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      The crowd at Franklin Bank Arena in Las Vegas was deafening. Skating out onto the ice, Karl Martensson felt a momentary rush before remembering that even though his team was playing, he would be sitting on the bench. As the back-up goalie for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, he’d played a fair number of games during the regular season, but during the playoffs they went with their starter, Marco Rousch, who never let Karl forget who was number one.

      It was game seven of the first round of the playoffs, and if they won tonight, they were going on to round two. If they lost, they were going home for the summer. They were the first expansion team in the history of the NHL to make it to the playoffs in their inaugural season, and the game was sold out. No matter how exciting it had been for the team, it had been a frustrating couple of weeks for him, especially the last three games.

      The Sidewinders had won the first three games of the series as if they were unbeatable. Then Los Angeles got serious, and beat them three in a row. Marco had let in six goals the last game, yet Coach Barnett wouldn’t pull him. Karl had practically begged him to put him in, but Coach had said they had a winning formula and they were sticking to it. So Karl watched as L.A. scored goal after goal, three games in a row. Now it all boiled down to tonight. If they lost again, they were done.

      While there was no guarantee he would’ve stopped those goals or changed the outcome of the last three games, a change in game six might have changed something. Or even tonight. But Coach Barnett had asked Karl to trust him.

      “I know what I’m doing, son,” he’d said in his quiet voice. “Trust me. You’re not going to be the back-up forever.”

      That’s what they’d told him in Montreal, too, but here he was in Las Vegas, being the perpetual back-up once again. At least Carey Price was a decent guy and Karl hadn’t minded backing up what he considered the number one goalie in the NHL. Rousch, on the other hand, was just an asshole. He constantly ragged on Karl about being second best, and up until the last few games, he’d been able to say it with a straight face. Letting in 14 goals in three games wasn’t anything to brag about, though, and the Sidewinders were going to pay for it if they lost tonight.

      Karl looked up at the stands, knowing his girlfriend Kate was up there watching with the other wives and girlfriends. If there was anything that had gotten him through the last few weeks, it was Kate, with her infectious laugh and big brown eyes. Seeing her standing up with a big sign that said “#35 is #1—Karl Martensson!!!” made him smile as he lowered himself into a split, stretching as far as he could go.

      “Ready to keep my seat warm?” Marco asked, skating past him on his way back to the bench.

      Karl grit his teeth, reminding himself that Marco was 37 and hopefully going to retire soon. Or maybe die of old age. Not quite 27, Karl still had his whole career ahead of him, and Coach Barnett had told him the number one spot was his as soon as Marco retired. He looked up at the crowd again, finding Kate as she and her girlfriends danced and sang along to whatever music was playing.

      “Get your head out of Kate’s pants!” Cody Armstrong, the team captain as well as a good friend, skated by and tapped him on his mask.

      Karl laughed, standing up and skating over to the boards. His friend and roommate, Drake Riser, stopped beside him, nudging him. “You ready?”

      Drake was probably the best friend Karl had ever had, in life or in hockey. They’d played in Detroit together and now here in Las Vegas. They were roommates, although that was probably changing now that Drake had married Kate’s best friend, Erin; they were expecting a baby in the fall and looking for a house.

      “Marco says one more word to me, I swear to God I’m going to knock him into the middle of next week,” Karl muttered, grabbing his water bottle and squirting some into his mouth.

      “You know he’s a douche,” Drake shook his head. “Don’t let him get under your skin—especially not tonight.”

      “I know.” Karl put the water bottle back and skated around the ice one more time.

      

      Sitting in her seat, Kate Lansing looked down at the ice where Karl was warming up. She could almost feel the frustration oozing out of him, and she hoped he wasn’t going to knock the snot out of Marco, although he definitely had it coming. The last two weeks had been hard on him, and she watched with concern, but when he dropped down into a split, her cheeks grew warm as she thought about how limber and toned he was. Just thinking about the hot sex they’d had this morning made her stomach do somersaults.

      They’d only been dating a couple of months, but she was crazy about him. Sometimes it was a little hard to concentrate when she watched him play because she kept imagining him naked. Not to mention the fact they were currently living on opposite sides of the country, making their sex life not nearly as abundant as either of them would have liked. But one way or another, summer was coming and he was going to spend most of it with her in New York, where she ran a small but successful public relations firm.

      “Game’s about to start—woo-hoo!” Erin Riser, Kate’s best friend, clapped happily. Twelve weeks pregnant and still not showing, Erin was absolutely glowing. She was in the Marines until June, when she would retire here to Las Vegas with Drake, her husband of two months. They hadn’t known she was pregnant when they’d spontaneously eloped back in February, but the timing seemed to have worked out perfectly for them.

      “This is so awesome!” Suze Armstrong, Cody’s wife, was singing along to the AC/DC song playing on the loud speakers. “TNT!” she sang, laughing with Erin.

