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Chapter One

Eavie

The blazing sun reflected off the rippling waters of the lake, almost blindingly, as Eavie stared out the row of windows distractedly. Her eyes had tracked more than a dozen planes taking off and landing at the island airport. Usually, the beautiful vista of the lake and Toronto Island was a serene escape from the harsh blue light of the computer screens she gazed at all day. Today, though, it did nothing to temper the gnawing anxiety that had made a home in her stomach.

Ordinarily, within twenty minutes, she would have finished reviewing the social media schedule for the Toronto Heirs, the city’s minor professional hockey team. Still, ever since she woke up this morning, she hadn’t been able to focus for more than five minutes before her attention went out the window—literally and figuratively.

The waiting was killing her. It had been two weeks since the interview, and she had been warned the process would be long, but they were clear all candidates would hear today by 4:00 PM.

She wanted this position more than anything, determination stoking her drive from the moment the company-wide email landed in her inbox. The contract opportunity to be the executive assistant to the general manager of the Toronto Royals, the Heir’s professional hockey affiliate, had been announced exactly forty-three days and six hours ago. Since that moment, she had been dead set on achieving it—could practically taste it. Nothing could dampen her tenacity to get this promotion, not even when the application number hit two hundred.

That unwillingness to accept the possibility she wouldn’t get it, had kept her pushing through the last few weeks. Now, as the time crept closer and closer to the deadline, the simmering doubt crept in.

Pulling her gaze back to her computer, she noted the time—3:37 PM. It seemed to go by agonizingly slowly today, yet swiftly, too. The minutes ticked by one by one as she willed her phone to ring. No call meant she would get the templated email informing her and the other one hundred and ninety-nine candidates that they didn’t get it.

Sighing, she swallowed down the encroaching pessimistic thoughts. Shaking out her hands, she forced herself to finish her final comments on the social calendar for the month. Thankfully, it was pretty standard for the start of the season, requiring minimal commentary on her part. Lots of promo and charity work for the players. Behind the scenes at practice, walking interviews with management, reels of the guys working out in preparation. As she went through each post, she added reminders and appointments to her boss’s calendar for when the social team would need him.

Hitting send on her email to Imani from the engagement team, her gaze dropped once again to the clock at the bottom of her screen.

3:50 PM.

She clasped her hands together tightly. Resting her elbows on her desk, she brought them to her mouth.

Fuck.

She pulled in a full breath through her nose. The reality that she wasn’t selected clawed at the back of her mind. She had wanted this so badly—wanted to achieve this culminating step in her career.

Blowing the breath back out, she told herself that it wasn’t a big deal. She loved her current job, too, and knew other opportunities would come up.

“Eavie,” her boss, David, called from his office across from her cubicle, startling her out of her revive. “Could you come here?”

Rolling her shoulders back, she shoved her disappointment down. Now was not the time to dwell. She could let her disappointment cycle through her when she got home.

Standing, she smoothed down her pencil skirt before crossing the aisle to David’s door, the sound of her heels softly muffled by the carpet. Stepping through, she forced herself to give him her usual smile.

“Yes,” she answered, stopping just inside.

He waved her forward. “Come on in. Close the door behind you.”

Her nerves jumped into her throat. With shaking hands, she shut the solid wood door, enclosing her in the room. He rarely asked her to close the door when he called her in.

Sitting in one of the chairs across from his desk, she kept her back straight, tucking her hands into her lap so he wouldn’t see them shake. She scanned him, looking for any sign something was wrong. She had worked for him for three years and had learned to read him well.

He sat back in his chair as she settled herself. His curly black hair stuck out at odd angles, as it always did, contrary to the perfectly trimmed beard gracing his wide jaw. Underneath, he looked relaxed—nothing to indicate what this was about. His casual manner and open expression should have put her at ease, but the combination of waiting all day to hear about the promotion, mixed with him calling her into his office, had all her nerves on edge.

Silence stretched between them as she counted her heartbeats, pulsing heavy in her throat. Finally, after what felt like forever, he smiled at her.

“Eavie, how long have you been working with us now?” he asked, tilting his head contemplatively.

She blinked. “Um, about three years,” she answered.

He nodded. “It’s unfortunate,” he commented, looking down at his desk. Her heart ceased to work altogether. “We are going to miss you around here.”

Her entire body froze at his words as he looked back up at her. Was she being fired? Why? Yes, she wanted the opening with the Royals, but not because she was unhappy with her job. She just wanted to take the next step—challenge herself. She had worked so hard over the last few years to prove herself capable.

All at once, her heart began racing, blood pounding in her ears. Calm down, she willed herself. He wouldn’t have said they were going to miss you if they were firing you.

Forcing herself to be logical, she cleared her throat. “I don’t understand,” she said, careful to keep her voice even. She counted her heartbeats as she waited for him to explain.

Three. Four. Five. Six.

Finally, he smiled, his lips pulling wide enough beneath his beard to show his teeth. His brown eyes warmed with the expression. “You got it,” he said.

All the air in her lungs rushed out between her parted lips. She blinked, digesting his words. Adrenaline began pumping through the veins that had iced over only a moment before. Her hands began shaking in earnest as her heart continued to gallop in her chest. It was so loud she was sure David could hear it.

“I…I did?” she stuttered. She didn’t know why she was surprised. Likely, it had more to do with the feeling of finally hearing those words that had her brain taking longer to catch up.

He chuckled at her bewildered look, the sound reverberating in his chest as his massive shoulders shook. David was a big guy who had played goalie for the Kansas City Cyclones. He retired from playing ten years ago and, like most former players, made his way into management.

“Breathe, Eavie,” he said, still laughing.

She couldn’t help the slightly erratic laugh that bubbled past her lips. Heat flooded her cheeks as the full realization sunk in. She dropped her face to her hands, trying to hide her embarrassment and relief.

Oh my god, this was actually happening.

Blowing out a breath, she lifted her gaze back to David, shaking out her arms in an attempt to shed the anxiety that had been plaguing her all day, a face-splitting smile betraying her emotions.

“Congratulations,” he continued. “It’s well deserved. As sad as I am to see you go, I’m very proud of you.”

Her smile softened as her eyes scrunched at his kind words. “Thank you so much. Working with the Heirs has been a great experience. I hope you know that my decision to apply for this had nothing to do with not liking it here. I’m just ready for the next step,” she explained earnestly.

“I know,” he said with a nod. “To be honest, I’m shocked we held onto you for this long. You are far too good at your job not to have been stolen earlier.”

“I just love working for the team, for this organization,” she said, referring to the overarching Royals organization as a whole. “I didn’t want to leave, which is why this opportunity was perfect.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that. They’re lucky to have you,” he said, pride shining in his eyes. “When they called to let me know, I asked if I could be the one to deliver the news.”

