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      Chris Wiser sat at the bar of Hank’s nursing his beer. He’d planned to meet his best friend, Andy Taylor, there, but Andy bailed on him.

      Again.

      Chris wanted to be happy for his buddy. Andy had found a woman who even Chris thought might not be horrible. But Chris was cautious. Andy proposed to Chloe after only dating six weeks and had basically moved in with her at the same time. Andy was hopelessly in love with his fiancée, and had lost his balls in the process.

      Chris knew the feeling, but unlike his friend, he wasn’t willing to go through it again. After falling madly in love with his college girlfriend, Mel, Chris married her and devoted his every breath to her.

      Until she ripped his heart out and used it as a bowling ball.

      Mel cured Chris of love, of needing someone. Hell, he was pretty sure she’d cured him of even wanting someone. In the seven years since Mel left, Chris only got involved with a woman on his terms. Terms that included sex only. No emotions. No connections. No dating.

      It suited Chris just fine. He got his desire out and managed to keep his heart intact. Yeah, he knew he was only half the man he used to be, but in seven years he’d learned a lot.

      Like love sucked.

      Being a teacher he’d seen more than his fair share of women falling crazy in love with some guy only to watch her change the man into someone barely resembling a member of the penis bearing half of the human race. All women were the same as far as Chris was concerned. Either they wanted to change their man or they lied about wanting to change him.

      In the end, they all wanted the man that would make their friends jealous, whether he was real or fictional. Most of the time he was a little of both.

      Chris wasn’t playing the game anymore. He wasn’t willing to change and he wasn’t willing to pretend he was someone he wasn’t. Mel had wanted him to do that. Pretend he was the man she’d bragged to her friends about. Chris had tried. And when he’d failed, so had their marriage.

      He shook his head to clear the track of his thoughts. Mooning over his ex never got him anywhere. He heard she’d gotten remarried a few years after she left him. He wanted to be happy for her, but all he could muster was pity for the poor sucker who’d been duped into playing her little game.

      Chris sipped his beer and watched the game on the TV above his head. It was a quiet night, a Tuesday, so the pretty bartender didn’t argue about putting on the Buffalo Sabres hockey game for Chris. Of course he wasn’t the only one in Paradise Park, a town 30 minutes south of Buffalo, who loved hockey and cheered for the Sabres. Especially when they were up by two and playing well.

      Chris had hoped to watch the game with Andy, but the gorgeous bartender would have to do. She was nice to look at, but too young for Chris and he knew better than to pick up a woman at his favorite bar. At least one who worked there. Jo was sweet and always nice to him. She was the bar manager but worked behind the bar a few nights each week when they were short staffed.

      It seemed like they were always short staffed.

      Chris nodded as Jo set another beer down in front of him, praising himself when he didn’t glance down the front of her low-cut black shirt. He wasn’t above checking out her ass in those tight jeans she always wore, but she never caught that. Peering down her shirt would definitely have caught her attention.

      When Jo didn’t walk away as soon as he had his drink, he wondered what was going on. And then she glanced over his shoulder. His curiosity was peaked, but he wasn’t going to look back until he knew what she wanted.

      Jo opened and closed her mouth a few times before she found her voice. “Are you single?” she finally asked him.

      Chris grinned at her, ready to say he wasn’t willing to go home with her, when he changed his tactic. She wasn’t asking for herself, he knew that by how many times she looked at whoever was behind him. He knew better than to turn and see who she was making bug-eyes at.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      Jo heaved a breath and glared over his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m asking for my friend.”

      “Who’s your friend?” Chris took advantage of the conversation and spun around to see who she was looking at. A table of three women sat directly behind him. All of them were gorgeous, but it was the one with the rich, dark hair the color of Guinness, eyes the color of every shamrock he’d ever seen, and the curvy figure that dipped in all the right places that Chris was drawn to.

      Then he noticed Oakridge sitting a few tables over. He clenched his fist, but knew fighting the guy who’d been a thorn in his ass for the better part of twenty years wasn’t going to solve anything.

      “She’s the one with the long hair,” Jo said from behind him, drawing his attention back to the stunning woman instead of the douchebag he’d been watching.

      Without taking his eyes from the woman in question, Chris said, “Yeah, I’m single. But I don’t do relationships.”

      “That’s okay, she’s not after one,” Jo said. Chris whipped his head back around to face her.

      His eyes narrowed as he evaluated the pretty bartender. “Why does it matter if I’m single then?”

