
  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Sloane St. James

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact SloaneStJamesWrites@gmail.com.

      The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

      
        
        Editing by Dee Houpt | www.deesnoteseditingservices.com

        Formatting by Mallory Kent | thenuttyformatter@gmail.com

        
      

      

      1st Edition 2023

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Strong and Wild Playlist

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Enjoyed Reading?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STRONG AND WILD PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shadow (feat. IRO) - Macklemore

        S.L.U.T. - Bea Miller

        Higher - The Score

        Look Who’s Cryin’ Now - Jessie Murph

        Sleepless - Dutch Melrose

        Promises – EMO

        Blind Spot - Saint Chaos

        Breakfast - Dove Cameron

        Slow Motion - Charlotte Lawrence

        I Hope Ur Miserable Until Ur Dead - Nessa Barrett

        Fade Into You - Mazzy Star

        Harder To Breathe - Letdown.

        Demons - Marlhy

        Somebody I F*cked Once - Zolita

        Ghost Town - Layto, Neoni

        Can’t Sleep - K.Flay

        Mad Hatter - Melanie Martinez

        Slow Down - GRAE

        Fire Up The Night - New Medicine

        Storm - Honors

        Villain Era - Bryce Savage

        Bad Things - MGK with Camila Cabello

        Buzzkill - MOTHICA

        Dark Side - Bishop Briggs

        Over My Head - Judah & The Lion

        Drinking with Cupid - Voila

        Dandelions - Ruth B.

        Opposite of Adults - Chiddy Bang

        Tribulation - Matt Maeson

        Horns - Bryce Fox

        Mad Hatter - Melanie Martinez

        Kryptonite (Reloaded) - Jeris Johnson

        Where’s My Love - SYML

        Easier to Say - Grady

        La Di Die - Nessa Barrett feat. Jxdn

        Serotonin - Call Me Karizma

        Control - Halsey

        Pull the Plug - VIOLA

        Someone to You - BANNERS

        Everything’s Sweet - Kai Straw

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those who think praise and degradation

        go together like anal sex and aftercare.

      

      

      

      
        
        This one’s for you.
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      “Come on, Kucera. Let’s see what you got.” Sully knows what I’ve got. I’ve been running these same fucking small-area drills with them all offseason. I’m at the point where I just want to play. I’ve done all I can, but I need experience playing a live game. I’ve had some ice time in preseason, but tomorrow is my first game. My first real, legit NHL game—and I’ve got shifts.

      Lee “Sully” Sullivan is a natural captain since he’s, without a doubt, the dad on our team. We’ve got the nets spread about thirty feet apart as we skate figure eights around them. I work defense, he works offense. My game has improved since starting with the team last spring. Today, I’ve held my own against him, and I can tell he’s pleased. Sully is huge at six feet, five inches and the classic blond all-American hero hockey player. He’d probably be a pretty boy if it weren’t for his intimidating size. Dude looks like a damn Viking. There are a lot of talented guys on the team. I’m shocked this is my life now. I looked up to these guys in high school, and now we’re running drills together.

      Growing up, I had jerseys for Sullivan and Barrett Conway. They’ve played side by side for fifteen years, and their friendship goes back further than their playing careers. Both guys are bachelors, but from what I’m told, neither mess around nor party too hard with the fans. At least not anymore.

      Nowadays, Camden “Banks” Teller is the Lakes’ playboy. Banksy is closer to my age at twenty-four. He’s a shameless womanizer and seems to enjoy picking fights. An absolute arrogant fuck but seems nice enough. Banks is one of those guys that grows on you, unlike Lonan, who I’ve liked since day one.

      Lonan got married this past summer and won’t shut up about it, he’s always in a good mood. The rest of the team told me about his wife—that might have been the craziest story I’ve ever heard. Glad he’s in love, but I’ll probably run more with the Sullivan and Conway crowd. I don’t have time for women.

      Having just been signed, I need to make sure I have my shit together. I’m expected to earn my number every time I step on the ice, every game this year will be a tryout. As a rookie I get a one-year, one-way contract. Three hundred sixty-five days to prove I’m worth signing a second season. I can’t let anything get between me and my career, not after I’ve worked so hard to get here. Being the best in high school, D-1, minors, it’s all led me to this. I put endless hours on the ice practicing and don’t have much of a personal life because of it, but I made it. I’ve always wanted to play for the Lakes—this is my dream.

      It’s why I need to keep my head down and stay focused—also why the only woman I plan to focus on is Queen of Tarts. She’s perfect for me. Killer body, a sweet personality, and I have no idea who she is. She’s usually wearing some ’50s housewife apron around her waist and nothing else. For only ten dollars a month I can watch her bake almost nude and chat with her about her day. It gives me something to jerk off to, and I get a little social interaction outside of the team. She’s guaranteed not to be a distraction since we’re strangers, and I get to spend time with her whenever it works for my schedule. Could I go out and fuck randos? Absolutely. The guys would give me hell for paying for nudes, but I can’t beat the convenience.

      “Kucera, what the fuck?” Sully yells after I miss the puck. Shit, if a woman I’ve only gotten off to through a laptop screen has got me missing passes, there’s no way I could handle bunnies. Focus, Rhys.