“Did they say when they want me to start?”

“Monday,” he answered.

“Monday?” she repeated, surprise making her spine stiffen again. “But that’s in less than a week!”

“Yes, well, the unexpected loss of Sam’s EA has left a bit of a hole in their operations. Another assistant has been covering, but they need the role filled as soon as possible,” he explained. “They’ve already been down a team member for a month. With the season starting, they need you to start right away.”

“Okay,” she agreed, “but what about this job?” If she started with the Royals on Monday, it meant leaving David without an assistant for the start of their season, too.

“It seems like human resources have a solution to that. Apparently, there was a candidate who also applied for the Royals role who they believe is a good fit to take over for you.”

Eavie’s shoulders relaxed, relieved she wouldn’t leave David without support. It wasn’t that he couldn’t handle a few weeks without her, but she didn’t like leaving things uncertain. Her perfectionism and dedication to her job rebelled against the idea of transitioning without adequately passing on the unfinished tasks.

“Got it,” she said, nodding. “Well, I’m glad they have someone lined up. I assume they will be starting right away so I can train them?” Mentally, she was already preparing a handover list and things she would need to train the new EA on.

“That’s the plan. Tabitha is just waiting for you to officially accept the role before they offer your job to the other candidate. If all goes well, she’ll be starting on Wednesday.”

Three days. That was all she was going to have with her replacement. Her mental list suddenly became daunting. Eavie shook off that thought. She would handle it, just like she always did.

“You are going to accept, right?” asked David, pulling her from her thoughts.

“Yes!” she rushed out. “Yes, of course! Sorry, my mind immediately jumped into planning mode.” She laughed, shaking her head.

“Good. You had me worried there for a second,” he joked. “Well, they are waiting for you to sign the paperwork next door. You should do that now. It’s almost the end of the day anyway, and like I said, they want to get this wrapped up right away.”

“Sure,” she answered, her gigantic smile back on her face. She stood up to leave, but paused halfway to the door. Turning, she caught his gaze. “Thank you, David.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said with a friendly wink. “Now get out of here before I change my mind and tell Tabitha I’m keeping you.”

Half an hour later, Eavie pushed through the revolving doors of the Toronto Royals Sports Complex, housing the operational departments of the Royals. The block-sized building also housed the practice arena and the Royal City Arena, known as The Palace, where the Royals played all their games. Her breaths burst from her chest in excited puffs. The warm, late September sun shone through the spotless glass, reflecting the shimmering light she felt radiating inside her. The sweet feeling of accomplishment sizzled through her veins, giving her the best kind of high.

Pivoting on her stilettos, she practically skipped down the busy streets of the downtown core toward the subway entrance. The quick click of her heels translated her jubilation into the world. The sounds of the city swirled around her, but it was more like background noise to the buoyant pulse of her heart in her ears. It all felt so surreal and yet…deserved. She couldn’t believe that only an hour ago, she had been doubting this moment would happen.

The paperwork was officially signed. As of Monday, she formally worked for the Toronto Royals. More specifically, she would be the executive assistant to Sam Morin, the general manager. She felt that everything she had done over the last seven years had led her to this moment.

Taking her phone out of her tote bag, her shaking fingers flew rapidly over the keys as she typed successive, semi-coherent texts to her best friend.


  



  Eavie:


  [image: Icon] Oh my god…Just got the news.


  


  I can’t believe it!


  


  I goyt ut!


  


  **I got it!**


  


  [image: Icon]




  As she slid her phone into her trench coat pocket, she reveled in the feeling of this accomplishment. Another, hopefully final, step in her career complete. If she worked her ass off for the season, proving herself, she just might be offered the permanent role. She’d be damned if she let anything stand in her way of that very last step. Tilting her head up to the cloudless blue sky, she beamed as if she were the main character in a Gary Marshall movie.

Giddiness filled her as the sweet thrill of success swelled in her mouth, her cheeks aching from the smile still plastered on her face.

Hearing her phone chime inside her pocket, she pulled it out to see a response from Joyce.




  Joyce:


  FUCK YES you did lady! [image: Icon] 
Congratulations!



  Mandatory drinks tonight to celebrate!
 No excuses!



  Eavie laughed, not bothering to resist her best friend’s demand. Considering she felt like shouting from a rooftop for the entire city to hear, drinks at their favorite bar seemed like a less embarrassing way to commemorate the occasion.

Neither needed to explicitly say where they would be going. The Spot was their go-to bar down the street from the condo building they both lived in. They had been frequenting the place since before it was trendy.







  Eavie:


  No arguments from me tonight!


  Joyce:


  What time do you want to meet?


  Eavie:


  Does 6pm work??


  Joyce:


  Perfect, see you there!



  Eavie:


  [image: Icon]




  Before putting her phone away, she pulled up her conversation with her twin brother, Eric.




  Eavie:


  Who’s the most brilliant and beautiful woman in your life
 who’s also about to be the EA to the Royal’s GM?
 FaceTime you later so you can witness the ensuing happy dance!


  



  She dropped her phone back into her bag as she bounded down the old, tiled stairs into the subway. It wasn’t quite five, but the subway rush hour was still on summer time. No one was ready to admit that fall had begun spreading it’s fingers through the city. People sneaking out of work early herded through the gates, criss crossing each other in their dash to get home.

Not wanting to miss the train arriving at her platform, Eavie carefully hurried down the escalator, balancing precariously in her high heels on the grated steps, and slipped through the doors as the bells shrilled their closing.

Greeted by the crush of people inside, she shimmied down the center aisle until she found a spot where she could reach the loop hanging from the upper bar. Hugging her bag to her chest with her arm, she clasped the rung above her, catching her balance just in time. The train jolted forward, and the sea of bodies shifted together like a current. Glancing at her watch, she calculated she would have just enough time to run home and change into something less businessy before meeting Joyce.



[image: space]
“Congratulations, you badass bitch!” Joyce exclaimed, seated at their usual high-top table. At Eavie’s arrival, she pulled the cork on a bottle of champagne. The resounding pop was loud enough to hear over the hum of the crowd packing the popular bar to capacity.

Eavie laughed giddily, uncaring about the attention they were drawing. “Ah, thank you!” she said with an excited shimmy of her shoulders.

With one arm, Joyce reached out and drew Eavie into a crushing hug, which, given Eavie’s height of five foot nine, brought Joyce to her shoulder. With the other, she poured two glasses of bubbling champagne.

Joyce was the definition of petite. She was born to be a dancer at only five-foot-four, with a tiny figure and a beautifully elegant carriage. On the outside, she looked like a porcelain doll, but on the inside, she was pure toned muscle and one hundred percent sass.

