she's got messy bedhead after a wild night, but I keep that thought to myself.

      I have half a mind to tell her to keep it, except it's cold, and after we part ways this morning, I may want it back. I was planning on doing a little practice on the ice rink and prefer to be nice and warm.

      "So, your brother and my sister," Amber says, sipping her coffee. She's wearing a light blue scarf that matches her eyes and a cream-colored wool sweater that hugs her down to her knees.

      "Is this your first-time meeting Kyler?" I ask.

      "It is," she says with a laugh. "Honestly, I thought my sister would introduce me to him before he called me up to ask me to go ring shopping with him."

      I smirk. My brother never does things by the book. "That was bold. And you said yes."

      "I wanted to meet him before the wedding."

      I can't help but laugh. "There are other ways to do that, like have dinner together."

      Amber shrugs. "This is more fun than some lame-ass dinner where everyone is on their best behavior. This way, I get to meet him and his brother." She clasps her hands together on the table, staring at me. "So, spill the dirt. You're his brother. What's wrong with him?"

      She's grinning, and I sit back and laugh, glancing up at the ceiling. That could be a very long list. "Aside from him being stubborn and a pain in my ass?" I ask.

      "Aren't all siblings? What else? I want the juicy details."

      "Honestly, he's a pretty great guy, and from what I've seen, the two of them make each other happy."

      She dips her fingers into her water cup and flicks it at my face.

      "What was that for?" I laugh, wiping away the wet drops from my cheeks.
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      I flicked water at him like a child because I suck really hard at flirting. He grabs a couple of napkins from the table and wipes the remnants of water away, scowling at me, but there's a hint of a smile on his face.

      "Just be glad your brother isn't marrying me. Then we'd be family."

      "We kind of are family," Jasper quips.

      The smile falls from my face. "Right." I sip my hot coffee, grimacing when it burns the roof of my mouth.

      "Did you ever hear from that bad date again? What was his name?" Jasper asks.

      He does remember me. "Tripp, and no, I made sure to block his phone number."

      "Good choice," he says.

      "Yes, although I won't ever date a nurse again. But at least I don't have a private membership to the Concierge Medical Center, where he works."

      Jasper grins. "Might have to move if that were the case, can't have an ambulance take you to his hospital."

      I wince. He makes a valid point. "Maybe I'll date outside of my zip code."

      Jasper nods. "Not a bad idea. Then you won't run into them at the grocery store. That can be hella awkward, especially when they're married or have kids."

      He's piqued my interest. "Are you speaking from experience?" He has to be, because that just sounds way too specific to be anything else.

      Jasper takes a sip of his coffee, ignoring my question. "This stuff is good. Do you come here often?"

      "You mean to the coffee shop?" I glance at him with a laugh. "You hang around the guys too much if you're asking girls that as your pickup line."

      He chuckles, and Kyler heads into the café. Noticing us, he gives us a nod as he approaches.

      "It wasn't a line. I was genuinely curious," Jasper says.

      Kyler grabs the empty chair next to us and pulls it back to sit.

      "No ring?" I ask, not seeing a bag in his hand. When we left, he was just about to hand over his black Amex card to purchase it.

      "It's being sized. They'll have it later today."

      I glance at my watch. My morning has been fun, but I have classes this afternoon that I can't miss. "I should go," I say, standing.

      "Hand me your phone. If you're ever in a bind and need me to help you on another bad date, just text me."

      "That isn't necessary," I say, fiddling with my phone in my hand.

      Jasper holds his palm out, and I hand him my phone.

      Kyler watches the exchange between us but doesn't say anything. I'm sure that the moment I leave, he'll probably grill his brother about it. Hopefully, it doesn't get back to Emerson because she doesn't know that I have a fake ID, and if she finds out I was in a bar and met a bad date and Jasper helped me out, I'm so screwed.

      "I texted myself," Jasper says. "Save me as a contact."

      I glance at my phone and add Jasper as a contact. "I really have to go. It was nice meeting you, Kyler, and it was good catching up, Jasper." I grab my coffee and hurry out into the cold, taking my warm drink with me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "You saw Jasper Greyson?" Charlotte's mouth practically hits the floor. "Like, in person?"

      I show her the text on my phone. "He gave me his number."

      She kicks her legs and squeals while lying on the bed in my studio apartment. "Oh my gosh! You have to call him."

      "I can't do that." I quickly lock my phone screen so that Charlotte can't embarrass me. We're best friends, but the girl has more guts than I ever will.

      "We should go to one of his hockey games."

      "What?" My eyes widen, and I inhale sharply. "My sister will be there."

      "She's like the fiancée of one of the players, right?" Charlotte asks. She pushes the red locks out of her eyes and puts her hair up into a bun without even needing a mirror.

