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        @NikoKarasSoccer Fire shoot today before the big move! [image: camera with flash] Pumped to be repping URBN Move before heading overseas to join @ClubStuttgart. I’ve got 48 hours in NYC—recommendations? #nextchapter #urbnmove #streetstyle #dreambig

      

      

      @SweetPea3 I love URBN Move! So happy you’re their new brand ambassador @NikoKarasSoccer

      @SoccerGurl I can be in NYC in 2 hours. Where should we meet? [image: winking face]

      @SoccerSux33 Stick to playing the game. Do you really need to add modeling to your social media description? [image: nauseated face]

      @DimiDoesChi Get some pizza. [image: pizza] Bring some back for me.

      @URBNMoveOfficial [image: clapping hands, medium-light skin tone][image: red heart]

      @KelseyCrushesGoals The Greek God of Goals does modeling too?! [image: fire]

      @ChiTownSports Yas! Love to see this @NikoKarasSoccer. The city is going to miss you big.

      @BiancaDiBlancoStreetStyle You’re late @NikoKarasSoccer. [image: alarm clock]
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      “You’re late,” the hot brunette mutters as I stroll into the location of the photoshoot, an industrial warehouse turned creative studio.

      Several areas of the large space are prearranged with furniture—a wingback armchair, a leather couch, barstools of varying heights—and set with props. Lights are assembled in clusters and racks of athletic apparel are on display, marked with the theme of each look: lifestyle, athletics, luxury.

      I roll my lips together, liking the energy that permeates the drafty space. Music hums in the background, various teams of people work together, focused but chatting amiably, and a buzz thrums through the set.

      “But I brought doughnuts,” I reply, extending the stacked boxes of doughnuts to her. She barely grazes my chin, but the spark in her gaze speaks to a toughness that makes me want to smile. Solely for my own amusement, I add, “There’s even one with sprinkles.”

      She narrows her eyes, but her lips curl playfully at the edges. “Do I look like a woman who likes sprinkles?”

      I consider the question, already knowing the answer. Hell no. But I take the time to lean back and study the stunner standing before me. Her dark hair is swept away from her face, half clipped in place, half spilling over her shoulders. A headset loops around her neck.

      She’s petite, yet curvy, and dressed in baggy black pants that hang low on her hips, a gray crop top, and colorful sneakers that look like they cost a mint.

      But it’s her face that pulls me up short. Dark eyes, black and dangerous, stare at me from beneath full brows. She purses her mouth—stained red from lipstick—and quirks an eyebrow.

      And I chuckle. “No.” I shake my head. “You definitely don’t look like a woman who likes sprinkles.”

      She dips her head, satisfied.

      But I can’t keep my mouth shut. Hell, I never could. Not when the opportunity to tease and joke is right…here. “There’s an espresso glaze or a salted caramel. Definitely more your vibe.”

      She shakes her head but amusement flares in her eyes. “I’ll take the espresso glaze.” She balances the stack of boxes on one palm while holding out her other hand. “Bianca DiBlanco. Junior brand manager. I’ll be your point person for today.”

      I bite the corner of my mouth as I clasp Bianca’s hand in mine. Her skin is warm, her nails short and shaped and painted dark purple. Even though I recall her name from the email thread that my agent, Callie Gutierrez, sent to confirm today’s photoshoot, I don’t let on. “Niko Karas.”

      “Good to meet you.” She turns toward one of the staged areas.

      I fall into step beside her as she rattles off information about today’s shoot. “Think streetwear meets luxury athleisure. We’d like to get some lifestyle shots, action shots, and some edgy vibes.” She pauses to point to a black backdrop splattered with paint and graffiti. “The looks for today are mostly black, matte, and moody but I’m going to incorporate pops of neon. If, at any time, you feel uncomfortable or have a question, speak up.” She glances at me, as if determining if I’m capable of doing so.

      “No problem.”

      “Great.” She tugs her headset back into place from where it hung around her neck. “Let me introduce you to the photographer and creative director. Then, we’ll get you into makeup and wardrobe.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Bianca spins on her heel and as I follow her through the vast space, I note how efficient she is. Effortlessly so. The doughnuts have been placed on a table also housing fruit, breakfast sandwiches, and coffee. Racks of clothing are being steamed, lights are tested, and props are tweaked. While Bianca is exacting, with an eye for detail, she delivers feedback with a warmth that shows the cohesiveness of her team. “We’ll need to see the logo clearly,” she murmurs to someone and then, “These laces should be purple,” to someone else.