      We run passes and line skate for the next half hour before it’s time to wrap up. When I walk into the locker room, it hits me—the next time I lace up, it’ll be for a game.
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        * * *

      

      I log in to my Followers account and see her username on the side—Queen of Tarts. I click on the sexy redhead and scroll through some of her latest photos. Most are of shit she baked, which is surprisingly eye-catching. Some of her creations more closely resemble art than they do something one would eat. But if I could pick between the two, I’d rather eat from her pussy than her plate. I scroll through a few of her pictures—some tasteful nudes. She likes to get a little kitschy sometimes with whipped cream and melted chocolate covering her nipples. Her tits are unreal.

      Last week, I overheard some of the guys talking about the website, Followers, and that you can subscribe to different people, some are athletes or Olympians, others are just everyday folks, and often you get access to nudes, videos, or live streams you wouldn’t find anywhere else. A couple of the guys are thinking of starting their own accounts. You shell out a few dollars a month and in return get a private view into the life of whichever content creator you fancy.

      I decided to see what the fuss was about. When I joined, there was a list of the newest creators on the left side of the screen, and the username Queen of Tarts stood out to me. After clicking, she had me hooked. My wallet was out, and there I was signing up as her first subscriber. There was no need to continue window shopping after seeing the merchandise.

      We chat a lot. We had a lot of one-on-one time as she grew her following. Thankfully, the distance keeps us apart or she’d be irresistible. She’s cool as hell. But I rely on our “relationship” to be online only, this way she doesn’t interfere with my job. We have good chemistry as friends, often there’s flirting involved. And I almost always get off during her cam sessions. She doesn’t show her face, it’s only neck down. But it’s one great neck down. I don’t stalk her page every second, but she usually gives a cooking tutorial every Tuesday. And well . . . it’s Tuesday. And I’ve got nowhere else to be.

      A notification pops up saying she’s live. I’m the first viewer. Until someone else joins, this is a private show. She moves around a kitchen wearing a frilly pink half apron with bright-red cherries. It looks like something June Cleaver would wear, which is why it’s so hot. The flesh-colored sleeve on her right arm covers up tattoos, I assume. She explains that today she’s making French macarons. I’m already salivating.

      “Looks like it’s you and me today, Hat Trick Swayze.”

      It’s a stupid nickname I earned in college.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Nice cherries. New apron?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Why, thank you for noticing. I found it at a thrift shop last week for a dollar! Can you believe that?”

      God, she’s cute. I send a twenty-dollar tip with the note: Apron Fund.

      Her laugh plays through my laptop speakers—she has an incredible laugh—that’s what I was hoping my twenty would buy, and it worked. I still don’t quite understand why it does something to me, but it does. It’s not like me to want to make a woman laugh or get her to like me. I couldn’t care less.

      “I’ll be sure to pick one out just for you, then, thank you.”

      I can hear her smile, but I wish I could see it. I’m already attracted to her voice. It literally gets my dick hard. My cock strains against my zipper.

      This is how I get off these days. It’s better this way. Even if I gave a woman the time of day, I’m a shitty boyfriend. As soon as things start to get serious, I burn it to the ground. I’m not relationship material. Hockey is my wife, and I’m her faithful husband. There’s no way I’m about to throw away this opportunity by partying and fucking it all up. I’ve made enough mistakes in life, and I’ve been known to self-sabotage. But that’s what makes Queen of Tarts so advantageous. She keeps me on track but gives my mind something to indulge in on the side. It’s intimate and feels more personal than porn.

      Even if I found a girl for the night, I like things rough. I can get off in the missionary position, but I’d rather wrap my hand around her neck and whisper dirty things in her ear while I do it. However, when you grow up in a small town in Maine, most of those women want someone gentle and sweet. They want a rural boy next door that will bring them daisies and change the oil in their car. Someone they can bring home to mom and dad and take to church on Sunday. I can play the part, but that’s all it is—an act. I’m done acting. Until I find a woman who can match my level of wickedness, I’d rather fuck my hand than go through that song and dance again.

      “One time in college, my girlfriend and I had a final coming up, and we needed to ace our meringue practical. Our macarons were absolute shit. So we stayed up all night making hundreds of these little guys, and by early next morning, we had them down pat. They were divine. The trick is getting the consistency right. You want it smooth like honey, like this.” She holds up the beater attachment and shows the blush-pink batter drizzling off like . . . well, honey. She scrapes the side of the bowl with a spatula and transfers it into a piping bag.

      As soon as she starts piping, her tits squish together, and the suggestive placement of her piping bag is enough for me to palm my erection. I grab the lotion and envision her down on her knees for me. What I wouldn’t give to see her lips right now so I could add them to my fantasy. I do the best I can with my imagination.

      “I got a new neighbor not long ago, so I’m making these to welcome them to the building.”

      Lucky fucker.

      “Think it’s too pretentious?”

      I type with one hand to respond.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: It’s definitely on its way to pretentious.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. But they’re homemade, so I feel like that brings it back down a notch.”