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      The words were ominous but Chris found himself anxious to see what he was waiting for. He let his focus fall back to the hockey game and sipped his beer, wondering about the gorgeous woman behind him.

      “How’re they doing?” asked a man as he claimed the seat next to Chris. Chris recognized him, knew him a little, from their hockey league.

      Chris nodded. “Doing good. Up by two. Skating fast and playing tough tonight.”

      The other guy nodded. “Good. They need a few games like that. It’s been a rough season so far.”

      Chris snorted in agreement.

      The two men watched the game in companionable silence, smacking the bar when the other team scored and high-fiving each other when the Sabres returned the favor.

      “I gotta hit the head,” the guy said, ambling his big body off toward the bathroom. Chris wondered if the brunette was still there and if she still wanted to know if he was single.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Within a few seconds the sexy brunette was standing to his side. “Hi,” she purred.

      “Hi,” he replied.

      “I hear you’re single.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Good. Then you won’t mind when I do this,” she said as she dove her fingers into his hair and pulled his mouth against hers.

      Chris spun on his barstool, keeping their lips together. His hands went to her waist, pulling her body between his legs. He responded to her instantly, wanting her with every last part of him, especially the part she was rubbing herself against.

      Her hair tickled his fingers and he couldn’t take the temptation. Chris tucked one hand in the back pocket of her jeans and threaded his other hand into her long locks. He tugged on the strands and brought her closer to him, inhaling the scent of beer and sweetness that he couldn’t identify. His body responded to her more than he’d responded to a kiss in… hell, in ever.

      She moaned softly into his mouth and nipped at his bottom lip. Chris couldn’t take it. He growled low in his throat and thrust his tongue into her mouth, showing her exactly what he would do to her if she came home with him.

      He wanted her. He wanted her bad. The little sounds she was making were driving him slowly mad. As he got harder, she slithered closer, and he held her tighter. Her hands worked through his hair, tugging on the short strands, and he returned the favor with his hand in her hair.

      He ached to touch the rest of her, to feel her come apart in his arms. His fingers danced over the edge of the tight shirt she wore over her painted on jeans. The fabric separated just enough for his fingers to brush warm, bare skin that ignited his need, both scaring and invigorating him. He blamed Andy and all his love talk, but Chris didn’t care at that moment. He just wanted to move from the barstool to the bedroom with the vixen he was holding.

      “Luce, he’s gone,” a voice came from over his shoulder.

      “Come on, Dee. Let’s go.”

      Slowly the brunette pulled back from him. She was panting as hard as he was and her eyes were glassy and unfocused. Her green eyes looked at him and lit up. “Damn,” she murmured.

      “Yeah,” Chris agreed.

      She looked up at whoever the voices belonged to then back to Chris. “Thanks. You won’t be single long, sexy.”

      She extracted herself from his arms, leaving his erection visible to the rest of the bar. She let her friends tug her away and headed for the door. Before she stepped through it, she turned back and winked at him.

      “What the fuck was that?” Chris wondered aloud.

      “That’s what I want to know,” said the angry voice of the guy he’d been talking to. “What the fuck are you doing putting your hands on her?”

      “Whoa, dude, she kissed me. I don’t even know her,” Chris argued, hands in the air professing his defense.

      “What the hell do you mean you don’t know her?” he growled at Chris.

      “I’ve never seen her before in my life. The bartender said she’s a friend and asked if I was single. I don’t know who she is or why she just kissed me.”

      The other guy swore under his breath. “I don’t know why she had to do that with me here. She knows I’ll tell her brother.”

      “Want to clue me in on what’s going on?” Chris asked, baffled and curious.

      The guy gave Chris a long look then shook his head. He slapped some cash on the bar, nodded to Jo, and stalked out the door. Chris watched him go and wondered what the hell just happened.
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      Kristina Thomas cackled as they climbed into the car. “He was so pissed, Dee. I can’t believe you actually did that. He’s gonna regret letting you go. Just watch, he’ll be begging you to take him back in no time.”

      Lucy Davoli smiled and nodded at her friend. She accomplished her goal and made Derrick, her ex, jealous. The way Kristina and Jess were laughing Lucy knew the kiss was a success. But Lucy struggled to push the kiss from her mind and focus on the goal of the kiss.

      She’d wanted Derrick jealous. She’d wanted him to want her back. So why was she only able to think of the sexy stranger with the dark hair that was still making her hand itch to be in it again and the deep, wounded brown eyes that made her want to find out all his secrets and heal his pain.