      Kate shook her head, thinking they all looked ridiculous in their significant others’ jerseys. It was a lot of fun, though. She really liked the women in their close circle of friends. She just wished they weren’t all pregnant! Suze and their friend Molly McCarran were both seven months pregnant, due a week apart in mid-June. Molly was engaged to one of the alternate captains, Dom Gianni, and they were planning an August wedding.

      “Would you guys sit down already?!” Tiffany Marcus, who was married to Associate Coach Dave Marcus, was the only other one in their group who wasn’t pregnant and she was constantly fussing over the pregnant girls. “You’ll be exhausted by the end of the first period!”

      “I keep telling them,” Kate rolled her eyes. “But they don’t listen. I don’t want to hear a word about swollen ankles or sore feet an hour from now!”

      Molly stuck her tongue out at Kate and blew a raspberry.

      “Very nice,” Kate chirped, laughing. “Pregnancy is turning you all into brats!”

      “Maybe you should get pregnant too!” Erin wiggled her eyebrows. “You and your Swedish love muffin would make beautiful babies!”

      Kate shook her head. “We are nowhere near ready for that! Besides, I can’t imagine being pregnant! It’s kind of creepy to think about something moving inside of you.”

      “Not when it’s your baby!” Molly laughed, rubbing her hand on her stomach. “Dom and I just sit and stare at my stomach sometimes, hoping he moves.”

      “Is it a boy?” Kate asked in surprise.

      “Yeah.” Molly grinned. “Dom is so freakin’ excited, I don’t know what I’m going to do with him! He keeps buying him things—I’m not sure how many 0-3 month onesies he thinks a newborn needs, but we own at least a hundred!”

      The girls laughed, and Kate just focused on the ice. She still had a hard time thinking about Karl as her boyfriend. Though Kate was a pretty girl, with long-lashed brown eyes and thick, wavy chestnut-colored hair that fell below her waist, she was definitely not like some of the other women here. Suze looked like a movie star with her blond hair, blue eyes and stunning figure, even seven months pregnant. Tiff was supermodel beautiful, almost six feet tall with strawberry blond hair, startling hazel eyes and breasts men couldn’t help but stare at. She had a body to die for, even after having twins, and men literally fell all over themselves when she walked by. Another guy on the team was dating a movie star named Rachel Kennedy and she always made Kate feel like she weighed 200 pounds.

      Kate came from a rich, successful family, but she’d battled her weight all of her life. She wasn’t huge by any means, but a curvy size 10 figure on her 5’5” frame led to a lot of cruel remarks in her circles. Several years ago, she’d gotten up to a size 16 but after Erin had been hurt in Afghanistan, she’d moved in with her to take care of her and had dropped 30 pounds. Over the years, she’d come to terms with her body but she’d given up on finding Prince Charming; every time she met a potential prince, he inevitably walked right past her towards the girls who were a size zero.

      Then Erin had met Drake and Drake lived with Karl. The night Kate met him, she’d almost spontaneously combusted. Karl Martensson was 6’4” of super-hot Swedish hockey-playing yumminess, and Kate still couldn’t quite believe he’d been with her for two months. He told her repeatedly she was gorgeous and he loved every inch of her, but old wounds healed slowly. When her mother had found out whom Kate was dating, she’d actually laughed.

      “Enjoy it while you can, darling,” she’d said in her lilting voice. “You know he’s only looking for a good lay, right?”

      Kate tried not to listen to her mother, but in the back of her mind she was afraid her mother was at least partially right. Karl was definitely not just looking for a quick roll in the hay; women lined up at every practice trying to get his attention. He could have a different girl in his bed every single night and still not sleep with all the women who went after him. But that didn’t mean he was falling for her either; right now, she was convenient. With Drake and Erin getting married and having a baby, Kate was around by default and if nothing else, it gave him easy access to someone willing to sleep with him any time he wanted—and the sex was that good.

      Pushing away those thoughts, she focused on the game. This was either going to be a really great night, or a really bad one. The only good thing was that if they lost, no one could blame Karl.

      

      Losing to L.A. meant the end of what had been an amazing season. Finishing with the best record in the western conference, they’d broken records of all kinds and left their mark on the hockey world. Sitting in the locker room after the loss, the players were quiet and brooding. When Coach Barnett walked in minutes later, after talking to the press, he shut the door behind him. Walking to the center of the room, he looked around proudly, his pale blue eyes sparkling despite the disappointment he knew his players were feeling.

      “I know this was a tough loss, boys,” he said. “But it was a hell of a season. The most exciting season of my career—and I’ve won a few championships. But this, what we built this year, was special. I’m really proud of you. The other expansion team didn’t have anywhere near the record we had, much less make the playoffs. Don’t look at this as a disappointment—this was our chance to grow and learn. Next year, we’re going to kick their asses.” He looked around for the last time this season, at the players he’d grown to love, with only a couple of exceptions, and then turned and left the room.