      She turns around, facing her white bedsheet backdrop. Not sure why it’s there, as if anything behind her could distract someone watching her fantastic ass. My hand pumps faster. I imagine taking her from behind, pulling her hair, and making her cheeks as red as the cherries on her apron as she begs for mercy. She does something different today, she bends a little more exaggerated and arches her back, giving me a quick shot of her pussy. Fuck me.

      “Since it’s just us . . . and because sugar daddies that buy me aprons get a little extra.”

      I’ll buy her a hundred aprons if it gets me another shot of that. I type one-handed.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Oh, I’m your sugar daddy now?

      

      

      

      

      

      “The position is open if you want to fill it.” She laughs.

      I’d like to fill her in a few positions.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Nah. But, I like the way Daddy sounds on your lips.

      

      

      

      

      

      “That’s going to be a tough sell. I’m usually the one in control.”

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Oh, you’re a little hellcat, huh?

      

      

      

      

      

      That excites me. The thought of another top submitting has always turned me on. Maybe she’s a switch . . . She rests her elbows in front of the camera, giving me a terrific view. They aren’t too big or too small—each one a perfect handful. She’s curvy in the best way.

      “Maybe. I don’t know if you could handle me . . .”

      She steps outside the camera frame, and cupboards are opening and closing. I presume she’s gathering more ingredients. I close my eyes as her words replay in my mind until the pressure builds inside me. My balls draw up, and I grip my desk as I visualize shooting my cum into her open mouth. Goddamn.

      Normally I feel like an asshole for making her play depraved roles in my fantasies. But her having a little kink herself has made for a much more guilt-free orgasm.

      She’s trying to bait me with that suggestive comment. And it works.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Maybe you just haven’t found someone who can handle you? Do you know your limits? How much could you take?

      

      

      

      

      

      When she steps in front of the camera again, I can tell she’s reading my response. My head cocks to the side when I notice her breathing pick up. Interesting. She inhales like she’s about to speak but then another user joins the live video, and her chest relaxes as she clears her throat.

      “I was wondering when you were going to show up, BigGuy69,” she says cheerily.

      
        
          
            
              
        HatTrickSwayze: Have a good afternoon, Hellcat.

      

      

      

      

      

      Closing out of the window, I send her the max tip for her time and jump in the shower to clean up.

      Around seven o’clock, I receive a text from one of the boys.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jonesy: Heading out to Top Shelf around 9. You in?

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m tempted. It’s literally the bar below my apartment. But drinking can be a slippery slope. Instead, my fingers type out a lie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Nah, still sore from drills. But thanks for the invite.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jonesy: You’re going to have to party with us eventually, rookie.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s right, but I will avoid temptation for as long as I can. Scrolling through the food delivery app, I pick out my dinner—tonight I’ll be dining on Vietnamese takeout. With freshly washed hair and a pair of sweatpants, I flop on the couch and turn on ESPN to zone out until my food gets here.

      When I hear the knock, I reach for my wallet on the table and pull out some cash. Opening the door, he gives me the heavy brown paper bag as I hand him the tip. I nod my thanks. My stomach growls, and the warm paper bag feels like the promise of delicious MSG and chicken. But before stepping back into my apartment, I notice something sitting on the floor outside my door. It’s a rectangular bakery box with a Post-it Note stuck on the top.

      
        
        Welcome to the neighborhood! –1B

      

      

      It’s French macarons.
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      Hat Trick Swayze. Swoon.

      We share a personal intimacy exclusive from the other men paying to see me naked. It always feels like there’s something there, so, if I’m being honest, yeah, I may have a small crush. But I’ll never admit it. Crushing on a subscriber seems sad, even for me. It’s probably the result of me being lonely and trying to force that role onto him so he can fulfill the needs my life is lacking. It’s like me masturbating to him, except I’m finger-fucking my heart, not my vagina. I should schedule an extra therapy session this week.

      He could be anybody. It’s ridiculous to become so attracted to an online personality I’ve never seen before, but I can’t help it. I’ve gotten so used to chatting with him every time I set up a live feed. I still haven’t made many friends since the move, unless you count bar regulars, and so my mystery follower has become a close friend.

      Clicking my Followers stats, I check my incoming tips and subscriber counts. Oh my God, that last pay-per-view session earned $680! Not bad for my eleventh baking show. These paid-per-views bring in almost as much money as the monthly subscription payout. The majority of my subscribers were earned by posting campy photos of me baking nude. But, let’s be honest, it wasn’t really baking, it was playing with caramel and wearing a micro apron. I could be building a car engine and as long as there’s sugar on my tits, they’ll be blabbering that my crème brûlée looks delicious. And it is.

      To be fair, a lot of the money is thanks to Hat Trick Swayze, who sets the bar high at the beginning of every video. Men hate being outdone by one another, and everybody wants to be a teacher’s pet. If I can keep the funds coming in, I’ll be able to afford the commercial space even sooner than anticipated. I need about $150,000 to submit my proposal, make the renovations, and afford the first couple of months’ rent. I would have gotten a business loan, but being fresh out of college with zero collateral doesn’t get you far with the bank. Who knew?