      “Niko, glad you could join us,” a man says heartily.

      Turning, I recognize Chris Stevens, the creative director of URBN Move and the man I need to thank, in addition to Callie, for helping me secure this endorsement.

      URBN Move’s style, a blend between functional athletic apparel and aspirational streetwear, is one of the main reasons I wanted to collaborate. I love their compression leggings for training nearly as much as I enjoy scooping up their colorful, trendy sneakers during each seasonal drop.

      I shake his hand heartily. “Good to see you, Chris.”

      “Same,” he replies. “Anything you need today, Bianca will take care of you.”

      “Here comes Lynette,” Bianca states, indicating the legendary photographer, Lynette Baker.

      Lynette pulls me into conversation and from the corner of my eye, I note Bianca move around the space with a single-mindedness. She knows what she wants to achieve today and she’s here to make it happen.

      Once I’m seated in hair and makeup, making small talk as the makeup artist applies some light touch-ups, the energy in the warehouse shifts. Excitement mixed with urgency vibrates through the space, undercutting every interaction.

      I dress in black joggers, a cut-off black tank that is more fashion forward than functional, and dope neon green and purple sneakers. Lynette positions me in a series of poses and I do my best to appear natural as I hold them.

      “Lift your chin. A little to the left,” Lynette calls out.

      The camera clicks and then, Bianca is in front of me.

      “I’m just going to move this so we can see the logo better,” she explains, reaching out to shift the fit of the tank. Her nails skim across my bicep as she repositions the material. “There we go.”

      Her eyes flicker to mine and I manage an easy smirk. But inside, my blood heats. I can’t remember the last time I was so affected by a woman I hardly know. Bianca isn’t making heart eyes or trying to impress me. She’s just doing her job—efficiently.

      She blinks and steps back.

      “Relax your stance,” Lynette reminds me.

      I do as she says but inside, I’m unnerved. What is it about Bianca that knocks me off center?

      “You’re a natural, Niko,” Chris hollers and I laugh.

      The camera clicks. “Got it,” Lynette says. “We can move to portraits next.”

      The space around me whirls to life as the setting is deconstructed and rearranged. A stylist approaches Bianca who looks in my direction.

      “Karas, for portraits, do you want this to feel more performance driven or lifestyle, like something you’d actually wear out?”

      I tilt my head, noting the clipboard she has tucked under her arm. She’s all business, and yet, her eyes burn. “Depends who I’m going out with.”

      She rolls her lips together, as if to keep from laughing. “Your boys.”

      “Well, if I was rolling with my boys in Chicago, definitely more lifestyle. They would rip me to shreds if I was trying too hard.” I approach her and the stylist, reaching between them to finger a lightweight knit sweater designed with patches of mesh to give it a sporty feel. “But if I was in New York, solo for a weekend, trying to impress a woman…”

      Bianca dips her head. When she lifts her face to meet mine, a slight blush crests the apples of her cheeks. “Let’s go with New York.”

      “Alright,” I agree.

      “Option three,” Bianca tells the stylist.

      The stylist moves toward another rack of clothing to pluck through the hangers.

      “Have you ever been to Chicago?” I ask Bianca.

      “A few times.”

      “And?”

      “It’s not New York.”

      “No,” I agree. “It’s better.”

      Her mouth drops open as she gapes at me. “Not even close.”

      “It’s my hometown. The Chicago I could show you would trump whatever touristy, Big Apple spiel you could share with me.”

      Bianca shakes her head. “Touristy spiel? I’m from here, Karas. This is my hometown.”

      Surprise kicks behind my breastbone. “Seriously?”

      “Well, mostly. I was born in Italy, but my family moved to New York when I was still a baby.”

      “Same with me. Born in Greece but moved to Chicago when I was two months old.”

      “Yeah,” she exhales, her eyes curious. “Do you go back to Greece often?”

      I shake my head. “Not growing up. My parents worked a lot and the trip back was tough to swing. The last couple of years though…I try to go in the summers to visit my grandparents and extended family. What about you?”

      “I’m going to Italy on Tuesday.”