Her straight, shoulder-length black hair and almond-shaped eyes, so dark that they appeared as black as her tresses, only added to her delicate image. Still, there was absolutely nothing fragile about her personality. Clad in a short black skirt and long-sleeved black bodysuit, she looked as fierce as her temperament. Joyce could party most of the Bay Street Boys in this bar under the table. Her doll-like facade hid the fact that she could chug a beer like a champ.

Handing one flute to Eavie, she said, “To you, my darling, for kicking ass and landing the promotion!”

Eavie’s smile widened as she let out an excited laugh. She raised her glass and clinked it with Joyce’s. She couldn’t douse the stupid smile she’d been wearing since she left David’s office.

“I honestly can’t believe I got the job. There were so many applicants, many more qualified than me,” she said honestly. While she had been dead set on getting the job, it didn’t stop a small part of her from doubting.

Never one to pull punches, Joyce said, “Maybe, but they picked you. Already working for the organization would set you apart,” she observed, pointing a perfectly manicured finger at Eavie. “You have a great reputation there, and you said David gave a recommendation. I’m sure he wasn’t happy at the prospect of losing you, so for him to do that shows you earned it.”

“You never fail to be my hype woman, do you?” Eavie laughed, taking another sip of the crisp, fruity champagne.

“Forever,” Joyce echoed firmly, punctuating the statement with a decisive nod. Her hair shimmered in the low light of the bar as it swayed with the movement.

“Now, I know this night is about me,” Eavie paused, giving Joyce a cheeky smirk, “but I want to hear all the new gossip from the company,” referring to where Joyce danced for the National Ballet and its infamous drama. There was never a dull moment behind those elegant stage curtains. It was probably one of the things Eavie missed the most about working for the National Ballet—real life reality TV.

Joyce returned Eavie’s look with a mischievous one that matched the twinkle shining in her dark eyes. “Oh, do I have so much to tell you!”








Chapter Two

Jax




Jax Morghan leaned his forearms on the upper-level railing inside the trendy bar. The cold iron bit into his muscles as he held a beer carefully between his palms, his gaze roaming the crowded room below. It was so congested with finance bros and women decked out in voguish corporate attire that the place must be close to capacity. The women’s high-waisted, flowy pants made the space between bodies look non-existent in the seductive lighting and matched the taupe-colored slacks all the guys seemed to favor. At least they had left their Patagonia vests at their offices, allowing their different colored shirts to set them apart—if you could call various shades and patterns of blue different.

He observed the patrons below with the same calculating scrutiny he used to size up an opposing player on the ice. He silently judged them as he chatted with Anton Balakin, nicknamed Tony, a veteran defenseman from his team.

Tony was relaying a story about his three-year-old daughter’s latest mischief. As Jax listened, laughing at his description of Analise’s toddler shenanigans, Jax found his gaze returning again and again to the blonde at the back of the room.

He’d been watching her from the moment she’d appeared through the curtained doors, seizing his attention instantly, like a rare blue rose among a field of common red ones. He was so uncharacteristically captivated by her that he couldn’t pull his mind, or eyes, away for more than a few seconds.

From his position on the second floor, he had a clear view of her over the heads of the other patrons. His eyes swept the contours of her face and figure repeatedly, and each time, the only word he could think of to describe her was bombshell. He’d certainly felt like the room had rocked when she’d walked in.

Her golden hair was long and thick, the shiny hue reflecting the soft glow of the filament bulbs hanging from the contemporary light fixtures. As she’d moved through the bar, he’d noticed her long, elegant legs clad in tight black pants, which outlined how tall she was, with a body designed to bring a man to his knees.

When she’d first appeared, he’d watched her glance around the room before her gaze trailed higher to the upper level. For a split second, he hoped she was here to attend their team event. On the heels of that thought was an intense stab of jealousy that stung his chest as he realized that would mean she was a guest of one of his teammates. Before he could analyze the mixed, irrational reactions of excitement and jealousy, the host drew her attention away, and the envy was replaced with disappointment as she was led deep into the bar.

Taking a long sip of his cold beer, Jax tried to shake off the foreign reactions and focus back on the conversation he was having with Anton, but he found his eyes continuing to track her as she moved through the crowd, talking animatedly with the host and waving to servers as she passed by them. She was clearly a regular here, something Jax took note of, though he wasn’t sure why.

Finally, she stopped before a small, dark-haired woman who popped the cork on a bottle of champagne when the bombshell arrived at the table. An air of excitement sparked around them, and based on the smile on the blonde’s face, Jax guessed they were celebrating something. Maybe a birthday or an engagement? He tried to see if she had a ring on her finger, but from this distance, and with her back to him, he couldn’t see her hand clearly enough to confirm. Again, for reasons that escaped him, it bothered him that he couldn’t deduce immediately if she was single.

Regardless, he couldn’t help but watch her as she drank delicately from her champagne flute and chatted with her companion, fascinated with how she focused all her attention on her friend, oblivious to the looks she was getting from the men around her. Her elegant movements, how her smile lit up her face when she laughed, or how her fingers stroked the stem of her glass, transfixed him. He couldn’t remember the last time any woman had captured his attention so fiercely.

It wasn’t that he was ever lonely or lacking in female attention. Jax was a professional athlete. There were always women wanting to be with him. It was just that none of those women had ever seized his attention like this one.

Jax’s recent dating history consisted of casual dinners and hook-ups when he was in the mood for a release or distraction. He was careful to only engage in either with women who understood the limited commitment he was willing to offer and that he was confident he would never feel more than a fleeting interest in. After what happened with his last relationship, Jax had nothing more to offer. What remained of his heart belonged only to hockey.

What disoriented him now was that none of the women he’d dated or slept with came close to holding his attention like the bombshell sitting at the back of the bar. The goddess below seemed to have no idea of the effect she had on everyone around her. The women he dated knew they were beautiful and were happy to soak in the attention it brought them. This woman was either unaware or uninterested in the attention she generated. Whichever it was, it somehow made her more attractive to him.

“Hey, Cap!” called a voice behind him, pulling his attention away from the mesmerizing woman below.

Slightly annoyed at the interruption, Jax glanced over his shoulder and stood up straight as Cole Mitchell, one of his team’s top young wingers, walked up. Holding a glass of amber liquid in one hand, he used the other to clap Jax on the back.

Cole, known affectionately as Coletrain for his habit of singing, had played for the Royals since he was drafted from the Provincial Hockey League six years ago. He was quick on skates and had a knack for being a playmaker, both on and off the ice. With his dark brown hair, clear green eyes, and charming smile, he had a reputation as a player when it came to women. With the team, he was always the first to hype the boys up or keep a mood light when they needed it.

Flashing a mischievous grin, he said, “I was thinking it’s time our distinguished captain made a speech.”

