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      As the wild child of the family, Bellani Maxwell isn’t interested in settling down. Between a fledgling party crashing business, teaching self-defense at a martial arts studio, and hitting the bar every night, she has her hands full. She doesn’t need the added responsibility or commitment of a relationship.

      Hockey star Cedric Pederson has all the puck bunnies he could ever want, but a chance encounter eighteen months ago leaves him with eyes only for the gorgeous, free-spirited Bella. Too bad she isn’t interested in what Cedric has to offer beyond frequent hookups, and he’s grown tired of their on-again, off-again non-relationship. He wants to be all-in or all-out.

      When a brutal attack leaves Bella in need of comfort, protection, and healing, the only person she wants is Cedric. But once she’s living in his condo, Bella is confronted with a decision she’s been avoiding—can she finally commit to Cedric, or will she let him go one last time?

    

  

  
    
      This book is dedicated to all my readers who feel as if they’ve lost their power. Don’t give up. You can do this.

      

      A huge thank you to my editing team of Tera Cuskaden, Fedora Chen, and Amy Knupp. I strive to make each book better than the last, and I couldn’t do it without your help.
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      Women stalked Cedric Pedersen, he never stalked them. He wined them, dined them, and took them to bed. But he never chased them, and he sure as hell didn’t stalk them.

      Until recently.

      At first he told himself it was pure coincidence he ended up at the same nightclubs, bars, and parties as Bellani Maxwell, but eventually he had to admit his line of thinking was fucking delusional.

      It wasn’t until he caught himself driving around downtown Seattle on a rainy December evening, craning his neck for a glimpse of her ratty compact car parked on the street near one of her favorite hangouts, that he had to admit he was hunting her like some crazy-assed, obsessed loser.

      Only Cedric wasn’t a crazy-assed, obsessed loser—unless you asked his father. No, he was a good-looking, talented professional hockey player who oozed charm and could get any woman he wanted—except this one. Sure, in the seventeen months he’d known her, they’d hooked up numerous times—forty-seven to be exact, not that he was counting—and each time she’d been the one to walk away, not him. Being the hunter not the hunted had never happened to him before.

      Try as hard as he might, he couldn’t understand this thing he had going with Bella. Since the day they’d met, the two of them burned up the sheets, the hood of his sports car, the counter in a women’s bathroom, a picnic table in a park, the team owner’s swimming pool, and the Sockeyes’ locker room to name a few of the highlights. He remembered every one of their hookups in vivid, high-def detail. Another first for him. His encounters blended together into one big blur of naked, sweaty bodies, straining muscles, and satisfied moans. When he was done, he never looked back.

      Usually.

      At first Cedric fooled himself into thinking he could walk away, only he kept coming back, and so had Bella at first. Lately she’d been avoiding him, refusing his offers to get horizontal or even for a simple dinner out, as if she were afraid of what they could be together.

      Tonight he should be celebrating a hard-won game, but he couldn’t, not when Bella was probably out there somewhere searching for her next hookup, and not when he fully intended to be that hookup.

      Sometime during this past summer, he had lost interest in other women. Cedric Pedersen, the player of all hockey players, hadn’t slept with another woman in months. It drove him batshit crazy Bella still played the field, and it drove him even crazier that she’d ruined him for other women. Even though they didn’t have an exclusive relationship—or even a relationship—no other female was doing it for him.

      Only Bella.

      Always Bella—the incredibly beautiful and wild middle sister of the talented Maxwell family, whose parents were the two-hit wonders of the To the Max rock group twenty years ago. Inheriting their parents’ musical talent, all four sisters sang, played instruments, and danced like professionals.

      With eyes greener than the Douglas firs covering the Cascades and fiery auburn hair to match her fiery temper, Bella had left a string of broken hearts stretching from every corner of King County to Victoria, BC, if reports of her dalliances were to be believed. Cedric was beginning to wonder if he was already one of her casualties.

      He’d met her at a Seattle Sockeye team party, and Bella and his dick hit it off immediately. He’d been in hot pursuit ever since. She’d attended the party as a paid party crasher, an up-and-coming boutique business owned and operated by the four Maxwell sisters.