      “Tuesday?”

      “My brother is getting married and⁠—”

      Realization burns through me and I mentally swear at myself for not making the connection earlier. “Your brother is Luca DiBlanco.”

      “Yep.”

      “And he’s marrying Carla García.”

      She quirks that eyebrow again, teasing. “I didn’t peg you for reading the gossip magazines.”

      I snort. “It’s hardly gossip since it’s true and it’s the wedding of European Fútbol Royalty.”

      Bianca laughs.

      “Their wedding is all anyone in the soccer world can talk about these days,” I continue.

      “I’ll send you a photo,” she deadpans.

      “Only if you’re in it.”

      She sucks in a breath, not expecting my flirty reply. But she’s a hard woman not to flirt with. At first glance, she appears standoffish, but the more I watch her interactions, the more I realize she’s in hardcore work mode.

      What if I could take her out of that headspace? Segue from work to play once the shoot is wrapped?

      “Kristal has your next outfit ready,” she replies.

      “Alright, New York.”

      “Bianca,” she corrects.

      But I’m already moving toward the stylist.

      The rest of the photoshoot passes quickly. It’s a whirlwind of outfit changes, background swaps, and stylized poses. I keep my distance from Bianca, not wanting to interfere with the flow of the shoot.

      But when it’s over, and the URBN Move team are deconstructing the sets, I hang back. I pile a plate with sandwiches, fruit, and a doughnut—the sprinkle one—and chitchat with the lighting tech and an URBN Move intern. Still, I keep one eye on Bianca and realize that she’s going to be the last employee to leave.

      She’s a hard worker and I like that about her. In fact, it’s a value my dad, Baba, who worked two to three jobs my entire life, instilled in me from a young age.

      Don’t be afraid of hard work. Don’t be unwilling to roll up your sleeves and open your mind. Don’t hold back from your own potential.

      “It was great chatting with you, bro,” I say, shaking hands with Ray, the lighting tech.

      “You too, Niko. And thanks for signing all that gear for my nephews.”

      “Anytime,” I reply, sincerely. It still catches me off guard when someone asks for my autograph. I remember exactly how it felt to be a little kid, looking up at my idols, and hoping to attend a game, wear their jersey, and have their signature. Sometimes, I can’t believe that the dream has become my reality.

      And soon, as of next week, I’ll be living that reality in Europe, playing for Club Stuttgart in Germany.

      “You’re still here,” Bianca says as I turn around.

      “I was waiting for you.”

      “Why?”

      I shrug. “I thought you could show me the real New York.”

      Bianca shakes her head. “You thought wrong. I have plans.”

      “Oh?” I tilt my head, trying to read her body language. She’s squared her shoulders toward me and hasn’t crossed her arms over her chest. She’s making eye contact and that playful smirk dances around the edges of her mouth…

      Is she really shutting me down?

      “Can I tag along?” I ask brazenly. “Or are these plans a date with someone else?”

      At that, she laughs. “Who said anything about a date?”

      “I’d like to take you to dinner, Bianca. To your favorite restaurant in the city. Can you fit me into your plans for tonight?”

      She frowns at that and I can’t tell if I somehow offended or surprised her.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” I repeat, trying not to chuckle. I shift my weight and tilt my head to the side, studying her. Does she not realize how intriguing she is?

      Apparently not.

      She nods, crossing her arms. Damn.

      “Because I think you’re a hard worker who is passionate about her career. Obviously, you’re gorgeous, but you already know that. I find your work ethic impressive. I like your energy. And I want to spend my last weekend in the States with someone who is interesting to be around. Have dinner with me.”

      She studies me again. I bite my tongue, not wanting to interrupt whatever thought process she’s making sense of.

      Finally, she sighs. “Fine.”

      “Good. What’s your favorite restaurant?”

      “You’ll see.”
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      “Shake Shack?” Niko Karas snorts as we walk into the burger place.

      “They have the best fries.”

      “Agreed. But I didn’t think…”

      “That espresso glaze would pick a burger joint over fine dining?” I arch an eyebrow.

      Karas tilts his head back and laughs. A few people nearby stare in our direction but no one gawks or approaches. Soccer isn’t revered in the US the way fútbol is in Spain. And Niko is still at the start of his career, not yet a seasoned, household name like my brother or his two best friends, Alejandro García and Andrés Huntington.