      With a collective sigh, the team started getting undressed. The press would be waiting for them, but they had a few more minutes to collect their thoughts and get used to the idea of being on vacation. Many of them had big plans. Cody and Dom were having babies in a month or so, Drake was house-hunting and planning for a baby with his new wife, Dom and Molly were planning for a wedding in August, and several of the guys were going to play for different countries in the International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF) World Championship.

      In a way, Karl was glad to be done with hockey for the season. He’d put up with Marco’s snarky remarks and arrogant attitude month after month, and though Marco had been a stellar goalie most of the season, he’d dropped the ball in the playoffs. Karl should have played tonight, but that wasn’t how Coach Barnett worked; he was loyal to his players and technically, Marco had all the experience. Karl had never played in an NHL playoff game, and at this rate, he never would.
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      Dressed in his street clothes, Karl grabbed his bag and slipped around all the journalists who were surrounding Marco, Cody and Dom, headed back to the lounge where he knew Kate and the others would be waiting. He saw her right away, her long silky hair bouncing down her back. God, he loved wrapping his fist in that hair and breathing in the scent of her shampoo while he made love to her.

      She was probably the only reason he hadn’t lost his mind the last two months, and she was one of the only things keeping him in the NHL. He knew he could go home to Sweden and have a starting position in the Swedish Hockey League, the SHL, but even though it was the highest level of ice hockey in Sweden, it still wasn’t the NHL. The SHL generally paid less and certainly didn’t get the notoriety of the NHL. On the other hand, he would be home, near his family.

      Pushing the depressing thoughts aside, he walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, kissing the side of her face. She turned to him with her beautiful smile and he forgot all about Marco Rousch and the SHL.

      “Hi!” she breathed. “I’m sorry about the game.”

      “Nothing I could do,” he said lightly.

      She stared up at him curiously. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He shrugged. “It’s a bummer it had to end this way, but this team is going to be dangerous next season.”

      “You were awesome!” she whispered, leaning up to kiss him. “You were undefeated this season.”

      He smiled down at her. “It was only 17 games.”

      Kate was like a breath of fresh air in his life. With her full, pouty lips and beautiful round ass, he could lose himself in her all day long. It killed him when she put herself down, asking if he thought her dress was too tight or if her legs looked fat. He loved her body and cringed every time her mother called and lectured her about her weight. He wished her mother and sister would just leave her alone; every time they called, it would take him at least a day or two to make her believe he loved her body just the way it was. He hated seeing her unhappy because she brought him so much pleasure.

      “You want to get out of here?” Kate asked, sliding her hand into his.

      “Yeah, I’m beat.” He ran his hand through his long blond hair and pulled her towards the door.

      There was a commotion ahead of them as a film crew made their way into the lounge. Somewhere behind the mélange was a tall blonde, smiling brilliantly for the camera. She strode into the room as if she owned it, waving to several players and winking at Marco, who for once seemed as baffled as everyone else.

      “Karl!” The blonde strode towards him purposefully and Kate heard Karl mutter, “You have got to be kidding me,” just as the woman reached him and threw her arms around his neck. She pressed her lips to his as flashbulbs exploded around the room.

      Kate’s mouth fell open and she took an inadvertent step back, pulling her hand from Karl’s.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” Karl hissed under his breath, stepping away from the blonde and glaring at her. He was always acutely aware of his behavior in front of the press, but he really wanted to slap his ex-girlfriend.

      She turned to smile at the camera. “Say hello, Karl! I’m taping a new reality show!”

      “Okay, no one got permission to film anything in here. Excuse me!” Becca Hernandez, the head of Media Relations for the Sidewinders, stepped in front of Karl with a scowl that reflected she meant business.

      The blonde narrowed her eyes at Becca. “Excuse me—I’m Karl’s guest! Tell them, darling!”

      Karl arched his eyebrows in annoyance. “Therese, I haven’t spoken to you in years. I had no idea you were coming tonight; you’re not my guest.”

      “I think you need to go,” Becca said quietly, also aware the press would be paying close attention, and trying not to make a scene.

      “Karl, you can’t be serious!” Therese was glaring at him now. “I came to surprise you!”

      “Therese, what is this all about?” Karl spoke to her under his breath, aware that his teammates and their families were whispering and staring at them. He didn’t want to attract attention to the situation with so much media around, but Therese was getting on his nerves. “You and I broke up six years ago!”

      “But you didn’t mean it.” She smiled, reaching out to touch his face.

      Karl removed her hand and took a step back. “I don’t know what’s going on, Therese, but I’ve got a girlfriend.” Karl realized Kate had moved away from him and he looked around in frustration. She was standing with Erin and Suze, looking shell-shocked, so he reached out his hand to her. She met his gaze in confusion but slowly reached out to take it and let him pull her close.

      “Really?!” Therese looked Kate up and down and burst out laughing. “This little cow is your girlfriend? What is this, a pity fuck?!”

      Several gasps went around the room, but Kate couldn’t seem to react; she just stood there next to Karl, blinking rapidly to retain her composure, grateful Erin and Tiff moved closer to her.