      “Did you see him slam his hand down on the table?” Jess asked, laughing with Kristina. Lucy was only just getting to know Jess Easton, a friend of Kristina’s from work. She seemed like a good person, someone who would fit in well with their trio, Jo Marcinko, the bartender, being their normal third. Lucy was glad Jess and Kristina were rehashing the moment she walked up to Chris and kissed him, and the way Derrick reacted, because she was doing the exact same thing.

      His lips were soft against hers, a contrast to the hardness of his erection throbbing between her legs. If her friends hadn’t dragged her out of there Lucy might have dragged him to the bathroom and found out if he felt as good out of his clothes as he felt in them.

      Damn.

      “Why aren’t you laughing, Dee?” Kristina asked. She’d taken to calling Lucy Dee, due to her last name and the notoriety Davoli’s had in Paradise Park. Lucy didn’t really care what her friend called her, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to answer the question she was asked.

      “I’m fine. Just… planning my next move,” Lucy lied with a grin.

      Kristina whooped and Lucy grinned. She knew lying to her friend wasn’t a great idea, but she couldn’t exactly tell her that she couldn’t get the stranger out of her mind. She knew she could confess just how badly the kiss impacted her, but Lucy didn’t want to share. She knew she’d never see him again, and it was her own secret pleasure that he’d kissed her until her toes curled, her breath vanished, and her brain turned to mush.

      Too bad Derrick hadn’t ever kissed her like that.

      “We need to celebrate. We should have stayed at Hank’s where Jo could take care of us,” Kristina said.

      “How about Davoli’s? I could use some pizza,” Jess said, pulling out of the parking lot and turning toward Davoli’s.

      “No!” Lucy shouted, louder than she should have. Kristina and Jess exchanged a glance and Lucy shook her head. “No,” she said softer, “let’s go somewhere else. The guy I kissed was talking to one of my brother’s friends. If he saw me kissing the guy Adam’ll be calling Mark. I don’t need that to spoil my good night.”

      “Okay,” Kristina drug out. “How about Allendale? They’ve got good food and amazing drinks.”

      Jess agreed and both women looked back at Lucy. She nodded and Jess headed that way.

      The other two talked, leaving Lucy alone with her thoughts. She’d only kissed the guy. There was no reason to be so thrown by the whole thing. But she was. She’d never had a kiss like that. That instant passion. That sudden spark. That insatiable desire.

      She wanted to tell her friends to go back so she could see where it would lead.

      By the time they pulled up to Allendale Lucy convinced herself she was just sex starved and couldn’t stop thinking about the guy because he was mysterious and sexy, but not because she wanted him. At least not more than any other guy she’d met. It was just thrilling to have someone react that way so quickly to her and leave him wanting more.

      Maybe she should kiss more strangers.
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      Lucy stumbled into Davoli’s the next morning. Her head pounded, her eyes itched, and her throat could have easily played double as a wad of cotton. She knew keeping up with Kristina was a mistake. The woman outweighed Lucy by about 20 pounds, but she could hold her liquor like she was twice her actual size. At 27, Lucy wasn’t as young as she used to be, a fact she was lamenting when her older brother, Mark, walked back into the kitchen. Lucy could tell by the flour on his jeans and red Davoli’s t-shirt that Mark had been there for a while.

      “You look like shit, sis,” Mark said bluntly, pouring himself a cup of coffee then passing one over to Lucy. “Out late with Kristina again?”

      Lucy nodded then sipped her black coffee, wincing as it scorched her throat. The caffeine did wonders for her throbbing head and fuzzy brain, but not enough to be prepared for the next words out of her older brother’s mouth. “So who was the guy you were dry humping at Hank’s?”

      Lucy choked on her coffee, nearly spewing the hot liquid out her nose. She coughed and struggled for breath, glaring at her brother while he waited patiently for her to stop hacking. Lucy’s closed throat told her she was likely a nice shade of blueberry, which wasn’t good.

      “What are you talking about?” she croaked.

      Mark cocked an eyebrow at her. “You’re gonna have to do better than that, Luce. Adam called me. He was at Hank’s last night and saw you kissing some guy. The dude insisted he’d never seen you before and you were the one who kissed him. Wanna try to explain again?”

      Lucy hated how over-protective her brothers were. Sure, there were benefits to having three brothers, but usually the benefits weren’t enough to outweigh the downsides.