      As the onlookers turn back to their friends or menus, my shoulders relax. I like that Niko isn’t recognized. Hell, I like that here, in New York City, I’m not recognized. Here, I’m a nobody, blending in among the crowds.

      The anonymity offers a sense of peace that I fully embrace.

      “You’re right,” he says, smiling. “I should have known better.”

      “Are you disappointed?” I poke, trying to get under his skin although I’m not sure why.

      He was fantastic during the photoshoot. The perfect blend of professional and friendly. Of serious yet engaging. He was a natural in front of the camera, willing to try every pose Lynette suggested without hesitation, enthusiastic to wear every look pulled for him without comment. And yet, there’s something about him that irks me.

      He’s confident but what professional athlete isn’t?

      “Hardly,” he responds, shaking his head. “I’ll take a burger and fries any day of the week. Although, I’m curious why you picked this over pizza. I was waiting for you to shove your thin crust in my face.”

      I laugh, before biting the side of my cheek to rein it in. And why the hell does he keep making me laugh? Or even smile? “I hate deep dish,” I mutter just to be surly.

      “I figured as much. It’s our turn to order.”

      We step up to the counter and Niko looks at me, waiting for me to speak first. I rattle off my order, he follows suit, and then he taps his watch to pay for our meal.

      “Thank you,” I murmur.

      “Of course.”

      We move to wait for our order and I try to study him without being obvious. He’s taller than I expected, nearly as tall as my brother. He’s athletic and lean with thick, dark hair and startling blue eyes. In fact, he almost looks more model than futbolista. High cheekbones, a chiseled jawline, and a full mouth.

      I look away, absentmindedly chew a cuticle.

      Niko Karas really is the Greek God of Goals. And for the first time, I wonder if he won his nickname for all his scoring off the field instead of on it.

      “Here we go,” he says, taking one tray in each hand.

      We wander through the restaurant before sliding into a back booth.

      He unwraps his burger and takes a bite, moaning.

      I can’t help but grin—argh! I take a sip of my Coke. “Are you excited for your move to Germany?”

      “Very,” he replies, plucking a French fry. “My goal was always to play overseas and honestly, given my age, I was starting to wonder if I’d ever make it.”

      “How old are you?”

      “You don’t know? I thought you would have done your homework on me, New York.”

      “Bianca,” I correct. “And I didn’t dig that deep.”

      He grins. “I’m twenty-five. You?”

      I rear back. “You should never ask a woman her age.”

      He rolls his eyes. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “And already running photoshoots. Good for you. I watched you rush around all day and I had no idea that branding could be as intense as soccer training.”

      This time, I roll my eyes. What a schmoozer. “That’s a good line.”

      “I didn’t mean it as one. Take the compliment at face value.” He takes another bite of his burger, unruffled by my attitude.

      And I pause. Because what the fuck am I even doing? Why am I giving this guy—this sincere, funny, engaging man—a hard time? What the hell is wrong with me?

      Take the compliment at face value.

      And that, I realize, is the issue. I’m always looking for the ulterior motive. For the hidden maneuver. For the letdown.

      It’s probably why I’ve been single—painfully single—since Christian and I broke up when I was twenty-two. For as much shit as I used to give Luca before he pulled his head out of his ass and made a real commitment to Carla, my big brother and I have more in common than I want to admit.

      With both of our parents gone, and relationships turned sour, we stick to ourselves more than put ourselves out there. Especially me. Especially with men and dating.

      Across from me, Niko chomps on his burger, completely oblivious to my moment of enlightenment. I haven’t had a real boyfriend in six years. I haven’t gone on a real date in four months. I haven’t had sex in six weeks.

      And sitting across from me is an adorably cocky, sexy-as-sin futbolista who’s moving to another country next week.

      Why am I flipping him shit and being prickly when I could embrace what he’s offering? An opportunity to have a fun weekend in the city with a man who’s rumored to be a god between the sheets. A man I’ll most likely never see again outside of professional, contractual obligations.

      Sucking in a breath, I say two words I often struggle with. “Thank you.”

      And, as if hearing the change in my tone, Niko looks up. “You’re welcome. Tell me more about you and your life in New York. You seem to enjoy it.”