      Karl’s face tightened and he looked at Becca. “You need to get her out of here. Now.”

      “Okay, let’s go.” Becca nodded at Therese. “I don’t know how you got in here with a film crew, but none of this better appear on your show or you’ll be getting a cease and desist order from our attorneys before you can say ‘reality TV’!”

      Therese just laughed and blew a kiss to Karl. “I’ll see you soon, Karl. And you should call your mother—she’s quite upset with you.”

      Karl took a deep breath, wondering what the hell she was talking about, but didn’t say anything.

      “Who the fuck was that?!” Drake whispered in his ear.

      “My ex,” he said with a sigh.

      “Did you know she was coming?!” Kate was still blinking back tears as she stared at Therese’s retreating figure.

      “Of course not!” Karl pulled her into his arms and stroked her back. “I’m so sorry, baby. I haven’t seen her in years. I don’t know how she got in here, but we’re going to have a talk with security.”

      “You okay?” Erin was asking Kate, noting the pain in her friend’s eyes.

      “Yeah.” Kate looked away, trying not to let them see how hurt she was.

      “You’re gorgeous!” Dom Gianni whispered to Kate, leaning over to brush his lips across her cheek. “Fuck her and the horse she rode in on!”

      “I second that!” Drake said firmly, winking at her.

      “Me, three!” Anatoli Petrov, one of the Russian players on the team, tugged a lock of Kate’s hair. “And Toli is single—so now Karl will probably kick my ass!”

      “Vlad can hit also?” Vladimir Kolnikov, a 20-year-old Russian player on the team, flashed a grin in Kate’s direction. He didn’t speak a lot of English but he understood cow and pity fuck, not to mention the universal look of humiliation that had crossed Kate’s face. That much, he picked up on, and didn’t like it one bit; he wasn’t big on relationships, but he agreed with everyone that Kate was beautiful.

      “I’d prefer you didn’t hit me,” Kate chuckled. “But you can hit on me.”

      Everyone laughed, and Karl was relieved to see a soft smile on Kate’s face as his friends flirted with her. He knew how self-conscious she was and was grateful his friends cared enough about her, and him, to try to make her feel better after Therese’s cruel remarks. Now he could only pray none of it hit the press.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Karl whispered to her, pulling her against his chest and looking into her face.

      “Yes.” She nodded.

      

      Getting back to the apartment, Karl tossed his bag into his room and kicked off his shoes. He changed into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and then padded into the kitchen, pulling a beer out of the refrigerator. Kate came out of his room wearing one of his T-shirts and a pair of short stretchy shorts that gave him a great view of her ass. He grinned, holding out his arm so she could join him on the couch.

      “You look good enough to eat,” he laughed, leaning in for a kiss.

      “You hungry?” she asked with a mischievous grin.

      “Just for you.” His mouth captured hers in a kiss that made her eyes cross and her breath come in gasps.

      “Damn, I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that,” she whispered, her voice husky with desire.

      “I have all kinds of things for you to get used to,” he teased, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

      “So you’ve said.” Her eyes met his hesitantly, hating to break the mood but knowing it would eat at her if she didn’t. “Should we talk about tonight?”

      “No!” he grunted. “God, why would we? I didn’t invite her, I haven’t spoken to her in at least three or four years, and I want nothing to do with her. I’ve already told you how sorry I am, but I’ll say it again if you need me to.”

      She shook her head. “No, I just don’t understand what happened. Or why she said that about me.” She looked down.

      He reached out to lift her chin with his fingers. “Baby, there’s no pity involved here. I didn’t have to have sex with you the night we met, I definitely didn’t have to start dating you, and I promise you, no one is forcing me to have you practically living here.” He paused, waiting until she was looking directly into his eyes. “You’re here because I want you. I’m crazy about you.”

      “I know,” she whispered.

      “But you’re not acting like you believe it,” he said. “What do I need to do to prove it to you, Kate?”

      “It’s not you,” she admitted. “It’s me and my insecurity. My mother reminds me every time we talk that you’re probably only interested in sex and then your Amazon ex-girlfriend shows up and asks if I’m a pity fuck. What does that say about me? It says I’m too fat for a guy like you.”

      He groaned. “So you don’t trust me to know what I want? What I’m attracted to?” He shook his head. “Kate, you’re not fat. I don’t know how to make you understand that.”

      “Karl, it’s one thing for you to like me just the way I am, but you can’t lie to yourself or to me—I’m fat.”

      “Seriously?!” He got up in a huff and gently but firmly pulled her to her feet. “Come with me.” He yanked her by the arm into the bedroom and put her in front of him, standing facing the mirror over the dresser. He used his hands to lift her shirt to just below her breasts. He ran a hand up one silky thigh and then across her stomach. “Look how sexy you are,” he whispered, his mouth against her ear. “Your tiny little waist and those beautiful thighs make me so fucking hard.” He looped a finger along the side of her boy shorts and slowly drew one side down. “Look at your hips,” he said, tracing the bone on one side with his thumb. “Curvy and round, and they fit just inside my hips when I’m fucking you—which is my favorite thing in the world.” He turned her head so he could kiss her, slowly.