Anton smothered a laugh beside him as Jax gave Cole a dry look. Speaking to groups of reporters came with the job as a professional athlete, and he’d become well-versed in giving the right answers and charming his audience early in his career. However, the image he portrayed to the public and media differed from the one his teammates knew. He considered his team family and never pretended to be other than who he was with them.

Of course, speeches were part of his role as captain, too, but his teammates knew it was the responsibility he enjoyed the least. Jax preferred one-on-one conversations or mentorship. He tended to leave the hyping up to Cole and some more senior players who enjoyed that aspect.

Tonight, however, was their season kick-off party. With rookies joining the team and off-season trades and acquisitions, the team dynamics changed every year. Training together was only one way for them to become a unit, but a team’s true success came from the bonds they formed off the ice. Knowing those you played with was vital to the chemistry of line combinations on the ice.

In the spirit of tonight’s event, the captain was expected to say a few words to kick off the upcoming season. While he knew it was within his responsibilities as captain, Jax couldn’t help but toss the offer over to Cole.

“Figured you might be interested in giving the speech this year, Coletrain,” Jax said, giving him a patronizing smile. “I know how much your role as hype-man means to you. I’d hate to take that away.”

Unfazed by Jax’s attempt to rile him up, Cole shrugged one shoulder casually. “I’m happy to let you take some of the attention tonight. I’m sure plenty of the beautiful ladies here will be happy to soothe my wounded pride,” he answered with a smug smile. Glancing over the side of the railing to the floor below, he continued, “In fact, I’m in the mood for a blonde, and I see several below who might be more than willing to comfort my bruised ego.”

Jax stiffened as the image of Cole with one specific blonde flashed through his mind. Cole’s flippant and sometimes callous view of women rarely bothered him. It wasn’t like he was a saint when it came to them, but as Cole’s gaze swept over the women below, Jax was irrationally pissed at Cole over the mere idea of him with his blonde.

Where the fuck had that come from?

Logically, he knew thinking of her that way was ridiculous, but he couldn’t stop the possessiveness washing over him.

He was saved from having to comment as Anton laughed. “Put a balm on your ego instead,” he said in his Slavic accent. “Tonight’s about the team, not finding some poor girl to stick your cock in.”

Jax couldn’t stop the laugh that burst out at Cole’s crushed expression. It reminded him of a kid who was told he couldn’t have any candy. Relieved his attention had been diverted before he caught sight of the one blonde that seemed to draw every eye, Jax grasped his shoulder.

“Aw, don’t look so sad. We’ll find a way to get you some attention before the night ends. Now that charming a girl into going home with you is off the table, maybe you want to rethink taking over the speech tonight,” he said.

Cole rolled his eyes, but Jax saw the corner of his mouth lift at their teasing. “Nah,” he said, shaking his head, “I know how much you look forward to this every year. I wouldn’t forgive myself for taking it away.”

Sighing, Jax took another long drink of his beer before subtly steering Cole back toward the center of the room and away from the open view below. He knew Cole took his position on the team seriously and wouldn’t abandon the team event, but a part of him wanted to make sure the bombshell stayed off his radar. If Jax was having this much trouble drawing his attention away, he knew Cole wouldn’t be able to resist.

At the center of the room, Jax clapped Cole on the shoulder again before he turned to the faces surrounding him. Every player from their team was gathered tonight, along with invited guests. Most were partners or girlfriends, a few had invited close friends, but since the kick-off party was for the team, invitees were limited.

“All right, everyone,” he called out to the room to garner their attention. “I promise to make this quick so we can get back to having a good time.” A low rumble of laughter filtered through the group. They all knew the real reason this speech would be short.

Dozens of faces focused on him as they turned and shifted until Jax stood in a loose circle. He took a deep breath and looked around at the men that made up this season’s team.

“Welcome to this year’s annual kick-off event and the final party before the season starts. Drink up tonight—it’s your last chance to party for a while.” There were more chuckles around the room as he continued. “It feels great to be back here with you boys, and an honor to be standing in front of you for another year as your captain. First, I’d like to welcome back the players from last year’s roster,” he paused, turning in a circle as he nodded to those men. “I’m looking forward to another season playing beside you. Next, I’d like to welcome our newest players to the team.”

As always, a lot of movement happens during the summer, and traded players had to say goodbye to their teams, finding a way to become part of a new one.

“For our rookies, you are joining a new world—one you haven’t experienced before. This is unlike any league you’ve played in. You may have been the best player on your old team, but here, you are playing with and against the best players in the world. The competition in this league is harder, and the stakes are higher,” he said, continuing his path around the circle.

He held the gaze of each face he turned to as he spoke, letting the weight of his words sink in. It was important to recognize the three different groups that were expected to meld and reshape into a team. For a rookie, this was an exciting new adventure, but for players whose loyalty belonged to another team months or weeks ago, letting go of those allegiances or past grudges generated from years of playing against each other was psychologically challenging and took a lot of discipline.

“Tonight, we become one team. We set the foundation on which our successes or failures will be based. It takes more than memorized plays or a precise shot to be the champions at the end of this season. To truly succeed, we have to become one—one mind, one hand, one team,” he continued as heads nodded in agreement. “So tonight, away from training and the arena, we are going to get to know each other. I know we all live for the game, but your goal tonight is to abandon the usual conversations about the sport and learn who your fellow players are off the ice.

“The Royals had an excellent season last year. We made it to the third round of playoffs but tasted bitter defeat in game six. But this year—with this group—I know we will do it. This is the year we become champions!” he boasted loudly as shouts of agreement rang out from the group around him.

“So,” he said once the excitement had leveled out again, “let’s go out there and kick ass! Cheers!” He lifted his glass as his teammates echoed his words.

Everyone turned their attention back to each other. Jax was drawn into various conversations, his mind snapping back to his responsibilities to the team. As he chatted and laughed with those around him, thoughts of the blonde bombshell downstairs retreated to the back of his mind, at least for a short time.

An hour later, as the party was wrapping up, Jax was making his final goodbye to his teammates who still lingered as he navigated his way to the staircase at the back. He didn’t feel like going home yet, but he also hadn’t been in the mood to go out, as some players had.

Descending the black iron stairs toward the bathrooms, he glanced down at the main floor, his eyes immediately seeking the bombshell from earlier. When he spotted where she had been sitting, he was disappointed she wasn’t there. Shaking his head, Jax wove through the crowds, telling himself the odd feeling in his gut that she was gone meant nothing.





Chapter Three

Eavie

After an hour of gossip and an empty bottle of champagne, Eavie’s cheeks were sore from all her laughing. Getting Joyce to spill about the latest drama from the ballet was never too difficult and generally dominated the conversation, which was more than fine with Eavie. She wasn’t a fan of being in the spotlight. Joyce had tried to keep the focus on her promotion, but she gave in to Eavie’s persuading to dish about the recent drama behind the curtains.