      “I do,” I answer truthfully, picking up my burger. “I moved to Valencia to be closer to my brother a few years ago. It wasn’t that long after our mom passed⁠—”

      Pain washes over his expression and I’m thrown off guard by the depth of his compassion. “I’m sorry, Bianca.”

      I dip my head in thanks and try to explain, “She was sick for a long time. After she passed, I was struggling so I moved to Spain and spent about a year there. But I missed the city. I missed feeling like I had a purpose, a direction. When URBN Move offered me an internship, I jumped at the chance. That was a year and a half ago.”

      “And now you’re running the show.”

      I snicker. “Hardly. But I feel like Chris gave me a real chance to prove myself.”

      “Chris is a good guy.”

      “And a good boss. A great mentor. I’m lucky.”

      “I’m sure he feels the same.”

      I blush at Niko’s praise. “I hope so. For now, I love my job, I love my life in New York. I have a lot of friends from childhood still living here so it’s been an easy transition back.”

      “That’s good. As excited as I am, and grateful, for the opportunity with Stuttgart, I’m nervous about the transition.” Niko picks at his fries. When he meets my eyes, I note his sincerity. I wonder if he feels the same way I do. Like one weekend with no strings attached allows for a vulnerability that couldn’t exist if our paths were going to cross again.

      In a strange way, the limitation of our time together fosters freedom. It’s thrilling...unexpectedly so.

      “Scared you won’t make friends?” I tease gently.

      He smirks but then his lips flatten and he sighs. “Kind of. Scared I won’t fit in. I’ve never lived so far from my family before.”

      “All of your family is in Chicago?”

      “Most of my mom’s side. My dad’s parents live in Greece. But my parents, my brother, my sister and her family, and my mom’s parents and siblings and their families are all in or around Chicago.”

      “This is giving My Big Fat Greek Wedding vibes.”

      Niko barks a laugh. “My family could be the blueprint for that movie.”

      “I’d love to have grown up near my cousins and grandparents.”

      “I think I’ve taken it for granted. They come to my games, we have weekly dinners at my YiaYia’s house, we do all the holidays together… It’s going to be different. I’m the first to fly the nest.”

      “I understand that. If I had all my family in one place, it would be hard to move. But it is for your dream…”

      “Yeah. And it’s not just my dream. My entire family has invested in me, in this opportunity, since I was a kid.”

      I nod, recalling the sacrifices my family made so Luca could play at the highest levels of competitive fútbol. “My dad and Luca moved back to Italy years ago while my mom and I remained in New York so Luca could join an academy.”

      “I didn’t realize he played in Italy.”

      “It wasn’t for long. Our father passed shortly after Luca moved to an academy in Spain…”

      “Shit, Bianca,” Niko says, his eyes filling with grief. For me. “That fucking sucks. I had no idea.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Doesn’t make it hurt less.”

      I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with how heavy, how real, this conversation is becoming. I hardly ever speak about my parents and in the space of ten minutes, I’ve mentioned them both to Niko. “The whole family makes sacrifices for someone to pursue a sport at the professional level.”

      “Yes,” he agrees, holding my eyes. “So, you understand what’s at stake.”

      “You’ll make them proud, Karas. Stuttgart is a good move.”

      He smiles but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll see.”

      Crumpling up the napkin in my hand, I look around the bustling restaurant. “You want to go get a drink? I know a place nearby.”

      Niko’s eyes light up. “I thought you’d never ask, New York.”

      I shake my head, standing from the booth. “It’s Bianca, Karas. We’re spending one weekend together. Don’t give me any cute pet names.”

      “So, we’re graduating from one night to a weekend?”

      I shove him playfully as we move toward the exit.

      He holds his hands up defensively. “I’m just making sure I understand what’s happening here.”

      “You know damn well what’s happening here.”

      He reaches for my hand and laces our fingers together. I jerk back, looking at him in surprise.

      He grins easily, like it’s as familiar as breathing, and brings the back of my hand to his mouth before pressing a simple kiss to my skin. “Then I’m warning you, New York. I’m going to make the most of it.”
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      “This is pretty dope,” I admit, glancing around The Campbell. It’s a speakeasy-inspired bar and lounge located off Grand Central Station.

      “There’s a pretty cool spot in Valencia that was partially inspired by this,” Bianca shares, a wistful expression crossing her face.