      “Karl…” Her voice came out rough, her breaths short as he continued to touch her.

      “Katrina Marie, you are so perfect to me—I don’t see fat. I don’t see what size you wear. I don’t see a number on the scale. All I see is you, and I think you’re beautiful. Don’t you feel how much I want you?”

      She turned so she could face him and he slipped his hands around her ass. He lifted her onto the dresser and she wrapped her legs around his waist as he continued to kiss her. His fingers dug into her hips as he pressed himself between her legs. The heat seared both of them, right through their clothes, and she tugged at his shirt. He yanked it over his head and smiled as she sighed with pleasure.

      “How come you get all breathy when I take my shirt off?” he teased.

      “‘Cause I think you’re beautiful too,” she admitted.

      “You know, I had a girl tell me once that I was so pale I reminded her of an albino.”

      She snorted with laughter, grinning up at him. “Really?”

      “Yup. She told me to get a spray tan.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “I like your milky white skin,” she murmured, running her hands up his back. “I like all of you.”

      “And I like all of you,” he kissed the underside of her jaw, making her head tip backwards. She slid closer to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You’ve got curves in all the places I want them to be, baby. You’re not fat. Please try to believe that. It hurts me when you put yourself down.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she looked up into his sincere face. “You make me so happy,” she said softly. “I didn’t know guys like you existed.”

      “I guess we do.” He pressed his lips to her eyes, one at a time, kissing away her tears. “I need to make love to you, Kate.”

      “You want to teach me something new tonight?” She tried to keep her voice from quavering.

      He returned her gaze with interest. “Do you want to?”

      “I’ve been thinking about all the stuff you whisper when we’re in bed,” she said softly. “The things you say you want to do to me.”

      “I have so many new ways to make you feel good,” he said. “If you’re willing to try.”

      “Yes.”

      He ran a gentle hand along her cheek. “I enjoy a little bondage in bed, but I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. I’m okay if you don’t want to.”

      “I know,” she said, resting her forehead against his. “Or I wouldn’t have brought it up. Maybe we could start slow?”

      “Yeah?” He looked down. “Would you let me tie your hands over your head?”

      “Maybe.” Her cheeks reddened, making her wish she wasn’t so easily embarrassed.

      “Hey.” He lifted her chin. “We don’t have to. I like making love to you any way you’ll let me—the minute I’m inside of you I can’t even remember what handcuffs are.”

      She dipped her head, flushed with pleasure. “I want tonight to be extra special.”

      “Are you going to be able to be quiet, with Erin and Drake in the next room?” he teased, knowing how much noise she usually made during sex.

      “Erin and Drake won’t be home for hours—they’re going out.”

      “Oh, really?” He raised his eyebrows. “So you worked this out with Erin ahead of time.”

      “Yup.” She ran her tongue nervously along her lips. “Before all the craziness with Therese.”

      “That’s kind of giving me a hard-on,” he chuckled.

      “That was the point!” She slowly eased off of the dresser and held out her hands. He took them, letting her lead him to their bed; it was just as much hers as it was his anymore, even though they didn’t officially live together. She’d become such an important part of his life, he found it hard to imagine them not being together. Of course, she had no idea he was considering going back to Sweden, and that would be problematic for her because of her job.

      She owned a PR firm in New York, and it was becoming more and more successful. She was proud of it and he was proud of her for her accomplishments. He wasn’t sure he could ask her to give it up and move to a foreign country to do nothing but sit at home waiting for him; Kate wasn’t that kind of woman.
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      After making sure the bedroom door was locked, he pulled off the rest of his clothes while Kate watched him from the bed with open admiration. He was long and lean, with six-pack abs and shoulders so wide he seemed to fill up the whole room. With his shoulder-length blond hair and startling blue eyes, she was always a little bit spellbound when she was with him.

      “Someday, I’m going to spontaneously have an orgasm when you do that,” she murmured, laughing.

      He shook his head. “It’s all about the body, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe!”

      He laughed, trapping her hands in his and holding them above her head as he moved in for a kiss. Damn, she made him hard all the time. Admittedly, he was a sexual guy who probably hadn’t gone more than a few weeks without sex in his entire adult life, but with Kate it was all about quality over quantity.

      He kissed her for another minute before getting off the bed and going to the closet. He reached up on the top shelf and dug around until he pulled out a package and then turned to grin at her. He started pulling it open and took out two pairs of brand new handcuffs with velvet lining the insides.

      Kate’s mouth fell open. “Are those new?”

      “I was hoping you’d be up for something like this one day, and the old pair was… well-used?” He grimaced. “Since you’re not just another one-night stand, I thought it would be disrespectful to use something I’ve used on other women with you. So I tossed those and ordered these a few weeks ago.”

      Kate smiled up at him; he never failed to amaze her. “There’s a key, right?”