      The building I’ve got my eye on houses a dilapidated bar and grill that’s on its last legs. The health inspector barely gave them a passing grade last month, and I suspect the owners will be closing their doors soon. I want it. But that means I need to get my cash together fast so I can swoop in before someone else does. The inside is a dump, but the location is phenomenal, and it’s the perfect spot for my bar and patisserie mash-up—Sugar & Ice. Everyone rolls their eyes at trendy bars, but this idea has been in the works for too long, and I’m not giving up on it so easily.

      My commercial space—and it is mine—shares a street with one of the most popular craft breweries in the city, Citra Brewing Co. Which leaves me with an opening for partnership opportunities on special drinks and themed pastries. I know they have a blonde ale that would pair nicely with a bright tangy lemon tart. If I could get some to-go items set up to sell at their taproom, then it might send some of their customers my way. My business plan is more focused on cocktails, but I’m not against tapping a few of their kegs behind the bar if it gets me in with Citra and their patrons.

      In addition to the brewery, it’s within walking distance of a theater and two enormous creative advertising firms—that’s my ideal clientele. Upscale cocktails with handcrafted desserts on the side. They eat that shit up. Location, location, location. But for this to work, I will first need the capital to bring that dump up to the level of excellence required to succeed. It has to look expensive.

      I close my laptop and put my clothes back on. Next, I take down the hanging sheet that serves as my backdrop—along with a cheap strand of twinkle lights—and turn the temperature in my apartment back up. The lower temps keep my nipples perky, and I notice it pays out better when I do. Although, there was a heated moment during today’s recording session. Mr. Swayze really got to me. I’m probably just hard up for a good, solid dicking—or it’s him. I’ve never gotten turned on while baking nude on camera for people, but there’s something about him, and I get this weird fluttery feeling every time I see his username.

      The mixing bowls clank as I set them in the sink with the piping bags to start on dishes. As I scrub, I look over at the yummy French macarons I just finished. They turned out beautiful. I can’t keep eating all these baked goods by myself, but I can give them to whoever moved into 2B across the hall a few weeks ago. That’s what good neighbors do, right? You’re probably supposed to do this right after the person moves in, but whatever.

      After pulling out one of the brown bakery boxes in my cupboard, I neatly arrange the strawberries-and-cream macarons with their flawless eggshell finish. Then I scribble a little welcome note and slap it on the top.

      Yeah, I baked them naked, but I wore a hairnet and kept my hands clean.

      So far, they are awesome neighbors. Quiet, no parties. Still haven’t seen them in the hall yet, so they must keep a weird schedule. I quietly step into the hallway and set the box next to the doormat.
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        * * *

      

      The pile of clothes I have folded is pitiful. I need to go shopping for some new items. I like fashion, but every penny needs to go toward my new venture. And a new sofa. Last night when I sat down, the whole corner gave out, the main board that runs underneath snapped in half. In half.

      When I’m done bundling socks, I gather them in my arms and walk to the other side of the room so I can shoot them into the laundry basket one by one. Five out of seven is pretty good for me. Sports have never been a natural talent.

      Walking to put my clothes away, I hear the snick of my neighbor’s door open. Curiosity gets the better of me, I rush to the door and check the peephole.

      That’s him?

      The guy standing at the door accepting a food delivery is shirtless, wearing only sweatpants. Gray sweatpants. They hide nothing—and homeboy is packing. If that thing was any bigger, he’d need it registered as a weapon. I’d let him beat me with it.

      Roll, roll, roll his meat gently down my throat.

      I’m gross.

      He’s tall with chiseled abs and could cut glass with that jawline. Damn, my neighbor is fine. I want to sit on his pretty face. He’s gorgeous with a tiny bit of scruff, and paired with his hair cropped short, it looks like he just came off an Army deployment—or at least one filmed on a Hollywood set. He’s too hot to be anything except a model or actor. He looks like trouble. Thick, throbbing trouble.

      His steely, hooded eyes catch on the brown box I placed at his door earlier. Ohmygod, ohmygod. When he bends over, I get a peek at his back, there’s some serious ink back there. He looks unimpressed when he picks it up. But when he opens it, his full lower lip drops, and he looks at my door like he’s seen a ghost. Odd.

      He takes a small bite from one of the cookies and then spits it back out into the box. Rude! I tried them myself, they’re delicious, so what the fuck? You’re welcome, dick. He stares in my direction again, and I swear I can feel his gaze through the wood door that separates us. My brain takes over and reminds me if things ever got weird, I would still have to live out the rest of my lease across the hall from him. Besides, if he won’t even eat my actual cookies, he’s not going to mess with the one between my thighs.

      He’s probably the next Dexter. Yeah, that’s it. Only antisocial sociopaths would spit out my baked goods. Okay, let’s be real, if he ever invited me over, I’d still look at him and say, oh, I love what you’ve done with the place. The plastic sheeting really brings the room together. I have horrible taste in men.
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        * * *

      

      I’m awoken when a dull thumping and the muffled sounds of somebody yelling come through the wall. Are those sex noises? What time is it? I check my phone—6:48 a.m. I sit up and listen closely, it’s the sound of a woman, but they aren’t sounds of pleasure. It’s the sound of someone who’s been wronged, and it’s coming from the outside hallway. What on earth is going on out there? It’s getting louder. So much for my quiet neighbor. I stumble out of my bedroom and pad over to the front door. My palms press into my eye sockets as I adjust to the light, rubbing the sleep and smearing yesterday’s mascara around.