      Cedric knew all about the Party Crashers. Throughout their teen years, the sisters were often left to their own devices as their parents chased their elusive big break. One night the sisters crashed a wedding reception in order to get a free meal. The reception had been a dud. No one was dancing or singing karaoke. Having grown up in a musical family, the sisters immediately rectified the situation and transformed a crappy reception into a memorable party. The situation turned into such a win-win, they began crashing parties and receptions for their next meal and were so wildly entertaining no one questioned their presence. At one such party, the mother of the bride caught them stuffing bags with food from the buffet line. Instead of kicking them out, she thanked them profusely for their role in making the reception a success and suggested they charge for their services. A few days later, Izzy was fielding calls from friends and family of the bride and groom. Party Crashers was born, completely by word of mouth and as a way to earn college tuition.

      The night they’d met, Cedric had pursued Bella for the sheer novelty of pursuing a woman. Yet, his intentions changed, sneaking up on him like a cat does an unsuspecting chickadee. At some point he wanted more than getting her into bed. He liked to talk to her, laugh with her, dance with her. He flat out enjoyed her spunk, wicked sense of humor, and her don’t-give-a-shit attitude. He even enjoyed her moments of moodiness, finding her mercurial changes fascinating.

      All of this deep thinking forced him to admit the truth. He wanted a relationship, and he wanted one with Bella. Cedric had witnessed each of his close buddies succumb to the love of a good woman. At first, he’d felt sorry for the poor bastards, but later he started to feel left out and craving what they had—a partner who had his back, was there for him no matter what, and warmed his bed every night.

      When Cedric had broached the subject a time or two in the past month, Bella didn’t appear interested in being exclusive. In fact, she’d laughed at him. He didn’t blame her. His interest in her—or any woman—as a girlfriend shocked the shit out of him too.

      And now he’d lowered himself to stalking her, rather than partying with the team or hooking up with a couple of puck bunnies.

      He found her faded red Toyota parked on a dark, secluded side street and frowned, pissed at how careless she was about her safety. So what if she taught martial arts and self-defense? That didn’t mean she could overpower a gang or a guy with a weapon. Her overconfidence irritated him, but she was headstrong and stubborn—two things he both loved and wished he could change about her.

      Pulling into the closest available spot underneath a streetlight, Cedric hopped out of his Mercedes sports car and locked the door. Multiple clubs and bars had sprung up in this old warehouse area in the past few years, and he’d search until he found her.

      He didn’t search long. He discovered Bella sandwiched between two guys on the dance floor, gyrating and grinding against them. She was drunk judging by her red face and bright, unfocused eyes. Bella didn’t do drugs, at least not anymore, so he was pretty sure it was alcohol. Both guys leered at her, their tongues practically hanging out like rabid dogs moving in for the kill.

      Crap. Shit. Fuck.

      Cedric’s fingers balled into fists, even as he held himself back. If he instigated a fight, Coach and the team captain, Cooper, would castrate him, and Bella would finish the job if there was anything left to finish. He preferred to keep his dick and balls intact and in working order.

      Bella was so fucking hot in her little red dress cut low to reveal ample cleavage. Her long auburn hair cascaded down her back and flooded him with memories of those silky strands caressing his bare chest as they fucked each other senseless, her emerald green eyes holding him hostage.

      Cedric was so intent on Bella, he jumped when he felt a hand on his arm. A blonde, he faintly recognized in a barely-there slinky dress slid up next to him and ran her hand down his chest.

      “Cedric the Great.” She grinned at him, using a nickname bestowed on him by puck bunnies during his minor league days.

      He nodded but kept his eyes on Bella.

      Drooling over Bella had made him hard as a rock. He needed release, and he suspected he wouldn’t be getting it from the hot redhead practically having sex with two guys on the dance floor. Damn, he wanted to pound their faces into the painted concrete floor. Cedric wasn’t a fighter, but he’d make an exception for those two assholes.

      Yet, he didn’t dare.

      In a futile attempt to ignore Bella, he turned to the gorgeous blonde, cupped her ass in his hands, and lowered his head to taste her lips. She didn’t taste like Bella, nor did she reciprocate like Bella would’ve with her own brand of sexy and passion. This chick went wild, like some crazed animal in heat, sucking his tongue and squeezing his dick almost painfully while she moaned and ground against him.

      Okaaaay.

      Cedric kissed her back, but he wasn’t feeling it. He should be. She smelled great, had an incredible rack, fantastic ass, and a luxurious mane of hair. Her body was made for fucking, and Cedric had availed himself of countless women with similar assets and been more than satisfied.