      “Shit,” she muttered, wishing her brother’s best friend hadn’t been the guy to sit down next to her mark at the bar. Lucy was too busy watching Derrick and the guy she kissed to care that Adam was there. She had a mission and wasn’t about to let her brother’s friend screw it up. Which was why Lucy jumped on the chance to approach the guy Jo had pointed out to her as soon as Adam walked away.

      Instead Adam’s presence may have caused as much harm as the kiss did good.

      “Yeah, shit,” Mark mimicked, crossing one ankle over the other as he leaned against the counter behind him and waited, patiently.

      “Fine! Derrick was there. He was with someone else. I wanted him to be jealous,” she shrugged, “so I kissed some random guy. That’s all it was.”

      Mark watched her carefully, his intense gaze making her want to squirm, but Lucy held still. She knew her brother’s interrogation techniques involved staying silent until the other person sunk themselves. She was determined not to let that happen to her.

      “That’s all it was?” Mark asked carefully, his voice low and harsh like he didn’t believe any man would kiss her the way his friend had described and then let her go. Well, Mark was a player. Lucy knew her brother wouldn’t have kissed a woman and not had her in his bed, and out, within the hour. But not all men were like Mark.

      “It’s not like I’m a virgin, Mark. I’ve had plenty of practice in bed. If I decided to go home with a random guy from a bar, it wouldn’t have been your business or Adam’s.”

      Mark cringed but didn’t comment on her admission. At 27 Lucy wasn’t anywhere close to being a virgin, and she knew her brother was well aware of that. Mark and Lucy were only three years apart, but they weren’t really that close.

      “I don’t want to see you hurt, Luce. Adam was worried about you, too. He nearly slugged the guy. Adam said the guy’s hands were all over you and his cock was trying to jump out of his pants.”

      Lucy giggled, imagining her brother’s friend sitting down next to the guy she’d kissed and checking out his erection. Lucy was plenty pleased with the feel of it nestled between her thighs, but she didn’t get a good look at it.

      “What’s she laughing about?” their younger brother, John, asked as he pushed through the back door.

      Mark glared at Lucy before focusing on John. “She kissed some random dude last night to make Derrick jealous.”

      John looked between the two of them then asked, “And why is that so funny?”

      Mark shrugged and refilled his cup of coffee.

      “Adam saw me kiss the guy and flipped out on him. Mark said he was checking out the guy’s cock.”

      “What?” John shouted as Mark choked on his coffee.

      “I didn’t say he was checking the guy out. Jesus, how do you twist everything?”

      “I know I didn’t hear my son using the Lord’s name in vain, did I?”

      “Sorry, Mom,” Mark mumbled shooting Lucy an evil look. She stuck her tongue out at him then turned to their mother.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      Their mom, Maria, waved a hand dismissively. “His knee is bothering him again. He’s just resting. I’m trying to talk him into taking a few days off, but you know how your father is. With his surgery coming up in a few weeks he’s already missing so much. He fought me on staying home today, but his knee was pretty swollen. I’m sure he’ll be in later.”

      Lucy laughed with her mom, but inside excitement bubbled up. Their dad, Anthony, was always adamant that they didn’t change anything in the store. It took her oldest brother, Matt, years to convince their father that having a food truck down at the beach was a good idea. He finally agreed over the summer but told Matt it was all on him to make it work. It did, and their dad agreed to do it again the following summer, with more staff, but it was rare their dad would give in.

      With him off for a few weeks, Lucy might get a chance to test out some of her ideas, to show her brothers what she was capable of.

      “I could take over the marketing for Dad, you know, help out so he can rest,” Lucy suggested calmly, holding her breath, hoping her mom would take her up on the offer.

      Lucy waited as her mom thought it over. It felt like it was taking forever for Maria to answer, but when she finally opened her mouth Lucy heard, “You’re not actually considering this, are you?”

      Lucy blanched. It wasn’t her mom’s voice that sounded, but that of her brother’s. She turned to face Mark and saw fury in his eyes. “Mom, Davoli’s will go under if you let Lucy take over. She almost sunk the business last time she ran a marketing campaign. These days she can barely make it in to work. Ever since Derrick dumped her she’s a mess.”

      Hurt and anger speared through her. Lucy knew her brothers wouldn’t be supportive of her taking over such a huge portion of the business, but she didn’t expect such anger from them. She glanced toward John and saw a similar expression on his face.

      Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. Maria stroked a lock of her hair and gazed at her. She didn’t have to say anything. Lucy knew her mom didn’t want her to take over the marketing any more than her brothers did, but she was nicer about it.