      Squinting through the peephole, I’ve got a great view of the drama. There’s a woman out there raising Cain at Hot Neighbor Kucera. I figured out his last name from the mailbox. He’s either not home or not answering his door. Is that his ex? I can’t see her face, but from behind, she appears disheveled. Just-been-fucked hair? I bet that asshole kicked her out and is making her do the walk of shame. Rude.

      Been there, sister. Except she’s turning her walk into a parade. This person is banging on his door and screaming at him to open up. Aggressive is an understatement.

      My internal clock thinks it’s the middle of the night due to my second-shift schedule. I need sleep, I’ve got to work tonight. Hot Neighbor better not piss off his lady callers on a regular schedule. At least order her an Uber and get her out the door first. Don’t leave her pounding on the door for twenty minutes.

      But there’s no way in hell I’m going out there and getting in her way. I know better than that. I’d be pissed if I was tossed out post-coitus, and let’s face it, crazy recognizes crazy.
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        * * *

      

      Tonight is the season opener, and Top Shelf, the hockey bar that’s located directly below my apartment, will be swarmed with fans. It will be nuts. Over the past couple of months, I’ve come to know the menu, the regulars, and the bouncers well—and how they handle crowd control when the players show up.

      My white button-down dress shirt is a size too small. It’s tight all over, which I’m not mad about because it brings in the tip money, and every dollar gets me one step closer to Sugar & Ice. I throw on my black suspenders and roll my cuffs up my forearms. I like the way my colorful tattoos show against the crisp white shirt. My hair is a rich red at the roots that blends into a light-blonde ombre. As usual, I keep it in a ponytail while I’m working. My look is part of my branding, and it’s served me well in the industry. I do one last check in the mirror. My crimson lipstick matches my hair, and my eyeliner is right on the mark.

      “Time to drain money from the patriarchy,” I say, adjusting my red push-up bra.

      I walk out my door at the same time my neighbor does. I believe in a good first impression, so I’ll forget him spitting out my macaron and give a friendly introduction.

      “Hi! I don’t think we’ve met. I’m your neighbor, Micky. I’m usually around, so if you ever need anything—a cup of sugar, someone to feed your fish, whatever, let me know!” Flour, eggs, a blowjob . . .

      He raises his eyebrow at me and nods, then pulls out his phone as if he’s already bored with my one-sentence introduction.

      “Oh, I forgot to ask—”

      “I’m not interested,” he mumbles, scrolling his thumb on the screen.

      “I’m sorry?”

      His eyes meet mine, and I’m graced with the most obvious eye roll I’ve ever witnessed.

      Wow. This arrogant asshole. I know this guy is hot, but it pisses me off that he automatically expects I’m trying to hook up with him.

      “I forgot to ask,” I repeat, “if you knew there was a woman screaming the house down at the crack of dawn this morning? If it happens again, do you mind taking care of it instead of letting her pound on the door for an hour? Just as a heads-up, quiet hours are between ten p.m. and eight a.m.”

      “Huh, that’s weird. Usually, when they’re screaming, it’s because I’m the one doing the pounding.”

      Well, at least I don’t have to worry about sleeping with him now. This guy’s a fucking douchebag. He has a nice body, but I’m done falling for assholes.

      I finish locking my door.

      “Good for you, sport. Just—”

      He returns his focus to his phone and walks down the stairs like I don’t even exist. And he still hasn’t given me his first name.

      The pretty ones are always assholes.
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      Holy fuck. I share a wall with Queen of Tarts. Is this really happening? The macarons left at my door last night can’t be a coincidence. I’ve been in my apartment for a few weeks, but it’s not like we’ve run into each other in the hall. I moved here because these lofts are set aside for new Lakes’ rookies, it’s a great deal on rent, and it’s a lot of space. So, as soon as my old lease was up, I grabbed one. But how did she get the other apartment? I thought these were exclusively reserved for Lakes’ players? It’s possible she’s dating someone on the team, but I don’t know of any of the other guys living in that unit.

      My microwave beeps, alerting me that my pasta has finished. I need to eat quickly and take a shower before I head to the arena. I take out the warm bowl, careful not to burn my hands. It’s got to be her. Damn. What are the odds? How am I supposed to focus on this season knowing temptation is living next door? I shove a forkful into my mouth as I peer at our shared wall. She’s probably over there right now.

      The whole point of having the subscription was that she was supposed to exist only on the screen. It wasn’t anything I could get wrapped up in. It’s weird enough I enjoy talking to her. What if she’s nothing like she is online? Worse, what if she is? It’s one thing when our arrangement is through the phone or laptop. No risk. Transactional. Her distance from me was supposed to be my fail-safe.

