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      My shoulder ached where that brawler, Collins, shoved me into the net. Not only were players supposed to keep their hands off the goalie, but they sure as shit weren’t supposed to shove people into the net itself. The metal pole had dug into my shoulder hard enough I still had an ice pack pressed against it. Dr. Stanton had insisted I take it with me when I left the rink.

      One little ice pack wasn’t enough to settle the tension vibrating over my skin, though. I still felt wound tight. Like a coiled spring ready to strike; I just needed an outlet.

      The Clover Bar was the perfect place. I’d spent more nights than I could count picking up partners for a one night stand right here. I had my Ermines hoodie on, just so everyone knew I was a player ready for a night to get my energy out. Puck bunnies could always be counted on to want sex just for the fun of it. No expectations beyond that.

      “Dude, I thought you’d be on bedrest.”

      Hayden frowned at me, their eyes full of worry as they glanced between my face and the ice pack on my shoulder.

      “Stanton didn’t say which bed.” My tone held all the automatic attitude I didn’t feel strong enough to conjure up. “Figured a warm one couldn’t hurt.”

      Hayden rolled their eyes. “Oh, it’ll hurt you alright. Do you really think you can impress when you can’t even hold yourself up?”

      I scoffed. “You don’t know what I can do. Besides, I like giving rides as much as I like giving someone a good dicking down. I’m flexible.”

      A shot slid across the counter, coming to a stop in front of me.

      I lifted my gaze to the bartender, who smirked. “This one’s paid for.” He pointed to a guy at the end of the bar, who was sipping his own cocktail, mischief glinting in his dark eyes.

      I nodded my thanks to the stranger before downing the shot. The burn lit that fire in my belly again. This was good. This was familiar.

      Hayden sighed. “Whatever, Lex. If that’s how you want to spend the rest of your life.”

      They disappeared back through the crowd, and I tried not to feel the loneliness come rushing back. Most of the time, spending the night with someone new was enough to push it away, but not lately.

      But that didn’t mean I shouldn’t try, right?

      “Hey.” The purred greeting made me look up into the eyes of the guy who’d been across the bar.

      He was tall, taller than me where I sat on the high barstool, and he smelled like vanilla and musk. A confident smirk was on his face, though it was definitely more performative than genuine.

      “Hey,” I returned, forcing my mouth to mimic his smirk as I turned in my seat and casually leaned back against the bar, ignoring the twinge in my shoulder as I set the ice pack down on the bartop. “Thanks for the drink. I owe you one.”

      That smirk turned dark, and then he leaned into my space, enough that I could smell how deep he was into the night on his breath.

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself. You can show me your gratitude on your knees in the bathroom.”

      I rolled my eyes, any potential for arousal dying before it could get a good simmer. “Not really up for that tonight.”

      Anger flashed across his face. “I know who you are. Today can’t be the only time you won’t put out.”

      “Bad luck.” I shrugged. “Hope the rest of your night goes to plan.” I turned my stool back, but was wrenched back by his hand on my hip.

      “Not so fast.” His arms braced on either side of me. “We’re not done here.”

      “Oh, I think you are.”

      We both turned at the new voice, and saw someone tall, thin, and hot.

      There really was no other way to describe it. Their short swoop of blonde hair, their relaxed stance, the slight tension in that brow where they were staring at douchenozzle who still gripped my waist harder than would be pleasant even in much more pleasant circumstances. They were daring him.

      “Stay out of this,” the dude growled—slurred, really. “I have a date in the bathroom with this ungrateful bitch.” His grip tightened on me, and he pushed into my body, rocking me back into the bar and forcing me to brace my own weight with the arm with my bad shoulder.

      I inhaled sharply. Fuck, maybe Hayden was right about taking it easy tonight. That sure showed me. I’d never disobey them again.

      Well… maybe until tomorrow’s game, at least. I still wanted to play, and I couldn’t do that if this shoulder kept hurting.

      “Seems like he’s not interested, so why don’t you call a cab to drive you home?”

      The stranger stepped into my bubble, but they weren’t even looking at me. That gaze was set on the guy in front of me. They certainly didn’t dwarf him in height, but their aura was all seriousness and, in the guy’s drunken state, it was enough to force him to stumble back.