      The oldest, Matt, breezed into the kitchen, quickly taking in the tension in the room. Matt was engaged to a wonderful woman whose first husband was killed by a drunk driver. Matt adored Becky and her two daughters and couldn’t wait to make them officially his family. Lucy was grateful to her soon-to-be sister-in-law for turning her brother into a sweeter version of himself. He was still a hard-ass, but he was a whole lot more sensitive to women’s feelings since he started living with three of them.

      Matt immediately went to Lucy’s side and pulled her into a hug. He kissed their mom on the cheek then asked what was going on.

      “”Lucy thinks she should take over the marketing for a while,” Mark growled.

      Matt narrowed his eyes at the four of them then asked, “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s resting,” Maria said quickly. “His knee is bothering him and I’m trying to talk him into taking some time off so he can rest before his knee replacement. If he keeps pushing it then he’ll end up missing your wedding.”

      Matt glanced around the room before his eyes settled on Lucy. “You know Dad doesn’t give up control easily. Even if he’s out for a while he’ll insist on working from home.”

      “Matt, we all know Dad’s marketing isn’t bringing in as much business as we could. We need to update things, reach people where they are. Just like your food truck. No one reads the paper anymore. We need to be on social media, update our website, stuff like that. We’re falling behind because Dad doesn’t want to bring Davoli’s into this century.”

      Matt looked down at his sister with affection and pride, but also with skepticism. She knew what was coming and couldn’t stop the emotion from filling her throat.

      “Luce, we all know you’re right. It’s insane to have a business without a social media presence or current website. We need to do those things, but Dad won’t step aside easily. Even if he does, I’m not sure it’s something you should be managing for us. It’ll be a big responsibility. And after last time…”

      “I screwed up last time, but are you guys really going to hold it over my head forever?”

      “Lucy, we know you’re smart, but something this big might be better handled by Mark.”

      “Mark barely knows how to spell Twitter, let alone use Instagram or any other social media. I have followers online, people who would help promote the business and increase our reach. I have a degree in marketing. This is what I do, what I know. I’ve designed websites for other businesses. Why in the hell would one of you guys be better suited to do a job that I can do in my sleep?”

      “Why don’t you tell everyone where you were last night and what you did?” Mark said with a smirk. God, she really hated her brother sometimes. As the two middle children, most people thought they got along, but they rarely did.

      “Shut up, Mark,” Lucy growled at her brother, but the damage was done. She knew Matt and Maria wouldn’t let it go until they knew all the details.

      “What happened?” Matt asked, focusing all his attention on her. He crossed his arms over his chest and stood with his feet wide. She knew that stance. It was his no bullshit, you’re not getting out without talking to me stance.

      Lucy felt ashamed of what happened for the first time since she kissed the stranger in the bar. Her cheeks burned as her big brother, the man she’d always idolized, stared her down. Lucy couldn’t lie to him, she never could, and she knew he’d never lie to her either. They were close, and she knew he wouldn’t think highly of her ploy to make Derrick jealous to get him back.

      “I just kissed a guy in a bar,” she confessed, downplaying the entire thing.

      Mark snorted. “Dry humped him from what I heard. Just so she could make Derrick jealous.”

      “Lucy,” Matt groaned. “Why would you do that?”

      Lucy shrugged and tried to discreetly brush the tears from her eyelashes. Matt didn’t miss the gesture and wrapped her up in his warm embrace.

      “I miss him, Matt. I don’t like being alone.”

      “I know, sweetie. I think you need to be though. Give yourself some time to get over Derrick and find someone who’s better for you than he ever was. He’s a good friend of mine, you know that, but I don’t think you’re suited for each other. He made you a hell of a lot more responsible, but you don’t need a babysitter.” Mark snorted, but Lucy ignored him. “You like to play, we get it, but if you want Dad to give you a chance to run anything around here you’re gonna have to show him that you’re capable of the added responsibility. Hooking up with one guy to make another guy jealous is something girls did at 17, not 27.”

      Lucy hated that her brother was right. Her face flushed, but she wasn’t going to let his words go to waste. Matt was right. She was more responsible with Derrick around. If she was going to prove to her family they could rely on her, she needed to get that back. She needed to get him back. Then she’d prove to them that her love of social media wasn’t a waste of time like they all thought, and that she wouldn’t screw up like last time. She could develop a strategic business plan that could launch Davoli’s to the next level. It could lead to more stores, maybe even one for each of them to manage eventually. A true legacy in Paradise Park.