      He slid one more glance to Bella, who had closed her eyes and was thrusting her hips in time to the frenzied music. If Cedric didn’t sink his dick into a woman soon, he’d be sinking his fist into those assholes’ pretty faces.

      “Let’s go somewhere and fuck,” he whispered in the blonde’s ear. Maybe then he’d feel it.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” The nameless woman gazed up at him with desire-glazed eyes and nodded. Cedric grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the bar. He pulled out a big bill and waved it at the bartender. Seconds later, they were naked in a VIP room. In an impressive display of flexibility, the blonde lay across a small table, spread her legs wide and raised them over her head, no bend in her knees, and her toes were pointed.

      Cedric rolled on a condom with his usual efficiency and moved between her legs. Obviously, foreplay wasn’t expected. Eyes squeezed tightly shut, he tried to picture Bella in his mind.

      But this woman wasn’t Bella in any way, shape, or form.

      And his body knew it even more than his brain did.

      Shaking his head and mumbling an apology, Cedric yanked on his clothes and escaped.

      His gaze darted around the club, but Bella had disappeared, leaving two very disappointed dickwads in her wake. They wouldn’t be getting any tonight, and best of all, they wouldn’t be getting Bella.

      But then neither would Cedric.
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      Birthdays sucked.

      As a child, her parents combined her Christmas and birthday gifts, if and when they remembered to buy gifts at all. She’d learned to keep her expectations low to curb her disappointment after too many childhood hopes and dreams were shot down by a pair of disengaged, free-spirit parents, who Bella had subconsciously emulated—at least, the partying part.

      This year’s birthday hit her harder than usual.

      Twenty-fucking-six years old.

      She’d rather curl up in bed with a box of chocolates and an ugly cry movie than be subjected to a birthday party tonight, especially one orchestrated by her judgmental oldest sister. Every one of her sisters had their act together, was settled down with a wonderful man, and was looking to the future.

      Bella, instead, found herself focusing on the past and how little she’d achieved. She was closer to thirty than twenty, and therein lay the crux of the problem and the reason for her current crappy mood.

      Bella bounced from interest to interest, never settling on one thing. She had no direction, but that hadn’t been a big deal in her early twenties. Now it was.

      She faked a smile and cocked her head, pretending to be captivated by whatever bullshit was being spouted by the young Seattle Sockeyes hockey players who gathered around her, vying for her attention. Normally, she’d be flattered and completely enjoying their efforts.

      Not tonight.

      She sought out Cedric in the crowd, still a little peeved at his disappearing act with the blonde last Saturday night. In fact, as soon as he’d slipped into the VIP room, she’d left alone.

      He met her gaze, winked, and headed toward her. Her heart skittered with excitement and her lady parts tingled with anticipation. She fought their insane chemistry with every fiber of her being, as futile as it was. Cedric had always been different—the way he touched her, the way he looked at her as if she were special, the way he made her feel as if she were the only woman who mattered. Maybe he made every woman feel like that, maybe it was part of his allure, his charm, and maybe she was delusional for thinking she meant anything more than a fantastic lay. Cedric had the power to ruin her, crush her heart in his skillful hands, and blast away at her carefully constructed, and completely fabricated, air of confidence.

      He was oh, so wrong for her.

      The only thing Cedric was serious about was hockey. Bella needed a strong and steady guy like each of her sisters had, not a pretty boy who leapt from one adrenaline high to another and matched her on the flakiness scale. She needed a man to balance her, not tip her over the edge.

      The first time she’d laid eyes on the handsome Swede, she knew after just one look into those incredible blue eyes, she wanted him. Usually wanting a man for a night or two would be enough. Only every time she swore she had her fill of Cedric, he gave her one of those sexy grins guaranteed to get her naked and him inside her. The lure of those playful blue eyes, brilliant white smile, and shredded body sucked her into a web of need and desire she’d struggled against ever since.

      Cedric slid up next to her, slipped an arm possessively around her, and cupped her ass. The boys’ faces fell at his arrival.

      “Move over, novices. The master is moving in,” he quipped.

      Bella offered a shrug of apology to the disappointed youngsters and smiled up at Cedric, gracing him with a demure smile rather than her usual playful, naughty smile. He grinned back, gifting her with his trademark wolfish leer.

      “Let’s take this party somewhere else,” he whispered in her ear, biting down on her earlobe for emphasis and slipping into their usual foreplay-before-foreplay banter.