      I take a sip of my prohibition punch. “You miss Spain?”

      “Yes. And Italy. I think it’s because I’ll be visiting soon that it’s top of mind. I’m feeling a little nostalgic is all.” She shakes her head and takes a sip of her cocktail. “So…” She looks at me. “You have anything that can rival this in Chicago?”

      I snicker. “Oh, New York, New York.”

      Bianca rolls her eyes but doesn’t correct me.

      “We have a few but I think you’d like The Gatsby. You need a password to enter and it brings you right back to the Roaring Twenties.”

      “I like places like that. Where you feel like you’ve entered a different reality all together.”

      “Are you a reader?”

      She blushes. “That obvious?”

      “What’s your favorite book?”

      “The Brothers Karamazov.”

      My eyebrows rise. “By the same dude who wrote Crime and Punishment?”

      She rears back, her eyes widening. “Fyodor Dostoevsky. You’re a reader?”

      “You’re hurting my feelings looking this shocked.” I gesture toward her surprised expression.

      She blushes again and I realize that I like this version of Bianca DiBlanco—soft, playful, honest—just as much as the disciplined and ambitious version I met at the photoshoot. “Most of my friends prefer romance novels or cozy mysteries to Russian literature.”

      “Mine too,” I agree. “Well, science fiction and thrillers. To be honest, I haven’t read in ages. But I enjoyed the classics we were assigned in high school and college.”

      “What did you major in?” She takes another sip of her cocktail, rolling her lips together.

      “History. But I didn’t graduate. I left after two years to pursue soccer. What about you?”

      “Marketing.”

      “Ah, makes sense.”

      “Yeah,” she agrees. “Although fashion merchandizing would have been cool too.”

      “It’s not too late.”

      She shakes her head. “I like where I’m at now. It’s the first time I feel like I’m really making it—doing life—on my own. I’d never sacrifice this type of freedom and independence by upending my life.”

      “So no going back to school?”

      “Definitely not. I want to stay the course, focus on building the career I have, and live in New York.”

      “The best city,” I chide.

      She sticks her tongue out at me and I grin.

      “Is that your plan too? Stay the course, focus on fútbol, and live in Germany?”

      “Absolutely.” I nod. “Since I left college, playing in Europe has been my goal. I won’t risk that for anything.”

      A quiet understanding passes between us. We both know what we want and where we’re going. This weekend is all there will ever be and there’s a bittersweetness to it, an acceptance, that allows me to let my guard down with Bianca. To speak freely. To just be with her.

      Prohibition era cocktails lead to bubbly champagne. Bianca and I traipse around New York City, dipping into swanky lounges and grungy dive bars. Crowded nightclubs and casual neighborhood pubs.

      “You can’t be serious!” she cries as I pull her into a line dance at a place I can only describe as a misplaced honky tonk.

      As I naturally pick up the steps and move with the crowd, Bianca’s mouth pops open. “You are!” Accusation is heavy in her tone and I can’t help but crack up.

      Grabbing my hand, she pulls me over to the bar and orders two shots of tequila. “Where the hell did you learn to line dance?”

      Still laughing, I shake my head. “My best friend is from Texas. She taught me when we were kids and it’s a must every time I visit her in Dallas.”

      “She?” Bianca presses.

      “Ellie,” I reply. “She spent most of her childhood living with her grandma who was my neighbor. Ellie and her grandma lived across the street from me and we grew up together.”

      “Oh,” she says and I can’t read the expression that crosses her face.

      “Here you go.” The bartender sets down the shot glasses.

      “Thanks, man.” I reach out to tap my watch and settle the bill.

      Turning toward Bianca, I pause. She’s staring at me, her eyes filled with emotions I can’t read. But there’s a pull between us. A magnetism I haven’t felt before. Slowly, I reach for her hand. I run my thumb down the center of her palm before I clutch her fingers, lifting her hand to my face.

      With my eyes on Bianca’s, I lower my head and drag my tongue along her wrist. She sucks in a breath and a tiny shiver dances over her skin. I fight my smile, loving that I affect her as much as I hate it because… this is only one night. One weekend, at most.

      Pulling back, I grab the saltshaker and sprinkle her wrist. She watches the process intently, but she doesn’t say anything. When her eyes lift to mine, they’re expectant, almost hopeful, and something pinches in the center of my chest.