      “Hey!” He argued, useless as the blonde raised a hand and pressed a single digit to Douche’s forehead and shoved him backwards.

      He was drunk alright, because that single-finger shove nearly sent him to his ass on the ground of this bar—and nobody wanted to land on that mysterious stickiness that coated the floor.

      Before I knew it, the douche was out the door and I could breathe again.

      I sat up in my stool and took some breaths, convincing my heart to calm down again, wondering if it was because of the discomfort from this particular guy’s brand of charm… or because the blonde kicking him out on my behalf was hot.

      “Are you alright?”

      I looked up from my jeans to find them in front of me again. They weren’t very tall, really. Probably my height if I stood up—currently an inch shorter than me from my tall barstool perch.

      “Yeah,” I breathed, sounding winded.

      The wind had been kicked out of me. Their eyes were a startling shade of hazel, with green and brown battling for dominance around the ring of their irises. Their skin was pale, like they didn’t spend much time in the sun, and their face angular, jaw sharp.

      Their breath hitched, and I realized I’d traced my fingers along the edge of that jaw, like I was expecting to be cut.

      “Okay.” They nodded slowly, raising their hand to jerk their thumb toward the door. “Then I’ll just–”

      “No!” I lurched forward and grabbed for either side of their loose button-up, buttons weirdly intricate and patches of brown embroidery across their lapel and lower hem. I’d never seen any shirt like it, and it drew my attention to that cut of their waist.

      Fuck.

      They blinked those damn hazel eyes at me, the furrow in their brow back, but more confused this time. Searching. “No?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I mean, wait. Who are you?”

      They tilted their head, studying me. It made me squirm. At least, internally.

      “McCrea.”

      McCrea. Their voice was silky smooth, with this soft rasp that reminded me of watching old John Wayne movies with my mom. Really, their shirt reminded me of those cowboy dramas on streaming, but that voice. It could convince me of anything.

      “McCrea,” I repeated, voice soft. It gave too much away, I knew it already. But I’d never had shame before, so why start now?

      Their lips quirked. “That’s right. Are you hurt? What do you need?”

      “What? No.” I frowned. I went to grab them, but my hands were still gripping the fabric of their shirt. “I mean, why did you help me? I had it handled.”

      Maybe that was an exaggeration, but it felt necessary. Establish dominance or something.

      “I know you did,” McCrea said instead of doing something like roll their eyes. Even worse, they curled their hands over mine on their shirt, but not to remove them. Just to… hold them? “Doesn’t mean you had to. I was here, he was handsy, and you clearly weren’t enjoying yourself.”

      “You saw all that?”

      “Of course.” McCrea frowned. “Did you not want me to step in?”

      “That’s not it.” I loosened my grip on them and smoothed the fabric back out over their chest.

      A glorious pink blush bloomed over their collar and cheeks.

      I smiled at that, then met their eyes again. “Thank you, McCrea.”

      They smiled, something warm and soft that melted the residual ick in my gut.

      Then, I did what I do best. I sharpened my responding smile into a smirk. “However can I repay you?” I tugged at the collar of their shirt to pull them closer.

      That made those eyes roll. “Flirting again already? How much have you had to drink, sweetheart?”

      I groaned, head falling back. Fuck. Sweetheart?

      McCrea laughed. “How many?”

      I shook my head and raised it again to throw them a glare. “None.”

      By the amusement dancing across their face, my glare wasn’t very effective. “Sure. How many really?”

      I gasped. “None! I swear.”

      They nodded toward the empty shot glass behind me.

      “Fuck,” I grumbled, remembering the cause of all this. “Okay. I forgot about that one. It was from him.” I nodded to the door McCrea had just kicked that asshole out of. “But none before that. I promise.”

      I crossed my heart and batted my eyes for good measure.

      It only made them roll their eyes again.

      “You’re a handful, aren’t you?” They motioned to the bartender, and a water appeared in my hand.

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Drink.” They nodded to the water.

      “And if I don’t?” I was already raising the glass to my lips, but I couldn’t help poking at McCrea. They were so tempting like this. Their attention was too sweet.

      “Just do it, or I can’t believe a word out of your mouth. And I need to call you a cab.”

      I huff. “I hate cabs. Can’t
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