      Finally, something to distract Bella from her too-serious mood. She moaned and leaned into him, squeezing his ass and gazing up at him with sultry promise.

      Mouths hanging open, Cedric’s teammates gaped at them, jealousy etched on every face.

      “Watch and learn, boys,” Cedric said with an emphasis on the word boys.

      Bella laughed as he hustled her from the crowded room.

      “You’ve been driving me fucking crazy all night in that little dress.”

      “Part of my devious plan to get you naked.” She spoke in a throaty, husky whisper guaranteed to harden his dick in a split second.

      “I love how you think, especially the deviant and naked part.” He moved closer, crowding her.

      “And I love how you fuck.”

      He didn’t even flinch at her bluntness. Cedric glanced around as he hauled Bella into a powder room and locked the door behind them. Putting his hands on her waist, he lifted her onto the counter in one smooth motion. Grabbing a condom from his pocket, he unzipped his dress pants and shoved them down his thighs. He sheathed his hard cock in a condom. Bella licked her lips as she stared at his erection, barely able to contain her excitement. Her number-one favorite thing was to have Cedric buried inside her.

      He cleared his throat, and she raised her gaze to meet his, realizing she’d been staring and most likely drooling, yet she felt no shame.

      “I know. I know, you’re in awe over my massive penis.”

      “And your massive ego.” She cocked her head in the direction of his dick.

      “One and the same,” Cedric beamed, as if she’d issued a supreme compliment. Before she tossed another teasing insult his way, he stepped between her spread legs, obviously abandoning foreplay in exchange for the main event. She dug her fingers into his bare ass, completely on board with the program.

      “You aren’t wearing any panties,” he noted with satisfaction as her dress rode up to her waist and revealed her shaved pussy.

      “Merry Christmas. Do you like your gift?” She winked at him, propping her heels on the edge of the counter to give him a better view of the glistening wetness between her legs.

      “Best present ever.” He met her gaze. The heat in his blue eyes would melt polar ice caps.

      Fully expecting him to plunge deep inside her, he shocked her by pausing at the last second. Leaning in close, he ran his tongue up the side of her neck to her jawline. She tried to turn her head to kiss him, but he held her steady.

      “Not yet, sweetheart. Not until I get a guarantee you’ll go with me to Izzy and Coop’s wedding.”

      Well, crap.

      “You’re asking me out? On a date? Why mess with a good thing?” This was blackmail. They didn’t date, they fucked. It was part of their long-standing agreement.

      “Because we can make a good thing even better.”

      “I’m the maid of honor, and you’re the best man. Essentially, we’ll be there together.”

      “I want more.” The intensity in his gaze caught her off guard and vulnerable. She worked quickly to shore up her defenses and put them back on familiar ground.

      “What if I say no?” She forced a teasing tone even though his invitation scared the crap out of her.

      “Then you won’t get your present tonight.” Cedric pushed down the straps on her dress and freed her breasts, cupping and kneading them with his fingers.

      “You’re a dick,” she groaned, loving the feel of the hockey-roughened callouses on his fingertips abrading her sensitive nipples.

      “I’m a big dick.” He winked at her.

      Bella rolled her eyes.

      “Say yes.”

      “I’m not the dating kind, and neither are you.” She panted as she fought to get the words out while he pinched her nipples. Hard. He wasn’t playing fair. Bella wasn’t averse to a little pain, and she was a goner when he pulled and twisted them enough to cause her to squirm and cry out.

      “We weren’t the dating kind,” he corrected. “You and I are entering challenging new territory.”

      “Just fuck me,” she begged as she tried to wrap her legs around his waist.

      He stepped out of range, holding her at arm’s length. “Say yes.”

      In an attempt to diffuse the situation, she socked him in the arm, but he didn’t give her the satisfaction of flinching.

      “You’re going to have to do better than that with this hard body. Say yes,” he insisted.

      Bella rolled her eyes. “Fine, yes. Just. Fuck. Me.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard.”

      Before she formulated a smartass response, he lunged inside her with one hard, rough stroke. Growling in satisfaction, he thrust in and out, strong enough to lift her butt off the counter with each penetration. Bella dug her spiked heels into his ass and held on tightly, raking her fingernails across his back. She angled her hips to take him deeper, feeling him touch her in places no other man ever had.

