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        That’s a tough one.

        I’d have to say April 25th.

        Because it’s not too hot and not too cold.

        All you need is a light jacket.
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      Beep.

      Beep.

      A long pause between each heartbeat has me jumping out of the reclining hospital chair in a rush and banging my shin against the lowered bed railing. My frantic blurry eyes are searching for the monitor in the small, cold sanitized room. I quickly rub away the sleep from my tired eyes as my legs carry me over in a dazed state to the corner of the room behind her bedside table to check her heartbeat rhythm.

      Beep…beep…beep.

      The heartbeats are spreading further apart every few seconds, and my stomach drops as the reality that this is happening sets in. I know what this means, but I can’t quite accept it. I’m not going to! Everything is going to change.

      I can feel her staring at my hunched shoulders from behind, so I relax them with a deep breath for her benefit and swirl around to face her while trying to give her a smile. She always said my smile is made of sunshine and brightens up any room. The moment I make eye contact, the tears I’m desperately trying to hold back fill my eyes to the brim. As each tear splashes on the cold tiled floors, I feel a bit of my heart slip away with them. She holds her arms out to me, and a choked sob escapes me as I run to her bedside. As I climb in, I notice her breathing is shallow and weak, but she has the strength to hold me as tight as she can in her frail arms. We wrap our arms around each other and lie side by side while we say our last goodbyes. I’m not ready, but the choice was taken away from us. My head tucks under her chin as I attempt to hide my crying, but surely, she feels my tears splash against her thin, fragile body. Her finger hooks under my chin to bring my gaze up to her, and she offers a watery smile. She has no fear in her eyes, only acceptance of what’s happening. She slides her weak hand through my blonde locks and cups my cheek, smoothing away the tears that keep trailing down my face.

      “There she is. My sweet Kat. I’m here, I’m always going to be right here for you,” she croaks out while placing her hand over my heart. I sob uncontrollably, gasping for each breath.

      “Mom, please.” I’m not sure who I’m really begging to. Maybe to her to not give up, or for God to let her stay. I need her here with me always.

      A sad tender smile over takes her face as her eyes drift shut, then she laces our hands together and places them between us.

      “Don’t stop going after your dreams, sweet girl, and know I’m by your side every step of the way. I love you,” she rasps out in a soft whisper that I barely hear.

      I don’t know how long we lie there side by side—it could be minutes or hours—but eventually, the monitor slows until I can’t hear her heartbeats any longer. I climb off the bed on weak, shaking legs and bend down to kiss her forehead one last time with my tears splashing on her face.

      “I love you, mom. ” My voice comes out choked, and I only look back once more before stepping towards the door that leads out into the dimly lit hallway. As Nurse Angie walks by, I reach my hand out to stop her. She’s been my mom’s nurse for the past six months, and she’ll have to know. She made sure she was comfortable and gave me the peace of being with Mom in her final moments.

      “Have you seen my father?” My voice is barely there, a catch in the breeze among the quiet hallway.

      With an expression full of pity around her crinkled eyes and sadness impressed on her lips, she shakes her head no. I wrap my arms around myself and nod back before croaking out, “My mom—” I can’t say she’s gone, because I’m unable to speak past the lump in my throat.

      “My condolences, Miss Whitmore. I’ll handle everything and take care of her for you. I’m sorry for your loss,” she says with her hand on my shoulder, squeezing lightly before letting go. I offer a watery smile that slips and a quiet thank you before turning around, feeling her pitying gaze follow my retreating form.

      As I near the hospital doors to wait for the limo to pull up, I’m beginning to realize I’ve never felt more alone, and I can’t help wondering where my father is. He should’ve been here in her final moments.