      Instead of telling them any of that, Lucy nodded in agreement with her brother then listened as Maria started the employee meeting.
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      Chris laced up his skates and grinned. Two hockey games in one week was rare in their league, but he relished the extra ice time. He loved getting out there and playing hockey, but he was especially excited about the game he was about to step into. His rival, a guy who’d pushed Chris’s every button over the years, was playing on the opposing team.

      Their league was poorly monitored, which meant anything went most of the time. As long as no one was bleeding, play continued. They didn’t call a whole lot of penalties since they didn’t have refs on the ice. Each team policed themselves, or their opponent if necessary. All the captains were friends and weren’t willing to let arguments between individual players get out of control.

      But Chris’s rivalry with Oakridge pushed that line.

      His captain, Eric, walked over to him as he stood. “No funny shit tonight, Wiser.”

      Chris nodded, but didn’t say anything. He knew better than to lie to Eric, but he couldn’t promise he wouldn’t retaliate once he got slammed into the boards or someone dropped their gloves.

      “I’m not fucking with you. I mean it. You better not start anything,” Eric growled at him, menacing like a rabid dog.

      “I’m not gonna start anything, Dad,” Chris joked, knowing the older man hated it when the guys on the team treated him like he was their father. He knew he’d pay for it, but he didn’t care. If Eric quit trying to treat them like his kids, they’d stop acting like it. Eric shouldered past Chris, knocking him onto the bench. Chris smiled at his back and shook his head.

      With the rest of the team, Chris left the locker room and headed down the dark hallway toward the ice. They played in an older rink near the edge of town. The rink had been built by a rich family that wanted a place for their kids, four boys, to practice hockey. All four boys went on to play in the NHL so it’d clearly been a good investment for the family. A few years back they donated the rink to the town with the stipulation that it stays as a place for people to play hockey. A few leagues had already been established, including the one Chris played in, and more started up after the rink became town property.

      Aside from his house, the rink was the place Chris felt the most at home.

      He stepped out onto the ice, chills hitting him again that four guys he’d grown up watching play in the NHL had skated on that same ice more times than he could count. When Chris was little he’d imagined following in their footsteps, but he’d never chased the dream beyond college. He got his teaching certificate and gave up competitive play for coaching and teaching kids.

      But he still got a thrill when he skated around the ice.

      “Hey 21! Looking sexy!” came from the stands. Not many people attended their games, mostly girlfriends and some family, but Chris never had anyone there. Hearing his number shouted by a woman was almost as much of a shock as when he looked up and saw the woman who’d kissed him in the bar a few days earlier.

      Excitement and terror blended inside him and made him sick. His body came alive at the sight of her, with her long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and a smile on her face. She had some kind of scarf on to fight the chill of the rink and the green made her eyes visible all the way from across to ice.

      Chris had never had a woman toy with him like she did. He hadn’t been able to get her, or their kiss, out of his mind in the three days since he’d seen her. He still didn’t know who she was, but he quickly realized it didn’t matter when he saw her focused on the other team, laughing with the woman next to her. The other woman blew kisses at one of the guys on the other team, the skater who wore his same jersey number. He cursed at himself for thinking the woman had tracked him down and was sitting up there cheering for him.

      Even worse, if Chris wasn’t mistaken, she was watching someone else on the other team intently, a look of longing on her beautiful face that was plain even from his distance. Chris followed her gaze and felt as though someone had punched him in the gut when he saw who she was staring at.

      His rival.

      The guy who’d broken more of Chris’s bones than anyone else.

      The guy who’d bested him as top scorer their senior year of high school.

      The guy he hated more than anyone else he’d ever known.

      Derrick fucking Oakridge.

      “Fuck,” Chris cursed, turning away from the woman and her love affair with the asshole he was planning to assault. He wasn’t certain he would be able to keep his promise to Eric anymore. Knowing the fucker had her attention and she hadn’t even given him a second glance pissed him off more than hurt him. He didn’t get hurt by women, not anymore. But he’d give his left nut to steal a woman from Derrick Oakridge.

      “Heads up!” shouted across the ice a few seconds too late. Chris took the puck to the inner thigh, midway between his knee and his cock. It hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, but Chris refused to react. If he did it would give the other team an edge, a clue of where to hit him. He wasn’t giving them a damn thing.

      Chris lifted his stick in the air and hit the puck back toward the net. The team
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