      I’ve got to keep her at arm’s length and focus on improving my game on the ice. I need this contract to renew, show them I’m worth the big ass paychecks they’re signing. I won’t let myself find out if she’s the same person online as she is in person because it’s irrelevant. Which is why I had to spit out the macarons. Her baking skills are phenomenal, it only makes me want to know her more—but I still couldn’t resist them; I’ve never had one before.

      Even now, my dick is getting hard just thinking about her. In a couple hours, I have my first season game, and I need to pull myself together. No more dreaming Queen of Tarts, only hockey. Tonight I get to wear number 5 on my back and represent the Lakes.

      After I finish my pasta, I walk into the bathroom and turn on a cold shower to clear my thoughts of the queen next door.
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      Walking in through the back door of the arena feels different today. I’m psyched, but also feel like I might vomit from nerves. I enter the locker room and notice the change here too. There’s a big energy shift. I’m not the first one to arrive but not the last. I’m sure the rest of the boys will be here soon.

      Our goalies are getting their eyes focused for the game—Kapucik is juggling tennis balls and Strassburg is bouncing them off the wall at close range. Ryan Bishop, one of our centers, is backed into a corner with his eyes closed, meditating. Jonesy and Banks, our wingers, are kicking a soccer ball back and forth in the hall. Barrett Conway and Lee Sullivan, the captains, are going through plays and talking with the coach. Everybody has their own thing.

      I drop down to the seat in front of my stall and sit back to tape my stick heel-to-toe. As I wrap it, I think about all the drills we’ve run and try to manifest a win tonight. Imagining the sounds of goal horns and visualizing the puck. They wouldn’t be starting me tonight if I wasn’t ready. I’ve earned my sweater.

      Lonan walks in shortly after on the phone. Conway tosses me a puck to scrape across my tape job.

      “Nervous, bud?”

      I furrow my eyebrows lightly. “Nah. I’m ready.”

      “You’ll get out there and things will fall into place. The worst part is the build-up—especially since it’s your first one. Once the puck drops, everything will settle into place, and your instincts will take over. You got this.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      I grab the tape again to wrap the stick knob and then put on my gear and continue my visualizations. After Coach goes over some video clips of plays and gives a speech, it’s time to head out onto the ice for warm-ups.

      The crowd is amped tonight. It feels nothing like the preseason games. This is wild. I mean, it’s the first official game of the season, so of course they are. The team turns a lot more easygoing during warm-ups—singing along to the music playing over the sound system and cracking jokes while we stretch. As soon as some of the guys start doing groin stretches there’s a whoop from female fans. I look out to the stands to see a bunch of camera phones recording and homemade signs unfolding, referencing “hardcore pucking” and “sticking it in their five-hole.” I cock my head at Conway and mouth what the fuck while gesturing to the crowd.

      He shrugs. “Booktok. It’s a thing now.”

      Jones explains there’s an entire romance book genre based on hockey players. What a time to be alive. We make a few laps and then Banks calls me in.

      “Rook, you’re on pucks.”

      I skate over the net and line them up next to Strassburg. We fist bump our gloves, and I snap pucks for them to shoot as they skate by, collecting the deflected ones on my stick. I wonder how many years I’ll be on puck duty. After a few dozen shots, Sully comes over and sends some out for me, and I get a couple in the net.

      “Shit, Strass. Rookie might make you collect pucks next time,” Sully hollers.

      I laugh it off, but that comment is the added confidence I need to start the night. Coach calls us back into the locker room. We get our speech from the staff and then it’s back out for the national anthem and puck drop. My knees are shaky, but I know I’ll be solid during my shift. Lonan and I are partners tonight, our shifts will swap with Dopson and Burmeister.

      Banksy heads to center for the drop, and Strass scrapes up the ice behind me. Banks crouches down into position, mirroring the Phillies’ center. The ref leans over, and once the puck hits the ice, it’s on. Like Conway said, everything falls into place. First period, I skate my ass off and protect my corner. I’ve knocked it off the boards more times than I can count, and after many shift changes, twenty minutes pass like nothing. We head into the locker room, some guys gear down while others walk around or hit the bikes. Some are relaxing, but my adrenaline is way too high for that.

      Second period we have a corner faceoff, Conway gets in front of it and snaps it to me, I backhand it to Sully, and he sends it in. The horn screams. Holy shit. We got a goal on the faceoff, and I made the assist. Even though Sully made the goal, the guys all slap my helmet too.

      “Atta boy, Rook!”

      “Kucera, baby!”

      This is the greatest feeling. I love my job.

      We finish out the period with no more goals, but I don’t let any pucks get past me.

      By the third, I’m pouring sweat. Philly gets one in the net. It wasn’t my shift, but it easily could have been, they made a good play. Burmeister, the other left defenseman, skates toward the bench, and I’m back on the ice for another forty-five seconds of speed skating. And speed stopping.

      The puck is back in my corner, and after fishing around with the other guys, I’m able to deke it back and send it up to Conway. He makes a few plays with the other forwards and snaps it in about halfway through third period. I shift out and keep Philly from getting any by me before the buzzer sounds. We won 2-1. It’s a great way to start the season. The energy in the arena is insane.

      Making it back into the locker room, there’s a lot of celebration.