      

      
        
        Three weeks later

      

      

      The landscape of the city below is bright and still moving with the hustle of Boston life, but everything seems to have lost color for me, and I’m really not seeing it at all. I’ve been sitting at the dining table for hours, looking out the windows that overlook the night sky of the city below. With my knees pressed to my chest, I wrap my arms around them to pretend I’m still gripping onto life and not falling apart. A sharp pain stabs into my clenched fist, and the pressure releases when I open my palm slowly to see I’m still holding onto Mom’s favorite silver necklace. When she was deep in thought, she used to fiddle with it, her brow wrinkled. It holds a single light blue crystal in the middle of a tiny silver feather, and she once told me this necklace reminds her that anything can be free if you only let go. Mom gave this necklace to me weeks before she passed away, but I haven’t had the courage to put it on, because the thought of ever losing it, losing the one last piece of her, will shatter me. It’s all I have left. My fingers idly play with it as I begin to wonder when my father will make an appearance from the office he’s locked himself in. When I went to check on him after the funeral, the one he didn’t show up to, the disaster of the room and the sight of him made me feel like I was staring at a stranger. With empty liquor bottles of scotch to keep him company, he bellowed for me to leave him alone, and a shattering of a glass hitting the door after I closed it had me racing to get away as if the pits of hell were chasing me. He didn’t show up to her burial either, leaving me to stand alone by my mother's grave as they lowered her down, and I’ll never forgive him for that. Mom came from old money, a rich family, but none of her lasting relatives showed. It was just me. I stood in the rain for what seemed like hours, wondering if life would ever start moving again.

      A stench of strong alcohol hits my nose at the same time Father comes stumbling into the dining room and starts to rage behind me in a yelling fit. Jumping in surprise from my seat, I spin around and cringe at the sight of him. Gone is the father I thought I once knew, and in the place of him is a monster. He hasn’t handled her death very well, seeking answers at the bottom of the bottle and taking his rage out on me every time he sees me. His nostrils flare when he notices what I’m holding in my hand. He snatches Mom’s necklace out of my grip, leaving a burning sensation on my palm from the metal as it scrapes me, all the while sneering down at me with his face turning a purple shade. A slap echoes around the room, and all I can do is stare in stunned silence as I cup my throbbing cheek.

      “You own nothing of your mother’s belongings, and you never will. It should have been mine… What are you staring at? I can’t stand the sight of you! I didn't want children, you know, but she did. I gave her that, and now she's gone, leaving you here with me. It should have been you, not her! Go to your room, you little bitch!” He spits as he shouts inches from my face, spittle flying everywhere as I retreat back a step and rush around him under his swinging arm before he can hit me again. My bedroom door slams behind me as I breathe heavily while clenching and unclenching my fist from the absence of her necklace. Everything was taken from me, and my mind locks away a little bit at a time, until I feel like I have nothing else to give. Sliding down to the floor with my back against the door, I sob my heart out from loss and despair. I’ve been alone since the day mom passed away, but nothing could have prepared me just how alone I truly am now.
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      The slamming of the arena doors behind me echoes around the quiet ice rink, making me jump like a skittish rabbit. I glance around warily before heading over to the rows of benches. The banner of the Boston University hockey team hangs like a beacon by the set of doors that leads onto the smooth ice. I’m really not supposed to be here. If anyone catches me skating on the university rink, I’ll be in deep trouble. It’s worth it though. I go to sit down on the bleachers, where hundreds of fans sit each home game, cheering for our university hockey jocks. My movements are fast as I tug off my winter boots, shaking the excess snow off before setting them next to my bookbag. The pain in my chest always goes away when I’m on the smooth, cold ice. Taking out my favorite long, fuzzy socks, I slip them over the black yoga pants that cling to my legs like a second coat of skin. At least my toes will stay warm. I hate having cold feet, even if I’m used to the feeling. I’m not even going to bother changing before skating, since I’m heading home after to change into something warmer before classes start at eight AM. I notice my reflection on the glass surrounding the rink, and a girl with pink hair and sad eyes glances back. Her skating outfit is plain and simple, no sparkles and glitter for this girl. I’d rather blend in than stand out any day. The long-sleeved maroon shirt and yoga pants help my movements become more flexible, plus I won’t sweat too much in the lightweight clothes after skating my butt off on the ice. Placing my hands on my knees, I close my eyes and take a few seconds to gather myself into a calm state. Outside those arena doors is a different Kat, one who has to deal with the harsh life that’s thrown at her constantly. But in here, I’m someone else. I practice the deep breathing so my fucked up life doesn’t take over while I’m skating. This is my time, no one else’s.