Slipping through the crowd on her way to the bathroom, she was still shaking her head at the ridiculous story about how two of Joyce’s co-workers had been caught in the middle of having sex in one of the props by the stage director, who also happened to be the girlfriend of one of those dancers.

Finishing washing her hands, she pulled her lipstick out of her bag and reapplied a coat of her favorite Chanel Rouge that had since been rubbed off. Stepping back, she used her fingers to fluff her hair before giving herself a once-over in the mirror above the sink.

Her outfit, mixed with the warmth of the alcohol in her veins, made her feel sexy and confident. The heady sensation had her shoulders pulling back a little more as she left the bathroom, retracing her steps down the dimly lit hallway.

Opening her clutch, she swapped her lipstick for her phone. When she turned it to face her, the screen lit up, and a text notification from her brother flashed across the background photo of the two of them from their summer family vacation.





Eric: 

Well, we both know I got all the brains 
of the family, so it can’t be you…




Eavie gasped as laughter bubbled past her lips at her brother’s rude joke. Distracted by his message, she suddenly collided with a solid wall of muscle.

Two large hands shot out, grasping her upper arms to keep her from falling as she rocked backward on her heels. Sparks shot up her arms and spread through her body like a live wire, sending her heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings against her ribs.

“Shit, sorry. Are you okay?” a deep voice asked as strong hands steadied her.

His voice was smooth and rich—like decadent silk caressing her skin. A shiver snaked through her entire body as the hypnotizing sound wrapped around her. Heat radiated through his hands and into her, instantly igniting her body. An ache more potent than she had ever felt formed low in her belly and pulsed with each beat of her heart. His rich scent of musk and citrus was an intoxicating combination, amplifying her reaction and making her hormones flutter out of control. It made her want to lean in and lick him.

Stunned at her intense reaction to this stranger, she stepped back from him, giving herself space. The cool air around them brushed her cheeks, banking the fire burning in her body.

“No, that was my fault. I should have been looking where I was going,” she said, looking up at him. “I should be the one asking if you’re okay.” She laughed breathlessly as her gaze roamed his frame.

God, he was tall. Even with her height and heels, she still had to look up at him. He was well over six feet tall, with strong, broad shoulders and a chiseled jaw shadowed with dark stubble. His hair was a rich, chestnut brown—thick with a bit of a wave and mesmerizing gray eyes the color of a summer storm. In his tight blue button-down, he reminded her of a statue of a Roman warrior come to life. He was, quite possibly, the most devastatingly handsome man she had ever seen.

Oddly, as she stared transfixed into his dangerous gaze, she had an undeniable feeling she somehow knew him. It was ridiculous, of course. Surely, she would remember meeting someone like him. But as she scanned his face again, her mind spun, trying to place where she had seen him.

When he flashed her an irresistible smile, like a siren call, Eavie was helpless to resist returning it.

Uncomfortable with the intense pull she felt from looking into his eyes, Eavie looked down only to be greeted with a view of his chest, which, even covered in a shirt, she could tell was strong and sculpted.

Fumbling for words, she said, “Um…so I hope you are okay.” She laughed again nervously. “No permanent damage?” It was a joke, obviously, since there was no way someone her size could cause this god of a man injury.

He chuckled as he gazed at her, and she swore she could feel the rumble down her spine. “I’m good, I promise,” he said, flashing her a devastating smile. “Though maybe you could give me your number so you can check tomorrow for any bruising.”

“Oh?” Eavie raised one eyebrow. “How would me, giving you my number, accomplish that?” she countered, shocked at how naturally flirting with him came, but completely unable to resist.

“It wouldn’t, but it would give me the chance to ask you to dinner,” he said confidently.

Eavie laughed at the blatant pick-up line. Oh, but he was charming. She didn’t usually go for guys who jumped into flirting so quickly, but from him, it was almost irresistible.

She looked down, biting her freshly painted lips, as her eyes took him in again. There was something so magnetizing about him—an invisible force that made her want to prolong her time in his vicinity.

Looking back up at him through her lashes, she couldn’t stop herself from responding in kind. “Or,” she paused, a coy smile replacing her teeth, “you could just ask me out now.”

He blinked at her, almost as if he wasn’t expecting the line to work. She tilted her head, watching him watch her. It was oddly satisfying to put someone as confident as he seemed off kilter.

Slowly, his smile grew. “Would you say yes?” he asked, batting the question back to her.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, not taking her eyes off his. “I might.”

Slowly, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He paused with it halfway out, his eyes darkening. A smile pulled at his enticing mouth, making her stomach clench with excitement.

What she was feeling was unlike anything she had ever experienced, but instead of heeding the caution bells clanging in her head, Eavie found herself wanting to dive into it headfirst, which was truly unlike her. She thought everything through and made calculated, informed decisions. She did not go jumping off a cliff without knowing what was at the bottom.

Fuck, what was it about him that made her want to do just that?

“How about I buy you a drink instead?” he asked, halting her runaway thoughts. She couldn’t help the surprise that slipped across her features. She smothered it quickly, but not before he saw it. “Not what you were expecting?” he asked, a hint of challenge in his tone.

It called to her—that undertone of a dare. Her competitiveness roared to life as she raised one eyebrow, ready to counter his invitation.

“No,” she said. “But aren’t you here with people?”

He shook his head. “I was upstairs with a group. But the party was ending, and I was on my way out.”

“Oh,” Eavie said, frowning now. “I don’t want to keep you if you have somewhere to be.”

She couldn’t help the disappointment that slashed through her. She was enjoying talking to him, being around him. It hit her with the force of an asteroid. She really wanted to have a drink with him.

“Something tells me I would be an idiot not to cancel every plan I have to have a drink with you,” he said smoothly.

Her heart tripped in her chest. His words struck her deeply as her lips parted in surprise. Suddenly, she was the one off-kilter.

“So?” he asked quietly, eyes taking in her parted lips. They were standing so close his breath fanned over her heated skin.

She glanced past his shoulder. She could just see Joyce seated at their table through the crush of people inside the bar. A rush of guilt hit her. She hadn’t even considered that she was here with her best friend.

Knowing she couldn’t abandon her, she was just about to refuse when Joyce tossed her head back and laughed. Someone in the crowd shifted, revealing the profile of a man standing next to her. He said something that made her laugh again. As Eavie watched, Joyce licked her lips, a telltale sign that she was into him. They were flirting and Joyce was enjoying it.

Maybe she wouldn’t mind. Clearly, she wasn’t lonely. Besides, she had been the one to insist Eavie let loose and celebrate tonight, and God, she really wanted to spend a few more minutes absorbing the addictive feeling of being near this man.