      “You’re coming out tonight, Kucera! We’re celebrating that assist!” Jonesy hollers as he unties his skates.

      I grin back at him as I work on my laces. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Rookie’s finally coming out, boys!” There’s a few more hollers, and I use the rest of my strength to yank the skate off my foot. I pull my jersey over my head and untie my breezers. This must be the hockey player equivalent of taking a bra off. I jump on the stationary bike and pedal with low resistance to cool off from the game.

      Lonan jumps on the one next to me and congratulates me on my assist. I had a blast playing defense with him tonight. I’m quieter than some of the rowdy guys, but everyone has made me feel welcome.

      “Hear you’re coming out with us tonight?”

      “Yeah, why not. I don’t have much of an excuse, since I live above the bar.”

      His lips turn up into a mischievous half smile. “Have you met your neighbor yet?”

      “Yes . . .”

      “That’s my wife’s best friend, Micky.”

      Small world getting smaller.

      “Aren’t those rookie apartments?” So what’s she doing there? Please don’t tell me she’s dating another player. I couldn’t deal.

      “They are, but she did me a solid last spring, so I hooked her up with an apartment since she was having trouble finding one.”

      Ah. Wish he could have found her literally any other place to stay, but whatever. Lonan is a nice guy, it’s not surprising he’s helping out his wife’s friends too.

      “Gotcha. She bakes a lot, huh?”

      He grins. “Yeah, what makes you say that?”

      “She left some cookie things on my doormat.”

      “Are they macarons? Freaking love those. Not as good as Birdie’s snickerdoodles, but a close second, for sure. I’d work that angle and see how many cookies you can get.” He waggles his eyebrows.

      “Nah, bud. Not interested.”

      “Oh, you skate for the other team?”

      I laugh at that, considering the number of times I’ve gotten off to Queen of Tarts.

      “No, but I want to get settled on the team. I just got here. I don’t have the luxury of screwing around.”

      “You’re a lot more mature than I was as a rookie, that’s for sure. Same goes for most of the guys here. We were all dumbstruck by pussy when we joined the league. It’s everywhere. You’ll see. But damn, when you find the right one, it’s heaven,” he says, staring at a picture of his wife on his phone.
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      Walking into Top Shelf feels odd since I’ve walked past it so many times. The bar erupts in cheers, and I follow the rest of the team to an area in the back with booths. We’re celebrities to people, it’s so bizarre. And Lonan wasn’t lying, as soon as we walk in, the girls are nipping at our heels. He beelines it for his wife. I recognize her from the picture on his phone earlier, she’s sitting at the bar talking to . . . sonofabitch. No way.

      She works here? It’s like I can’t escape her! Micky’s my neighbor, my teammate’s wife’s best friend, and now she’s the goddamn bartender at the bar everyone hangs out at. It’s not enough that she’s on my phone and laptop.

      I’m so fucked.

      It’s one thing to avoid a neighbor, but how the hell can I avoid her when she’s everywhere? I can’t. I’ll have to lean into it. She’s a knockout behind the bar, especially since I know what she looks like under that shirt. I knew she would be pretty, but I didn’t anticipate her to be so beautiful that I couldn’t even look at her in the hallway today. God, those lips. Would her lipstick coat my entire cock? Would those green eyes sparkle like they do now if I were buried in her throat?

      “Kucera, right?” A small palm rests on my shoulder.

      “Yeah.” I look down to a cute blonde gazing at me like I’m a winning lottery ticket.

      “Oh my God, I’ve been wondering when you were going to show up!”

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” I wonder if this is why rookies go nuts for girls, it’s like we’re set up to fail. I admit, I’m a good-looking guy, but it’s irrelevant because I’m here to play hockey, not women. My agent says to lean into it, it will help me get more sponsorships.

      “Oh my God, you’re so funny! You don’t even know how hot you are. It’s so cute.”

      Jeeezus. Lonan wasn’t lying. I could literally take her upstairs if I wanted to.

      Conway leans over to me and whispers, “Bob and weave, motherfucker. Bob and weave. Be polite but hold your ground.”

      I take his advice and remove the girl’s hand from me. “I’m gonna get a drink, be back in a bit.”

      “I’ll save you a seat!”

      Please don’t.

      She probably gives decent head, but she’s not my type. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s probably passive, but she’s not submissive—and there’s a big difference.

      I don’t mind a little brattiness, as long as it comes with a little obedience too. It’s nice being in control, but if she’s not into it, then it’s not enjoyable. It needs to be consensual, knowing she wants to be put in her place and challenging her is what makes it so hot. I belly up to the bar to face the woman who I wouldn’t mind seeing turn into a pathetic puddle of tears in my hands. She has a spark in her . . . and it’s fun to play with fire. It’s also an easy way to get burned, my brain reminds me.

      “Hey, neighbor, what can I get you?” she asks with a smile. Yeah, those eyes sparkle. Ugh, she would be so fun.

      “Whatever’s cold, bottle.”

      “Sure thing. Are you having a good night?” She’s using her customer-service voice. It’s the same voice she uses when she’s doing a live stream and there’s a lot of viewers. But when it’s only me watching her, she sounds different. I assume that’s the real Micky. At least, that’s how I imagine it to be.