      He laughed. “Yes.” He held it out to her. She took it and played with it for a moment before laying it on the nightstand.

      “Just one thing…” she said as he joined her on the bed.

      “A safe word,” he said automatically. “If at any time you aren’t having fun or you’re uncomfortable, just say, ‘Karl stop.’ That’s all you have to do.”

      “Okay.” She nodded, her eyes shining as he kissed her.

      He got rid of the rest of her clothes and made sure she wasn’t thinking about anything except how good he could make her feel. Her willingness to please him, combined with her lack of experience, was the biggest turn-on in the world. It had been a long time since he’d been with anyone who wasn’t as worldly or experienced as he was. Though he didn’t think any less of women who loved sex and enjoyed it with a variety of men, there was something special about Kate. Her lack of self-esteem when it came to her body frustrated him to no end, but he was doing everything in his power to change that perception, and God, she was becoming so in tune to his needs. He loved it when she initiated something new, even when she had no idea what she was doing.

      As he kissed his way down her body, he couldn’t understand why men, or anyone really, didn’t love a body like hers. Her legs were silky smooth, with toned calves and beautifully rounded thighs. He loved burying his face between them, wrapping them around his waist or just having them entwined with his. Her breasts were round and full, and as he took one pert, pink nipple into his mouth, he thought they were absolutely beautiful. Maybe they weren’t perfectly perky, but they were soft and sexy, and he loved to palm them with his hands. He liked how they looked when they peeked up from a push-up bra too.

      He took the handcuffs and gently slipped one end around her right wrist. “Okay?” he asked softly. She nodded, watching him as he attached the other end to the wrought iron post of his bed. She took in a deep, ragged breath and he kissed her again, coaxing her tongue with his and then burying it deep in her mouth. She moaned with pleasure, loving the way his rock-hard torso felt pressed against her.

      When he reached between her legs, she was already wet and he opened the other pair of handcuffs. “Ready?”

      She nodded again, swallowing hard, trying to steady her breathing as he secured her hands over her head.

      “God, you’re so beautiful,” he breathed, kissing her breasts until they were hard, tender peaks. He used his tongue to lick a trail down her stomach, pausing at her belly button. “You know what would be so hot?” he asked, glancing up at her. “A piercing right here.” He slowly used his tongue to trace a circle around her navel and then sucked on it until she sighed heavily.

      He leaned back, using his hands to spread her beautiful thighs, kissing the inside of one and then the other. He gently nipped her skin, making her jump at the unexpected assault. He glanced up at her face, glad to see the look of sheer rapture as he taunted her senses.

      When he slid his mouth between her legs, she moaned, arching up to meet him. He took her legs and brought them over his shoulders so he would have complete access to her hot, slick core. He found her clit throbbing and sucked it until he could feel her starting to shudder beneath him. She was so fucking hot; he couldn’t remember the last time sex had him as excited as a teenager. She jerked suddenly, a small gasp coming from her.

      “Karl…stop!” Her little shriek of pain penetrated his lusty haze and his head snapped up.

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked, alarmed.

      “Oh! Cramp! My calf!” She let out a whimper of distress and he immediately sat back, grasping her legs. “Right or left?”

      “Right!” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Ugh!”

      “Easy.” He dug his thumbs into her calf and felt the knot right away. He straightened her leg and went to work, kneading the tight muscles until he felt the knot, and Kate, relax. “Better?” He looked up at her and she nodded slowly.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I ruined everything.”

      “What?” He put her leg down and reached for the key on the nightstand, opening one pair of handcuffs and then the other, so she could move her arms again. “You had a cramp, baby—I get them all the time. You didn’t ruin anything—it’s just delayed a little. Come here.” He pulled her into his arms, kissing the side of her face. “I’m going to get you some water—sometimes being slightly dehydrated can cause cramps like that—and then when you’re ready, we’re going to pick up where we left off.” He got up and disappeared into the kitchen, returning with two bottles of water. He opened one and handed it to her before opening the other and taking a long drink.

      Kate drank too, hating that she’d wrecked the moment. She looked at him for any signs of displeasure, but he was draining the bottle of water and setting it on the nightstand.

      “Drink!” he ordered.

      She managed a small smile before doing as he asked. He traced circles around her stomach with his finger as she finished her bottle of water and then, without warning, he snapped on the first pair of handcuffs again.

      “Your leg okay?” he asked, poised to snap on the second pair.

      She nodded quickly, already anticipating what he was going to do. He spread her thighs, this time going directly to her slick opening, chuckling softly as she instantly came alive against his mouth. He ran his tongue directly down the middle of her pussy, coaxing a loud groan from deep inside her chest. He loved making her go wild and made sure she knew it. He slid one finger inside of her and had to breathe deeply to keep himself from taking her without any more foreplay. He pulled out his finger and went back in using two, glancing up at her enraptured face. She was straining against the handcuffs and he held her hips firmly in place as he found her clit and sucked it erect with his lips. She gasped, frantically bucking against him.