One drink wouldn’t do any harm, and she was enjoying this back-and-forth they had going. It felt good to flirt. She couldn’t remember the last time she had. Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember a time since her previous relationship that she had even been interested in someone.

Her gaze came back to him, and she smiled. “I’d love to,” she said. “I just need to let my friend know. Can I meet you at the bar?”

He flashed her another devastating smile. “Of course, take your time,” he said, turning his body so she could pass.

As she stepped around him, she lightly brushed his muscled chest with her shoulder. Sparks shot down her body, landing in her core. She was so shocked that her gaze flew up to him. His pupils had dilated, nearly overtaking the gray, and she knew he had felt that, too.

Swallowing past her dry throat, she continued back into the bar, dazed from the tidal wave of desire that caused her cheeks to flush.

What the hell was that? What she had felt with that brief contact was close to what was written in books about fated attraction and soulmates. That shit didn’t exist in real life. Had she just been transported into an alternate universe? Was she suddenly inside a Netflix rom-com?

She glanced back over her shoulder, her thick hair creating a curtain to conceal her searching gaze. Just past the waves of gold hanging down her back, she looked back at him, and just as she had hoped, he was watching her walk away.

A playful smile curved her red lips as she caught him looking. It didn’t matter that he had caught her doing the same. She was enjoying the feel of his eyes tracking her through the crowd too much to care.

She turned around just as she reached her table. Slowly, she walked up, not wanting to interrupt Joyce and the guy she was speaking to, but also needing to talk to her—like right now.

This was so unlike her, but the feeling of having a man’s attention, let alone a man who looked like that, pinned to her made her feel…powerful. It was addicting. Five minutes of it, and she was hooked.

“Hey,” she said with a smile as she stopped beside the high-top. Joyce and her companion turned at the sound of her voice. “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she cast an apologetic look at the man, “but can I chat with her for a moment? You can have her back after, I promise.”

The man smiled. “Sure.” He looked at Joyce. “Why don’t I go get us some drinks?”

“That would be great,” Joyce answered, aiming a flirty look in his direction.

When he wandered off, Joyce’s gaze trailed after him. Well, they trailed to one spot in particular, which was shapely in his slacks.

Eavie laughed, and Joyce turned, shooting her a wide-eyed, innocent look. “What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” Eavie said, shaking her head. “Umm, so since you’re busy—” she began, but Joyce cut her off.

“I’m sorry, you were gone for a while and he came and started talking to me. At first, I wasn’t interested, but he’s actually really funny,” she said, turning to look behind her to see where he had gone.

“No, no, it’s fine,” reassured Eavie. “Actually, I was coming to tell you that someone asked to buy me a drink.”

Joyce’s head whipped around so fast that Eavie was surprised she didn’t fall off her chair. “Who?” she demanded, her tone almost shrill with excitement.

Eavie rolled her eyes. It wasn’t like she was a nun or a virgin or anything. Casting her gaze toward the bar, subtly looking for her Roman warrior. About halfway down, she spotted him leaning against the concrete top, one elbow propped on it, making the muscles in his bicep bulge. Heat curled through her belly. He made that simple pose look so fucking sexy.

She took a step closer to Joyce, lowering her voice. “Leaning against the bar, halfway. Dark blue button-down, brown hair.”

With a practiced motion, Joyce draped her arm across the back of her chair, rotating her shoulder so she could surreptitiously scope him out. Eavie kept her face neutral, staring at Joyce’s ear so they wouldn’t both be caught looking.

“Mamma Mia!” Joyce exhaled on a breath. She turned back around, mouth open in amazement. “For the love of God, please tell me you said yes.”

Eavie nodded. “I did.”

Joyce literally squealed, drawing the eyes of almost everyone around her. Instantly, Eavie felt her cheeks heat with embarrassment.

“Oh my god! Stop,” she begged, grabbing Joyce by the shoulders in hopes it would quiet the manic sounds her friend was making.

“Giiiirl,” Joyce said, drawing out the word.

“Do you think it’s a terrible idea?” she asked, suddenly uncertain. She was out of practice, and he was…fuck, he was not someone she wanted to embarrass herself in front of.

“I think it’s the best idea ever,” Joyce encouraged. She took another look behind her. “Damn, he’s hot with a capital H.O.T.” Eavie couldn’t help but agree as she glanced over in his direction.

And he was watching them….great.

Joyce turned back around, smiling mischievously. “Oh my god, you have to go! You haven’t been with a guy in forever, and tonight is your night to celebrate,” she exclaimed, hands clasping Eavie’s wrists excitedly. “You should totally celebrate with some sex, and you should let that man do it.” She emphasized her point with an excited shake of her shoulders.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I just met him.” Eavie laughed. “It’s just one drink. I’m not going to sleep with him.”

Her lips fell into a pout. “Fine. Be boring. Can’t say I’ll be doing the same,” she said smirking, now watching her guy as he returned to the table. Quickly, she looked back at Eavie. “Okay, go—have fun, be responsible, blah blah blah. But if you’re going to leave with him, text me.” She aimed her finger seriously in Eavie’s face.

“I’m not going to leave with him,” Eavie reminded her firmly.

“Never say never,” Joyce threw back.

Eavie was about to argue, but she caught sight of her Roman warrior again, still leaning against the bar, stormy eyes watching her. Okay, maybe she shouldn’t say never.

“Hey,” she said quickly to Joyce before the other guy returned. “Teeth.” She pulled her lips back to reveal them.

“All clear,” she confirmed. “Enjoy.” She gave her a wink as Eavie turned, sliding through the crowd toward the bar.

She had to weave her way there, making her approach slow. She felt his eyes on her the entire time, tracking her progress. It was heady, feeling that heavy gaze on her face, her shoulder, her legs. It seemed crazy, but she swore she could feel the path his eyes traveled. The part of her brain that was enjoying it far too much encouraged her hips to sway just a little more with each step.

Finally breaching through a group dressed in suits, she was back within a few feet of him. His scent hit her first, drawing her closer, his pure magnetism squashing any rational part of her that screamed to be careful.

That voice, the one that told her she should pay attention, analyze the situation, and think before she acted, was drowned out by the part of her that she never, ever let come out and play.

She smiled almost shyly when she reached him, moving to stand in the small gap between his body and the person behind her. He mirrored her when she did, turning so they were almost chest-to-chest.

“What can I get you to drink?” he asked, his voice low and thick.

“White wine, please,” she answered, eyes scanning his face and shoulders when he turned to give the bartender their order.

Her fingers itched, wanting to trail them up the back of his neck and feel if his hair was as thick and silky as it looked.