      Playing up the assholery, I check her out instead of answering her question. It’s loud in here. I can pretend I didn’t hear her.

      She hands me the beer; I snatch it from her and head back to a spot between two of the guys so I’m not a carrion for the vultures with cleavage on the ends. My eyes naturally fall back on Micky. She’s looking at me too. But with a lot more disdain in her eyes. It’s for the best, darling. You don’t want me, and I don’t have time to give you what you deserve.

      But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to.
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      Always cut someone off one drink too early rather than one drink too late. No one has ever muttered the phrase “Just one more” and meant it—case in point, this middle-aged mouth-breather who won’t leave. He’s about half a beer from belligerent, and I need him to free up the bartop real estate so I can help literally anyone else. He’s been bitching about his ex-wife for the last two hours. Honestly, I’m thrilled for her because everything out of his mouth has been pompous and insulting. It doesn’t take a urologist to see this guy is a massive dick. Thankfully he’s on his way out.

      In my peripheral, a new person takes dicksnout’s barstool, and I look up to see none other than . . . another dicksnout. Great, it’s my new neighbor—who I have learned is the newest rookie on the team. That explains his body and his cocky attitude. That’s fine. I’m not taking shit from anyone tonight, him included. Half the Lakes hockey team showed up an hour ago to celebrate their win. Most are sitting in the back, and we have a couple of servers that exclusively cover their tables, so I’m not sure why he even sat down.

      “Congratulations on the win tonight!” I say, overly chipper.

      “Still not interested.”

      Clearly, he didn’t pick up on my peppy sarcasm.

      “Bud, don’t be a dick. Freya’s practically my sister-in-law.” Lonan slaps him on the shoulder as he walks by. Why did he just use the F-word?

      Rhys cocks his head at me.

      “I thought it was Micky?” he accuses.

      “Micky’s a nickname.”

      “How do you get Micky from Freya?” he asks.

      “You don’t. Micky comes from my last name: McCoy.” He never noticed while getting his mail? Our last names are right next to each other. He’s probably too busy staring at his own reflection in the chrome hinges. He raises his eyebrows and rolls his eyes, unimpressed. What a fucking treat he is.

      “Do you prefer Rhys or Kucera?”

      “From you? Neither.”

      “Great, I’ve got plenty of other nicknames I can call you instead. Did you need something? If not, you can go sit back down with your team, and Amy will be happy to take your drink order.” With a forced grin, I nod to his corner, where the server is jotting down their requests as we speak.

      I walk away from him and check on my other patrons. When I glance over, he’s looking down at the bartop with a sly smirk. He’s pushing my buttons for shits and giggles. He snaps his fingers at me and points in front of him. Like I’m some puppy he’s trying to train.

      “I’m sorry, did you just snap at me?”

      “Yeah, you walked away. You’re supposed to serve me.” Well, since you asked so nicely . . .

      I clear my throat, trying to summon patience for this “VIP.” Viscerally Irritating Prick.

      “What can I get for you?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “Cocktail. Surprise me,” he responds, without making eye contact. His gaze is obviously checking out the ass of an attractive woman that walks by. I take a deep inhale through my nose.

      He gives off strong fuckboy energy. I’ve had my fair share of guys like that, but those days are over. I’m ready for something more mature than just casual sex and hotheaded himbos. That lifestyle comes with too many consequences at my age.

      I have no regrets about the men I slept with in the past. I refuse to regret the parts of my life that formed me into who I am today. I was happy fucking for fun rather than forever. However, it’s lost its appeal. There is no room for games, negging, or any other bullshit. I want someone to come home to. I want someone who will look at me the way Lonan looks at Birdie. I want to be cherished. Loved.

      I certainly don’t want anyone like Rhys Kucera. Not sure he could love anything more than himself anyway; he thinks he’s special. Even now, he’s asking for something extra when he knows we’re slammed. That’s fine. Two can play at this game. Turning my back, I mix the ingredients and bust out the blender despite all the other orders coming in. He asks what’s taking so long, and I respond by pressing the pulverize button on the blender while I imagine his hand bouncing around inside. I pour the frosty red concoction into a margarita glass and add a tiny umbrella.

      “Enjoy.” I set it in front of him. He doesn’t look at me, doesn’t tip, doesn’t say thanks. Just walks away with the drink to sit down with the guys. While finishing another customer’s Captain and Coke with the soda gun, I peer over and he’s practically retching after taking a sip. Delicious.

      He doesn’t bother me for the rest of the night, but every so often I catch him staring, like he’s keeping tabs on me. I hate that his stare has heat flooding between my thighs. I know. Bad, bad, Freya.

      Seriously, what the fuck is with this guy? How can he get under my skin and still make my panties damp? I remind myself he’s only doing it to annoy me, so instead of glaring back, I ignore him—while I secretly plot to spray his doorknob with PAM when I get off work. I turn around and tend to a nice older couple who just sat down.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I snag it and see Hat Trick Swayze has sent me a random tip out of nowhere. A big one. With the note: Hope you’re having a good night at work.

      It’s too bad I can’t
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