      “Karl, please…” she whimpered.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “You.”

      “You want me to fuck you?”

      “Yes.” She was breathing heavily, her lips parted.

      “Say it. Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you to fuck me.”

      “Open your eyes.” He was poised over her and she met his gaze without hesitation. “Now say it again.”

      “I want you to fuck me!” she gasped out the words and then sucked in her breath as he slammed into her with one long, hard thrust. He moved her legs up and she wrapped them around his waist.

      “Like this?” he ground out, pulling out slowly and then thrusting back into her.

      “More,” she pleaded.

      He closed his eyes, doing exactly as she asked. He took his time at first, rocking his hips against hers before pushing himself so hard and deep he didn’t think he could stand it much longer. She moaned, lifting her body to meet his. He could feel her clenching around him and starting to shudder.

      “Come on, baby, come with me,” he ground out, grabbing her ass and using his strength to leverage himself to the hilt.

      Kate had never experienced anything like this, not even with him. Her body was on fire, every inch of her skin tingling with the orgasm she could feel building deep inside her stomach. Looking up at his face, she focused on his beautiful blue eyes and perfectly shaped lips. She desperately wanted to put her arms around him and as she unconsciously strained against the handcuffs, she heard his soft chuckle.

      “You do as you’re told right now,” he whispered against her ear. “I’m the one in charge, and I want you to come, now.” He held her still, his cock buried so deep inside of her he couldn’t believe he wasn’t hurting her.

      Electricity like she’d never felt before spread across her skin, her entire body shaking with an orgasm so intense she nearly blacked out. Stars began to float in front of her eyes and she felt him let go too, losing himself in her.

      “Karl!” she cried out, her head thrown back as her body continued to quiver.

      “Jesus, Kate…!” He finally stopped moving, and she moaned with displeasure when he pulled out. “You’re not done yet,” he growled. His dipped his head and found her still-pulsing clit with his tongue.

      “Oh, no, I can’t…” she gasped, still reeling with the aftershocks of the hardest she’d ever come in her life.

      “Oh, yeah you can.” He licked her already sensitive, throbbing clit back to life, using one finger to fuck her while he teased the rest of her.

      “I can’t… Karl… I won’t be able to—” Her breath was getting short again.

      “Come again?” he finished her sentence. “You will. Trust me.” He continued to tongue her, two fingers dipping inside of her as she moved against him. She didn’t know how he could make her feel so good, so soon after her body had practically shattered into a million pieces, but she was bucking against him, her pulse racing.

      “Karl!” She let out a shriek of surprise as another orgasm began building right on the back end of the first. “How…oh!” She was going to come again, and she whimpered, her arms pulling at the handcuffs that restrained her.

      “That’s it, baby, come for me…” He pulled out his fingers, replacing them with his tongue, and that was all it took. She screamed his name, her body reacting as if it had a mind of its own. He sucked and licked as she came undone, her cries of pleasure echoing off the walls. He eased up when she finally collapsed, covered in sweat, her chest rising and falling as the last waves began to subside.

      “Oh my God.” She was still shuddering slightly, her body wasted in the aftermath of something she’d never experienced before.

      “Never came twice in a row?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.

      “No.” Her voice was a ragged whisper. He kissed her, slowly this time, his tongue lazily tangling with hers, letting her taste herself on him. “So, can I handcuff you again?”

      “Oh, yes.” She breathed deeply. “But only if I can handcuff you sometime.”

      “Absolutely.” He reached up to unlock the handcuffs and she moved against him, her body molding against his. “Are you okay?” he asked softly.

      “I’m great,” she said, looking up at him shyly. “That was awesome.”

      “There’s lots more where that came from,” he said gently. Watching her slowly drift off to sleep, it occurred to him something had shifted between them. Her easy acceptance of his sexual appetite, and her unconditional trust tonight did things to him he didn’t want to contemplate. He’d gotten to a point he couldn’t even think about another woman, and he had to admit he didn’t know if he was terrified or ecstatic.
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      When Karl woke the next morning, he knew right away Kate wasn’t beside him. He turned over and looked at the clock. 10:40. Wow, he never slept this late. Of course, he’d been all over Kate most of the night, reveling in the way she responded to him. It had been a hell of a night, and he was kind of bummed she wasn’t here now. He loved morning sex, but alas, she’d already gotten up and he could hear faint voices in the apartment.

      Sitting up, he shook out his mane of blond hair and padded into the bathroom. He pulled his hair into a ponytail and found shorts and a T-shirt to put on. He opened the door and was about to call out a greeting to Drake and Erin, who were sitting on the couch, but the looks of annoyance on their faces gave him pause. He followed their gazes to where Kate was pacing in the kitchen, her phone pressed to her ear.