For fuck’s sake, girl. Get a grip—you are just having a drink with him. You will not jump him in the middle of a crowded bar.

Blinking, she tore her eyes away as he handed her a glass filled with a buttery-colored wine. She smiled her thanks as she took it.

“Cheers,” he said, lifting his beer so she could clink hers against it.

“Cheers,” she echoed softly, taking a small sip.

The rich, creamy flavor of the wine exploded in her mouth, and her tongue darted across her lips to catch a runaway drop. His eyes watched the movement, his chest expanding on a deep inhale. They were standing so close that it brushed hers, rubbing against her overly aroused nipples. The sensation sent excited shivers through her.

She cleared her suddenly thick throat, her entire body on edge with the desire that pulsed through her.

“So, what are you celebrating tonight?” he asked after a few heartbeats of silence.

Her brow scrunched as she blinked at him, head tilting in confusion. How did he know they were celebrating something?

At her confused look, he continued. “I’ve been watching you,” he said, nodding toward where she had been sitting with Joyce.

She glanced over to where he indicated before her eyes focused on him again. “You were watching me?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

His throat bobbed with a swallow. “I mean, I wasn’t watching you. That didn’t come out right,” he stammered, running a hand through his hair. “What I meant was that you were drinking champagne when you got here…” He obviously realized that his words proved he had been watching her. “Fuck, okay, none of this is coming out right. I’m just going to stop talking now.”

She chuckled throatily, completely charmed by him. She should have found it weird that he’d been watching her all night, but she couldn’t help but be flattered. This incredibly handsome, fit, confident guy had been focused on her tonight despite being here to attend a party.

Taking pity on him, she laid her hand on his arm. It was warm and firm beneath her fingers, and she had to stifle a sigh at the contact. “You’re right,” she said, looking into his eyes. “I am celebrating something tonight.” Drawing her hand away, she immediately missed the contact. “I got some good news today.”

“What about?” he asked.

She turned her head, watching her fingers toy with the stem of her wine glass. “About a promotion at work,” she answered.

“Congratulations,” he said, resting his elbow on the bar top again. He leaned closer, and with the sheer size of him, it felt like he was enveloping her. He surrounded one entire half of her body. “What do you do?”

She turned her head slightly. With him leaning against the bar, their lips were almost level, and she couldn’t stop her gaze from dropping to his mouth. It was wide, with a full bottom lip perfect for biting.

“I’m an assistant,” she answered, thinking through the fog of her wayward thoughts.

She was careful with how much she revealed. The anonymity of who they were made her bold and more willing to let go of her tightly held control for the night. As soon as that ended, the moment would be broken, and she would once again be who she truly was. For one night, she just wanted to be no one. She just wanted to be with him with no pretenses. Thankfully, she still had enough control over her hormones that she could heed that advice, courtesy of the minimal rational brain cells she had left.

He reached up and tucked a stray strand of her hair behind her ear, his fingers brushing her cheek and jaw as he pulled them away. The move was smooth, designed entirely to let him get that small amount of contact. Another shiver racked her entire body, settling in her toes.

His fingers were a little rough, the pads calloused. It was so at odds with the rest of him. He was good-looking enough to be a model and certainly in good enough shape for it, too. But then again, he wasn’t just gym-fit. He was muscular, the type that told her he used his body daily. It aligned with the roughness of the calluses on his hands.

Then there was the scar, about an inch long, just at the right corner of his mouth. It was straight and infinitesimal. She could only see it because she was standing so close. It gave his otherwise angelic appearance a slightly devilish look.

Roman warrior, indeed.

When she first ran into him, she assumed he worked in finance or some other business, like most of the patrons here. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

She opened her mouth to ask, her curiosity getting the better of her, when the person behind her bumped her back, causing her to fall a step forward and right against his hard body. She let out a soft breath as his arms wrapped around her, enveloping her again with his heat and scent. Leaning back, she stared into his eyes, the gray irises deep pools that she wanted to drown in. Her body hummed from the contact, practically purring with a need to rub herself against him.

“We need to stop running into each other like this,” he said, a satisfied smirk on his mouth. She couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled up. “You alright?”

She nodded, turning to look behind her. “Oops,” said the small woman. “Sorry.”

Eavie acknowledged her apology with a slight nod, standing and taking a step back from him. “It’s okay,” she answered. Turning back around, she said, “That’s two bruises now.” She laughed breathlessly, still feeling the effects of the full-body contact. Before she could stop the lunacy of her next words, they tumbled out. “You got a drink with me as retribution for the first. What can I give you for the second?”

His smile turned wicked as the words fell from her mouth. Internally, she was stunned. She couldn’t believe she had let that thought slip out. Now, she couldn’t take it back. Even worse, the little devil in her didn’t want to.

“I have a few ideas,” he murmured, watching her as a blush built on her cheeks.

Looking away, she picked up her wine and took a large gulp. “So,” she said, needing to change the subject. She was already hot enough that if she kept looking into his intense, heated gaze, it might have her combusting on the spot. “Where are you from?”

He chuckled, seeing through her, but kindly obliged her question. “Toronto,” he answered. “Well, Newmarket originally. I lived in Chicago for a few years before moving back.”

“Did you like it there?” she asked.

His face shuttered, eyes looking down at his beer now. Gone was the heat in his gaze and the smile that melted her insides. It was only for a heartbeat, maybe two before it disappeared, but she had seen the change.

“For a time,” he said, his voice quiet. “But I prefer it here. Toronto is home for me.” He flashed his smile again, but she could see it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

Her heart flipped at the almost sad look she had seen, no matter how brief. She ached to see him smile like he had been a few minutes ago.

Her hand lifted of its own accord, fingers stroking the edge of his hair just above his ear. He pulled in a breath as her nails carved valleys in the strands. A moan rose in her throat. It felt exactly as she had hoped—soft and silky, but she swallowed the sound before it reached her lips.

“What’s your favorite thing about Toronto?” she asked, focusing on what he had said about it being home.

This time, his smile brought light back into his gray eyes. “The aquarium,” he answered.

She huffed a laugh. “Really? Out of everything available here, the aquarium is your favorite?” Eavie asked.

He nodded, his chest rumbling with his own laugh. “I find it quiet, peaceful. It’s somewhere where I can go and think.”

“I’ve never been,” she admitted.

His eyebrows shot up his forehead. “You’ve never been to the aquarium?” he asked, shocked.

She shook her head. “Nope,” she answered, taking another sip of her wine. The glass was almost empty. Disappointment settled in her chest. She had agreed to only one drink, but the longer she spent with him, the more she didn’t want the moment to end. “I’ve honestly never thought of going.”

“That’s crazy,” he said, laughing. “The aquarium is so fun. You need to go.”