      I’m free to be here, lost in my own little world.

      My cheeks puff as I blow out a gush of air from my mouth in frustration. Images of last week creep to the surface, and I can hear his voice whisper through my head.

      “You good for nothing piece of shit, Kathleen. Don’t you walk away from me!” he yells in a slurred voice as I slam the front door shut and take off at a jog so he can’t catch me as he chases me out of the house. He won’t scream outside, because God forbid the posh, rich neighbors see him untidy and drunk. Only a few more words reach my ears. “Kathleen…get your…ass…” The rest is drowned out as I hail a cab. My eyes squeeze tighter and I clench my fists as my fingernails dig in to the point of pain, grounding me.

      He’s not here, he is not here! I tell myself, until it sticks and my breathing slows.

      “Hey, Kat! You have about an hour before I have to clean the ice again. The boys start showing up for practice at six this morning. Enjoy,” Bob shouts from the other side of the bleachers, standing at the end with a sleepy smile.

      The startled scream I let loose echoes around the empty rink. He showed up when I was lost in my memories and scared the crap out of me. My hands fly to my chest, my heart fluttering like crazy. I try to plaster on my fake smile to appear somewhat normal, but a snort leaves my mouth, it can’t be contained. What the heck is normal? My life is far from normal.

      “Thanks, Bob. I won’t be too long. You’re the man!” My voice echoes as I shout back to him, responding in what I hope is a cheerful voice.

      Bob has been taking care of the university ice rink for so long, his Zamboni is practically his baby. He may be getting up there in age, but he has the spirit of a kid. He’s a kind old man that lets me skate here when no one is around and pretends to look the other way. Maybe he can see the shadows in my eyes, but he’s kind enough to not pry, and it makes me wonder if that’s why he lets me into the arena. With a chuckle and hacking cough, he walks away into the shadows, heading back to his maintenance office.

      I shove my feet into my freshly sharpened skates and tie them extra tight, to the point that they dig into my calves. The slight pain helps ground me, and I’m a little more focused with each breath. I slowly stand and walk my way over to the boards, pushing the door open. My feet don’t wobble on the cement ground. After years of figure skating, it’s as natural as walking in tennis shoes for me. I take a deep inhale, breathing in the frigid cold air, and exhale with a puff of icy smoke through my nostrils.

      The lights are dim, the perfect lighting for how I skate. I’ve come to realize I don’t like the spotlight after Mom’s passing. For the last few years, I’ve been sticking to the shadows, trying to blend in as much as possible as I stay away from crowds of people. I don’t like anyone watching me skate across the ice, because it’s for me to get lost in the moment. Figure skating for an audience hasn’t meant as much to me since Mom passed away from cancer when I was fourteen. I stopped skating professionally and started skating more to connect with Mom, as it helps me escape my fucked up world. Every time I’m out on the ice alone, I still feel her presence. It’s another reason why I skate so early in the morning, because it’s empty and perfectly silent, except for Bob of course.

      Grabbing the edges of the open door, I tuck my elbows in as I step onto the ice before pushing off to glide over the smooth surface. It sounds like I’m chipping away at the ice beneath my skates with each glide of my feet, and the freezing air frosts on my lips. Deciding on a warm-up, I move my feet left and right, picking up speed as I circle the rink. As my music starts playing over the speakers, a hint of a smile overtakes my face. Bob knows by now what type of tunes I like to skate to, so he recently started playing them over the speaker when I’d forget to.