      It isn't that I couldn't do that, but it's impressive how she makes messy look sexy and can rock it out. The girl is a ten. Gorgeous. Fit. Funny. I don't know how she doesn't have a boyfriend, although she doesn't want to lock one down while going to school and working full-time. I don't know how she does both. I struggle with part-time work and going to school.

      "Yes, she's dating Kyler Greyson," I say.

      "I saw that on the news. It was super romantic, proposing to her on the ice. I hope I find myself a man who’s half as sweet."

      "You and me both," I say with a laugh. I can't tell her that it was all fake. My sister would kill me, and while I don't see Emerson very often, I still have a lot of respect for her. I'm sure that she knows what she's doing.

      I mean, Kyler is proposing, just not in the spotlight.

      "Well, are you going to text Jasper?" Charlotte asks.

      "Absolutely not!" The thought makes my stomach curdle like spoiled milk. He's sweet, but I'm not good with dating and guys. I get way too anxious, and after the last date with Tripp, I'm so over men.

      "Then it's settled. We have to go to one of the Ice Dragons’ home games."

      I whine under my breath. "And what if I run into my sister?"

      "You won't, and so what if you do?" Charlotte asks with a shrug. "You're not allowed to go to a hockey game because, what, she owns the arena?"

      "No, of course, that's not it."

      Charlotte is waiting for me to elaborate.

      "She can't know about Jasper!" I flop back onto the bed beside Charlotte. "She'd freak out if she knew about Tripp, the drugs, the fact that I went to a bar, the fake ID, the list goes on," I say.

      "Whatever, live a little." Charlotte sits up and grabs my arms, pulling me off the bed with her. She grabs her phone and looks up the date for the next home again. "Two tickets for Friday night. No excuses." She glares at me.

      "Fine, just get the nosebleed section," I say.

      She laughs. "Yeah, right. We're getting front-row seats behind the glass so you can wave and blow kisses at Jasper during the game."

      "I might actually have to kill you," I mutter. I pray that she's joking. She can't actually afford that, except she has a tendency to use her father's credit card, and he never seems to notice or care what she purchases.

      Friday rolls around, and I'm donning a Greyson jersey. To be honest, I'm not sure whether it's Jasper's or his older brother Kyler's number. I asked the sales clerk, but she didn't have the faintest idea, and I had zero reception inside the store. The internet kept crashing, and I tried texting Charlotte, but the text didn't go through until I left the shop.

      I contemplated buying both and returning one, but that would mean having the cash up front, and if I'm paying Charlotte back for the hockey tickets, then I'm already over budget for the month.

      I could work extra shifts at the Mad Tea Shop, but I already asked for Friday off last minute, and at minimum wage, it'll take me a while to cover the cost of one jersey and a hockey ticket.

      I walk to Charlotte's apartment after my classes are done, and I'm dressed for the game. I don't even have to head upstairs because she's waiting for me on the bottom step outside, talking to one of her neighbors.

      And by talking, I mean flirting. She's twirling her red curls and laughing at something he says. I doubt it's that funny.

      "I have to go," she says and gives him a little wave before grabbing my arm and sauntering with me toward the subway.

      "Who was that?" I ask, trying not to glance over my shoulder to see if he's watching us.

      "Just Kingsley, my next-door neighbor," she says.

      "Does Kingsley have a first name?"

      Charlotte glances at me. "That's what you ask? Of all the questions one could think up, you ask if he has a first name?" She loosens her hold and glances over her shoulder at him.

      She's interested, but she seems like she's playing the long game. The hard-to-get and staying just out of reach game, which I never quite understand with Charlotte. Because I've seen her with boys, and she definitely isn't that hard to catch.

      "What should I have asked?"

      "Too late," she says and laughs. "Come on." She grabs my hand and hurries down the stairs for the subway in a rush. There's definitely a train downstairs—I can hear the rumble as it comes to a halt—but it doesn't mean it's our train.

      But I follow her anyway because I always seem to follow Charlotte's lead. Sometimes I think we're complete opposites, but we complement each other.

      When I'm quiet, she's the loud one.

      When I'm shy at a party, she has the tenacity to pull me out of my shell and make me mingle.

      Sometimes I wonder what I offer her, and then I remember, I keep her from failing her classes. If it weren’t for me reminding her we need to go home to sleep, she’d be up all night, partying. Every night.

      But I love the girl like a sister.

      While I do have a sister, Emerson, sometimes it feels like we’re two worlds apart. She didn’t even tell me that she was dating a hockey player! I had to find out on the news that she had gotten engaged.

      Turns out, the entire ice arena had found out before I did.

      I'm a little bitter over it, but I love Emerson. I just, honestly, sometimes don't like her very much. It's probably because I don't feel like I know her anymore. She went to Quantico to become an FBI Agent. She passed her tests with ease. I remember that because I joked about buying her drinks while I'm underage, and she grilled me about how that would be possible.

      I neglected to mention the fake ID because if she is a federal agent, I don't need her confiscating my drinking pass.