She smiled at him. “Since you make it seem so relaxing, I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Good,” he said, taking a drink of his beer. “Okay, your turn. What’s your favorite thing about the city?”

“The food,” she answered immediately.

He laughed. “Interesting. What’s your favorite place to eat?”

She racked her mind, trying to decide among all her favorites. Finally, she asked, “Have you ever been to Luna’s Kitchen?” He shook his head. “Ugh, they have the best tacos in the city. You have to try them.”

He leaned closer to her, his breath fanning her lips as he spoke. “Only if you go with me.”

Her heart tripped in her chest at his closeness. Her mind fogged over as her senses were flooded with him. He consumed her vision as his musk and citrus scent settled in her throat. God, he smelled so good.

All thought left her as she tried, and failed, to form words. His gaze roamed her face, no doubt seeing the effect he was having on her. All she could manage to do with him this close was nod her head.

Later, she would realize that she had just agreed to go out with him, but right now, she couldn’t think beyond the single thought screaming in her mind.

Kiss me, her inner voice begged. She drew in a shuddering breath as the idea of it consumed her. She wanted to kiss him, wanted him to kiss her, more than she ever had before. Looking into his eyes, she hoped he read the feelings swirling through her—hoping he felt the same.






Chapter Four

Jax


She was so beautiful. Her bright blue gaze looked up at him from beneath thick lashes. Her cheeks were brushed an enticing shade of pink, telling him she was feeling exactly what he was. Through her eyes, he could see her want, or at least he hoped that’s what he saw.

As she spoke, he couldn’t help but watch her full, lush mouth move. He wanted to know what it felt like beneath his own—wanted to learn what she tasted like. It had taken every ounce of his self-control to keep his focus on their conversation and stop himself from leaning in and taking a sip from them.

He’d fought to keep control, mostly because he enjoyed talking to her. He wasn’t sure if she knew who he was or not. It had given him pause earlier when she’d been so quick to suggest he ask her out. He’d thought maybe she knew exactly who he was and was just another woman who chased after professional players. But after a few minutes of speaking with her and the open way she looked at him, his instincts told him she didn’t know, and it was refreshing.

He liked that she was unaware he was a professional hockey player, that he didn’t have to worry she was only after one thing. He’d dealt with puck bunnies since he was old enough to date. Sometimes, he enjoyed what they were offering, but most of the time, he couldn’t shake the sense that they were using him. It was enough to make him avoid them as much as possible.

Now, all he could think about was melding his lips to the stunning woman in front of him, opening her to him, and exploring her with his tongue.

Slowly, he took a step closer, eliminating any space that had remained until now. When she didn’t pull back, he leaned down, brushing the fingers of one hand against her jaw. The soft skin seemed to vibrate against him, like tiny currents of electricity passing between them. Her eyelids drooped as her mouth parted slightly. She swayed toward him, and that was all the invitation he needed.

Lightly, he brushed his lips against hers and nearly moaned at the feel of them. She let out a soft gasp, and that was all it took to snap his tightly wound control.

He dropped his mouth to hers fully, pressing their bodies tight as he savored her. She tasted sweet and spicy—like honey and ginger, mixing into the most delicious flavor he had ever sampled.

She moaned, and the sound sent a rush of blood straight to his cock. He wrapped one arm around her waist, pulling her closer. His other tilted her jaw up to get a better angle on her mouth.

He ran his tongue along the seam of her lips, and she instantly opened to him. He delved inside, learning every part as she tangled her tongue with his. Even as he took, she fought back and that small rebellion of control had his mind exploding.

An elbow dug into his back, returning a fraction of his mind to reality. Slowly, he pulled away, disconnecting their mouths. She whimpered at the loss, and his arm tightened around her, wanting her to know he wasn’t letting her go.

They were standing in the middle of a crowded bar. He wanted more of her—so much more, but he didn’t want to make out with her surrounded by all these people. It would take only one person to recognize him and snap a photo for this moment between them to be publicized.

Quickly, he looked around, searching for somewhere more private. His gaze snagged on the hallway to the bathrooms where they had first met. It would be far less crowded, and the lighting darker. The shadows would provide some privacy.

He looked back down at her. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes had turned dark beneath desire-hooded lids. His lips pulled into a smile as he gazed at her with so much need.

“Come with me,” he said, his voice low and gruff. He removed his arm from around her waist, holding his hand out to her.

In a daze, she took it. He wrapped his fingers around her, her hand effectively swallowed by him. Turning, he tugged her through the crowd, moving as quickly as possible toward his destination. He hoped she wouldn’t come to her senses and pull away before he got her into the hallway.

Stepping around another couple who looked like they were flirting heavily, he crossed through the archway. The stretch in front of him grew darker as he pulled her down, not stopping until they reached the very end.

Gently, he released her hand, placing both of his on her hips. Turning her, he walked her the last few steps until her back hit the wall. Leaning down, he brushed his lips against her cheek, skimming down to her jaw and up toward her ear.

Her breathing turned ragged, each pull of air making her chest expand and retract. He could feel it brush against him, the rhythm matching his accelerated heartbeat.

Lips grazing the shell of her ear, he said, “If you want me to stop, just say stop.” She shivered in his arms, but gave him no confirmation. “Okay?” he prompted, needing to know she understood. She nodded quickly, hands coming up to rest against his chest. “Good girl,” he growled.

She moaned, curling her hands into fists in his shirt. Tugging, she pulled him back to her, lifting onto her toes as she drew his mouth to hers. With precision, she connected their lips again. He used his body to cage her against the wall, one hand trailing around to press against her lower back as his other delved into her hair.

Fuck, this woman was pure fire. She ignited the gasoline of need in his veins, licking its way down his spine and burning a hole in his gut. He felt himself harden in his slacks, aching to feel her. He pushed his hips against her, rocking as his tongue plundered her mouth.

She gave just as much as she took. For every stroke of his tongue, she gave one back. For every squeeze of his hand against her body, she squeezed back. Her hands roamed across his shoulders, chest, and abs. When they reached his waistband, she tugged, pulling him impossibly closer before she moved them around and stroked up his back.

He groaned into her mouth, hand clenching in her hair. He tugged gently, tilting her head back to pull his mouth from her lips to skim down her neck. He nipped and sucked at the sensitive flesh, urged on by her needy moans.

“Fuck, baby,” he murmured against her skin. “You taste so good.”

“Yes,” she breathed, hands tugging at his hair.

He let her pull him back up, where he kissed her with a ferocity that even surprised him. He’d never had this sort of response to any woman before. The explosive chemistry he felt with her was shocking, yet he couldn’t get enough.

Running his hand down her side, he gripped the back of her thigh, lifting it to wrap around his hip. The angle allowed him to press his aching cock against the sweet spot between her legs, making
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