      “…of course not!” she was saying. “It has nothing to do with him—he doesn’t even know about it… I haven’t asked him because I didn’t even know for sure if I was coming, much less him. We didn’t know what was going to happen with the playoffs until last night… Noooo,” she drew out the word with obvious annoyance. “I have two big clients I have to meet with so I just—” She sighed heavily, tapping her foot as she listened to the other end of the conversation. “What picture?! Oh for God’s sake, I was standing right there.” She snorted. “Okay, whatever, Lou, I have to go.” She rolled her eyes, holding the phone away from her ear as she drummed her fingers on the kitchen counter.

      “Lou, I’ll be there, okay? But it’s already afternoon on the East Coast and I have work to do. I’ll see you Saturday.” She disconnected and shoved the phone in her pocket.

      “Where are we going on Saturday?” Karl asked lightly, coming up behind her and making her jump.

      “Oh! You’re up.” She looked at him and grimaced. “It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Whatever it is, it upset you, which means I’m worried about it.” He cocked his head. “What’s going on, babe?”

      She rolled her eyes. “My mother and sister—what’s always wrong?!”

      “For what it’s worth,” Erin called out, “you need to start standing up for yourself, Kate. I don’t know why you put up with their crap.”

      Kate sighed. “They’re family,” she said sadly. “And I just keep hoping they’ll stop trying to change me—”

      “Change you?” Karl frowned. “Why would they want to change you?”

      “—Into someone skinny and sexy, like—”

      “I think you’re very sexy just the way you are.” His eyes darkened as he leaned over and whispered, “The girl I handcuffed last night is pretty fucking sexy.”

      She flushed, giving him a tiny smile. “I know, it’s just… my sister, she’s so perfect—”

      “Lulu is so not perfect,” Erin called out. “She’s a bitch, with no tits, and an overbite. Not. Perfect.”

      Drake chortled and Kate snickered too. “She just got engaged and the engagement party is Saturday. I’m expected, but I’ve been away from New York for two weeks already so I could be with you, and now they’re mad about me not going.”

      “What picture was she talking about?”

      “The one of Therese kissing you.”

      He scowled. Damn, he really wished Therese hadn’t reappeared. “I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t know she was going to do that.”

      Kate nodded. “I’m not upset about the picture—just that my family doesn’t believe you could really be interested in more than sex with me.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’re going to that stupid party, and we’ll make very sure they know how interested I am.” He leaned over and kissed her. “Go pack. We’ll fly to New York tomorrow and then take a flight early Saturday morning to Ohio, leaving first thing Sunday.”

      “Karl, my mother and sister are epic bitches…” she said softly.

      “She’s not kidding!” Erin called out. “They called me Scarface to my face.”

      Drake’s head snapped around in disbelief. “Seriously?!”

      Erin laughed. “Relax, I’m good. I stopped paying attention to them years ago.”

      “That’s awful,” Karl said quietly, resting his hands on Kate’s shoulders. “I can’t imagine my mother or sister behaving that way. That being said, maybe it’s time for someone to let them know you’re absolutely perfect the way you are.”

      

      Landing at the airport in Columbus, Ohio, Kate felt the same sense of unease she always felt when she got to her hometown. She truly hated coming home, but a sense of duty always seemed to drag her back. This time, though, with Karl at her side, she felt a bit more confident. Her mother and sister could be bitchy and conniving, but Karl wasn’t some regular guy who would be easily manipulated. Watching his easygoing manner as they walked through the airport hand in hand, she tried to follow his lead by clearing her mind and thinking about nothing but how his jeans hugged his great ass.

      “Are you looking at my ass?” He slid his eyes over to hers as they waited in line for the rental car.

      “Who me?” She widened her eyes innocently and he chuckled, kissing the side of her face.

      Even with a baseball cap and dark sunglasses, it was easy to tell he was someone important. He was tall and striking no matter what he was wearing, and Kate noticed both men and women would look twice when he walked by, wondering why he looked familiar. There was just something so compelling about him, perfect strangers seemed drawn to him.

      Getting behind the wheel of the rental car, Karl looked to Kate for direction and she guided him to their hotel. Although her mother had fussed that she wouldn’t be staying at the house, Karl had put his foot down and told her he would be damned if he had to worry about making love to her because they were in her parents’ house.

      It wasn’t even noon when they got to their hotel room, and Kate sank onto the bed with a heavy sigh. She threw herself back against the pillows, thinking about what her mother would say about the dress she was planning to wear and how long until they had to leave.

      “Are you stressing about this already?” Karl leaned against the doorway to the bedroom of their suite.

      “I guess.” She shrugged.

      He moved over to the small bag he’d brought. Without a word, he pulled out both pairs of handcuffs, letting them dangle from his fingers. Kate stared at him in surprise, her mouth curving into a small smile.

      “I packed for us,” she said. “When did you sneak those in?”

      “That’s my secret,” he said, walking towards her slowly, a sexy smile on his lips. “So, is it your turn to be in control?”

      Her mouth went a little dry as she looked up at him. She licked her lips. “Where, uh, where exactly would we put them?”

      Karl looked at the heavy wooden headboard and then
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