      When “Always Remember Us This Way” by Lady Gaga starts playing, I start gliding backward with my arms stretched out wide on either side of me and my head tipped back. I close my eyes and let my muscle memory control my movements to the heart-breaking song. My body pulls me into a Biellmann stretch, my hands lifting my extended left leg to meet the back of my head, inches away. Returning my left back down with a spin, I cross my legs and move them forward and backward while speeding around the ice. This is when I feel like I’m flying with my blades hardly touching down on the ice and the rest of the world keeps moving forward as I stay here, frozen in this moment of utter peace. My body swoops low, and I sit back with my right leg extended, my butt inches from the ice as I keep moving at full skating speed. Popping back up, I move back into forward position, picking up my pace to achieve the axel jump. A few loops around the rink, and I prepare for the jump with my heart pounding in excitement. Around the next curve, my muscles start to go with the flow, muscle memory kicking in, and my body lifts off the ice with my legs crossed over each other as I spin midair before dropping back down with my right leg extended straight out behind me. Nearing the end of the song, I do small circles until I’m in the middle of the arena. To finish, I spin in place with my arms above my head and my head tipped back until everything is a blur. The music cuts off just as I’m done, and my breath fogs the air with each panting exhale.

      With my head bowed, I take deep breaths and try my damndest to not cry. I wish I could be this free off the ice. Mom used to make life worth living with just her smile. My chest aches, and I place my hand over my heart as if the pain would disappear by rubbing the spot. I start skating over to the boards to exit the ice before the hockey players start showing up. With my head down, I don’t notice the massive shadow in the doorway until I’m halfway there, and I almost slip from being startled. No one is supposed to be here.

      Six foot two with shoulders wider than the door opening, I have the most random thought of myself being draped over those broad shoulders. His feet are spread apart in a stance of male dominance, and his muscled arms are crossed over a barrel chest. It’s a stance for intimidation with a back off vibe that speaks for itself. I realize as I’m checking him out that he can see I’m doing just that, but he’s returning the favor, because I can feel his gaze burning onto my skin until I’m overheated even after skating. By the time I meet his stare, his eyes are furious and a menacing scowl sits on his rugged, handsome face. I tip my head to the side, trying to figure out if I should be screaming for help or slapping myself for ogling the arrogant ass. He’s blocking the door, and he doesn’t look too happy that I’m here. Well, two can play that game.

      I spread my feet apart, mimicking him with my arms crossed over my chest. That draws his gaze down to my pushed-up boobs. I mean, they aren’t half bad if I do say so myself. He scowls even harder, like it’s my fault he was staring at my impressive assets. A five o'clock shadow covers his angry face, and his set jaw draws my gaze to his sinfully delicious bowed lips. My stomach goes crazy with flutters, and a shot of desire bursts through my core, causing a shiver up and down my spine. When his lips form into a half-smirk of pure cockiness, I glare at him. His sharp pale green eyes narrow at me as he runs a hand through black hair that’s slicked back to perfection and yet a tad messy, like he can’t seem to stop running his fingers through it. We continue our stare down until I feel like pulling my hair out, and finally, I break.

      “Are you going to stand there all day or let me through?” I grit out, finding it hard to hold our stare down. I usually avoid these types of things, but he’s bringing out a side of me I never let out.

      A single dark eyebrow raises at my angry tone and that cocky smirk is more pronounced, giving me a sudden urge to smack his handsome face. I step into his personal space, making my intent clear—if he doesn’t move, I will bulldoze him over. When he steps on the ice in his tennis shoes without falling, almost like he was made for the ice, I’m a bit impressed, but I won’t admit that. His tall frame towers over my five foot eight, blocking out the dim lighting. Green eyes pierce my blue gaze in the shadows, and the urge to flinch is strong because he’s standing too close. I keep my cool and lift my chin, glaring at him and showing I’m not backing down without a fight. He slowly starts his perusal from my feet to the top of my head, and I’m a bit offended when he looks displeased with my appearance. I may not be stunningly beautiful, but I at least know I’m pretty. I have my mom’s ice-blue eyes, a heart-shaped face, and a slim body that’s curvy in all the right places. I inherited my father’s dirty blonde hair, but I’ve covered that part of myself with pink hair dye. I don’t want to look anything like that monster, and my hair is the only resemblance I have with him, thank God.

      Having had enough of the silence and this prick crowding my space, I try again.

      “Well? Are you going to move out of my way or keep acting like you own this ice?” I mutter, clearly annoyed at this jerkface.