      I clear my throat. “What are we toasting to?”

      “To forty-eight hours in New York,” she murmurs, passing me a shot glass.

      “Forty-eight hours,” I agree, clinking my shot against hers and downing the liquid.

      The night is a blur after that. We dance, her back pressing into me, her ass grinding against me, and I can’t help but slide my palms down the delectable curves of Bianca’s hips. When I wrap my arm around her waist, my palm settles on the smooth expanse of her stomach and I pull her even closer. When she spins in my arms, pressing her chest into mine, her hands intertwine behind my head and her fingertips brush the base of my neck.

      Her eyes are darker than midnight. Her mouth, a perfect rosebud. But it’s the flare of hope in her eyes that causes me to dip my head and press my mouth to hers.

      I kiss Bianca DiBlanco in the early morning hours on a street corner on the Lower East Side. And from the first taste, I know it won’t be nearly enough.

      “Come home with me,” she murmurs against my mouth.

      Bianca steps back and laces her fingers with mine. We walk briskly until we reach her place. Slipping inside her building, I back her into the elevator. She giggles as her back meets the corner of the small space.

      “What floor?” I nearly pant.

      “Four.”

      I press the button and turn toward her. Her fingers hook into the belt loops of my jeans and she tugs me closer, until I’ve cornered her completely.

      “This doesn’t mean anything,” she sighs into my neck.

      “Absolutely nothing,” I promise.

      “It’s just a weekend.”

      “Forty-eight hours.”

      The elevator dings and the doors open.

      Our eyes hold and another promise passes between our gazes.

      One weekend. No strings. Just this.

      I hold the elevator door as Bianca steps in front of me, unlocking her apartment door.

      When she steps over the threshold, she glances at me over her shoulder and I pause, working a swallow. I know this means nothing. It can’t. And yet, a part of me is caught off guard by how badly I want to savor this night with her. Not rush through it. Not roll away and lope back to my hotel when it’s finished. But be truly present in it, whatever the hell it is, with her.

      “Are you coming?” Her tone is husky. Waiting.

      I scurry inside her apartment and kick the door shut behind me.

      Then, Bianca DiBlanco is on me and she’s pure perfection.

      My hands are in her hair. Hers are gripping my hips. Our mouths come together in a kiss that thrums with promise. I kiss her deeply, slipping my tongue into her mouth as she arches her neck to give me more access.

      Her fingers pop the button on my jeans. I tug on the hem of her crop top, pulling it off her frame. She pushes my jeans over my hips as I unclasp her bra.

      I step back half a step to witness how undeniably sexy Bianca is. Topless, with high, full breasts, and those baggy black pants riding low on her hips, she wears a cloak of confidence that makes my mouth water.

      “Lose your shirt,” she commands.

      I grip the back of my shirt and pull it off, discarding it on the floor.

      “Boxer briefs,” she comments, staring right at my cock which is already half tenting in my black boxer briefs.

      I smirk. “The best of both worlds.”

      She snorts.

      “Take off your pants.” I lift my chin in her direction.

      Bianca bites her bottom lip and I nearly groan at the visual. As much as I want to reach out and pull those pants off her hips, I hold back. Wait. Watch.

      She plucks at the bow to loosen the drawstring. Then, she hooks her thumbs into the waistband and moves the material over her curves. When a bright red lace thong is the only fabric on her body, I close the space between us.

      “You like red?” I murmur, palming the center of her back.

      “It’s my favorite color.”

      “A little danger, a little passion.”

      “Exactly.”

      I smirk right before I kiss her again. Hard and unyielding.

      She winds her arms around my neck and jumps into my arms. My palm grasps her ass as I hitch her closer to my body and begin to move through her apartment.

      “Left,” she guides.

      My eyes fly around the space, but I can’t make out much in the dark. Just that her place is small, tidy, and understated. But when I move through the door to her bedroom, pieces of her personality are on full display.

      Her dresser is cluttered with picture frames. A chair sits in the corner of her bedroom, piled with clothes. A woven rug rests at the base of her bed.

      “I’m over here,” she murmurs, guiding my face back to hers.

      “Sorry,” I admit. “I was checking out your space.”

      “You can do that
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