      And somehow, between her becoming a federal agent and her life, she's now dating a hockey player, and I don't know where she works. But it's not the agency. The newspaper ran a piece on her and Kyler Greyson, and it did not mention once that she worked for the bureau. It mentioned she did contract work. I don't even know what the heck that means. Contract work for whom?

      I gave up on asking Emerson questions because she wasn't exactly forthcoming with the information, and when I called to ask about the engagement, she practically hung up on me.

      We talked it out, at least a little, later that night, but we haven't really spoken much since. Typical Emerson, wrapped up in her own life.

      I'm sure I'm in part to blame. It's not like I'm inviting her out on a Friday night to hang out or calling her, except on her birthday. We're not estranged; we're just two different people. One day, we'll cross paths again, and it'll all get fixed, but today isn't going to be that day.

      Charlotte pulls me through the turnstiles and down to the platform as the incoming train, which happens to be ours, approaches.

      "Do you have the tickets?" I ask, referring to the hockey tickets.

      "In my phone. It's all digital nowadays, silly," Charlotte says with a laugh. She grips my hand as the throes of people empty and board the train. She wants to make sure that we don't get separated, and I'm all for it, especially since she has my hockey ticket.

      "You didn't get a jersey," I say, gesturing at her ensemble. She's wearing a dark green sweater and black leggings. The girl can rock any outfit and look dynamite. It helps that she has the boobs to pull off anything.

      I didn't get so lucky in that department, but that's what padded bras are for. I had hoped I'd outgrow those in high school, but now I'm a junior in college, and they're still giving me the full bust that I have.

      She lets go of my hand and grabs the metal bar to hold on to when the train begins to move. There aren't any empty seats, and we're only a handful of stops away from the new ice arena that was built for the Ice Dragons.

      "I can buy a jersey at the stadium," Charlotte says. She glances at the back of mine. "Which Greyson are you supporting?" She quirks a grin and glances me over.

      "I don't know."

      "You didn't look it up?" Her eyes widen, surprised that I had texted her but hadn’t followed through with finding out the answer to my question.

      I grimace. "Well, I mean, I already bought the jersey. If I'm wrong, I honestly don't want to know."

      She tosses her head back and laughs, her hand gripping the metal bar, keeping her upright as the train jogs forward and shifts from side to side. "You are too much sometimes."

      My stomach flops. I am the queen of anxiety. And Charlotte just managed to trigger my next episode. Thanks. "Should I look it up?" I ask and dig into my small purse that houses my cell phone, credit card, train ticket, and a few dollars in cash.

      "No." Charlotte shakes her head. "Like you said, you're already wearing it. Kind of late now."

      "But if I'm wrong, you could buy the right jersey, and we could switch?"

      She snorts. "Absolutely not! I'm buying one for the Island Bruisers tonight."

      "What?" My mouth drops. "You're going to support the other team?" Is she crazy? I thought we were friends.

      "Opposites. I'm telling you, if you're rooting for the Ice Dragons, I have to support the Island Bruisers. That's how this friendship goes."

      I tell myself that it doesn't matter. It's not like Jasper is going to see us at the game. We'll be nestled in with the crowd.

      We arrive at the stadium, breeze through security, and Charlotte drags me to the shop where they sell jerseys. She buys herself the cheapest Island Bruisers jersey that she can find because while the girl has her daddy's credit card, she is trying to avoid him noticing the massive bill that will come at the end of the month.

      She whispers something to the clerk, and he smiles and nods. I notice him ringing up two jerseys. What the hell?

      "Those jerseys are buy one get one free," he tells us, handing me an identical Island Bruisers jersey.

      I force a smile and mutter, "Thanks." I glare at Charlotte. No way is a jersey free at a professional hockey game. She's just trying to get away with murder.

      "Do you need a bag?" he asks.

      "No, we're going to wear them." She pulls hers over her head.

      Does she think I'll fall for her little game? I purse my lips. Two can play at that. "Seriously, they have to give these away because no one wants them," I say, shoving the Island Bruisers jersey back at her.

      "We should both wear the Bruisers jersey," Charlotte grins.

      "Why?"

      "I'll bet you the tickets to the game that if you wear the Bruisers jersey, Jasper will notice you."

      I fold my arms across my chest and bite my bottom lip. "That's a terrible bet. If I lose, I can't afford both tickets, Char. I can barely afford the ticket and jersey that I paid for, and you just bought me this one."

      She rolls her eyes. "Wear the Bruisers jersey, and I'll cover the cost of your ticket."

      "That's crazy!"

      Charlotte smiles and shrugs innocently. "I make more than you do. And I put it on Daddy's credit card, so we're fine."

      "You shouldn't have done that, I will pay you for the ticket. Let me know what it costs, and I'll Venmo you the money."

      "Wear the jersey," she says and points at the blue jersey in my hands.

      I groan under my breath. "He's going to kill me."

      "That's the point
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