      “Oh, damn. Fuck. Yes. Cedric. Yes.”

      Breathing heavily, he barely missed a stroke when he suddenly pulled out, flipped her onto her stomach, and drove into her from behind. Gripping her waist, he slammed into her again and again, each stroke more savage and frantic than the last, just the way she loved it.

      She was going to come and soon.

      “Fuck me harder. Now.”

      He did.

      It’d been a while for them, and he didn’t last, but he sure as hell took her with him. Cedric always took care of her first. He knew all her buttons, all those sweet spots that drove her over the edge, and he used that knowledge to his advantage. Not that she was complaining.

      He reached between her legs for her clit and scrubbed it with a sandpaper-rough thumb. All-consuming pleasure stoked the inferno raging inside her, intolerable in its intensity as it built toward an explosion.

      “I’m coming,” she cried out, loud enough to be heard by the partygoers. Not that she gave a shit. In fact, they were welcome to watch if they wanted. Right now all that mattered was Cedric riding her into oblivion with his magic dick filling every square inch of her.

      He muffled her screams with a hand over her mouth, as they came together in a frenzied rush of mind-blowing passion. Bella shuddered violently. Jolts of pleasure rocked her body and short-circuited rational thought.

      Gasping and spent, Cedric collapsed on top of her, pressing his cheek to hers for a moment and closing his eyes, which felt too much like intimacy rather than casual fucking. Bella allowed herself to fall under the spell he wove around her, indulging in the fantasy they could be something special to each other. Her pragmatic side interrupted too quickly, bringing her to her senses.

      She extracted herself out from under Cedric’s heavy weight and wriggled away to stand in front of the mirror. She stared at her smudged makeup, thoroughly mussed hair, and flushed face. Damn. She looked like she’d been fucking. At her sister’s house, no less. Even she should have more decency than that, but the sorry truth was she’d do it again given half the chance.

      Izzy would be furious and torture her with the lecture of all lectures if she figured out where the birthday girl had disappeared to.

      After combing her hair with her fingers, Bella dabbed at her makeup with a towel. Reflected in the mirror, Cedric now lounged against the opposite wall, arms crossed over his broad chest, and his mouth set in a smug, self-satisfied smirk. He’d pulled up his pants but not bothered to zip them.

      As usual, he looked fantastic with his mussed blond hair. His eyes were hooded with lazy contentment. She did a double take as she noted something new in those blue eyes. Undisguised possessiveness. Raw, powerful, and game changing.

      She wondered what it would feel like to try out monogamy again and take Cedric up on his offer. Yet, confronting the possibility head-on sent her heart scurrying for cover. She’d never been good at relationships beyond the physical. The few times she’d tried, she’d been played for a fool and sent packing, replaced by a sweeter, classier female—a keeper. On the other hand, Bella was hook and release.

      She wasn’t petite. She wasn’t fat either. She was athletic and muscled from working out. She would never be classically beautiful like Izzy, sweetly cute like Emma, or girl-next-door-sexy like Avery. She was Bella, the athlete and tomboy of the bunch. She cleaned up well, but there was always an edge to her, a directness many people didn’t get or understand.

      She’d missed the memo on proper behavior and tactful wording. She didn’t have a clue about either, which was where she and Cedric differed. He could charm a hungry pack of she-wolves out of their last meal.

      “What are you thinking?” Cedric asked, staring her down in the mirror.

      “About us,” Bella admitted.

      Cedric moved behind her, rubbing the points of her shoulders with his big hands. “Is there an us?” He sounded hopeful.

      “Do you want there to be?” Bella wanted to kick her own ass for asking that loaded question.

      Cedric nuzzled her neck. “Ja, ja, I do.” He grinned, knowing she loved it when he talked with a Swedish accent, which he actually didn’t possess in normal conversation, having been raised primarily in Canada.

      Bella opened her mouth and closed it multiple times, rendered speechless, which didn’t happen often. Part of her wanted to say yes, but she bit back the words. She couldn’t do this to him or herself. She was still recovering from the sting of turning twenty-six and realizing she’d spent her life doing very little constructive and a lot of destructive. Guys hooked up with women like her; they settled down with women like her sisters.

      “I don’t think I’m ready for that.”

      Cedric frowned in the mirror. In fact, he looked downright depressed about it, but he bounced back quickly, like he always did, and flashed her his most disarming grin.

      “Can’t
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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