      He flashes a cocky gleam of white teeth and points his thick, long index finger to the ceiling without looking up. I gaze up and blink slowly. Hanging from the rafter in the middle of the rink is a banner. He’s posed on the ice in our school jersey with full gear on and the stick striking to hit the puck. I can see his hypnotizing green eyes from here, just as intense and hypnotizing, and he looks way too serious. Under his picture, it has a number eight, his last name, and the team captain “C” in bold letters. I lower my gaze and try not to laugh. I cover my mouth with my hand to hide my twitching lips, my face burning from containing my laughter. His face contorts in a scowl of annoyance as he steps closer, and I try not to flinch and show my wariness of people standing too close. I grimace, and it doesn’t go unnoticed by him. Suddenly, his expression completely blanks, and he doesn’t come any closer. I don’t like how he’s staring at me, as he seems to see inside my soul to the loss and pain there. He breaks his gaze from me, and I feel like I can breathe again. What an odd and very unusual reaction. I tend to stay away from men—well, if I’m being honest with myself, I stay away from everyone. His deep grumbling voice knocks me out of my thoughts.

      “Are you going to get the fuck off my ice, Princess?”

      Oh, hell no. His fucking ice? I think not! This place is the one escape I have to myself, and if he thinks he’s giving me the boot, he has another thing coming. I start to circle around him with my body facing him the whole time and my feet pointing out on either side of me, so I’m constantly moving around him at a lazy pace. He doesn’t budge, but watches me out of the corner of his eyes, tracking my every move.

      “I don’t see your name anywhere saying you own the place. Did I miss it somewhere?” I pause for dramatic effect before continuing on. “Didn’t think so. How about you stop being a douche canoe, and I’ll do whatever the hell I want. Glad we can agree on that.” The sass and irritation is clear in my voice before I’m turning my back to him to get off the ice.

      I may have gone a bit overboard in the sass department, but in my defense, he deserved it. I’m so sick of people telling me how to live my life. I step through the boards doorway and walk in steady movements back to the bleachers where my backpack is. His stare is drilling holes into the back of my head, and I just know he’s following me on surprisingly quiet feet for such a tall guy.

      Huffing, I plant my butt on the edge of the bleachers, not bothering to look up as I pull my skates off and tug my winter boots back on in angry, rushed movements. Heaving a sigh, I stand back up with my things and turn to him with a questioning brow. He opens his mouth, just like I expected him to.

      “Don’t come back here, Princess. I would hate to tell anyone how you’re sneaking into my turf and messing up my ice after it’s already been clean,” he grumps out, and it almost makes me laugh. He has a load of cockiness in his tone.

      I guess it’s time to pull out the big guns. My smile is dazzling as I shout out loud enough for my friend to hear me, “Bob, I’m leaving! See you tomorrow! Same place, same time.”

      We can hear Bob yelling from the maintenance room, “Have a good one, Kat! I’ll leave the doors open for you in the morning.”

      I know without a doubt my smile is smug as hell, and he doesn’t seem to like that. His eyes narrow onto my mouth with pure hate burning in their depths. I lick my suddenly dry lips and wait for him to return his gaze back to my eyes.

      “Look, let’s make a compromise. You stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of yours. Our skating schedules don’t even line up. You were obviously early today. Since that’s settled, I would say it’s been nice meeting you, Captain, but that would be a lie.” I salute him as I grab my coat, then throw it over my shoulders and practically run to the exit. I can hear him grumble in that deep husky voice just before the metal double doors slam shut.

      “Jesus H. Christ.”
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      Hockey practice was more brutal than usual, today. Sweat, blood, and my useless team skating around like chickens with their heads cut off. I keep my gaze on the ground, my teeth grinding. The locker room is so completely silent, you could probably hear a penny drop. My fucked-up teammates decide to keep their mouths shut, which is for the best. We used to skate like we were one, linked together through the sole purpose of winning and being the best goddamned team in the league. That was months ago, and everything has changed since then. It sucks to get yelled at by the coach for hogging the puck the whole time today,which wasn’t right on my part, but for the life of me, I can’t trust these assholes.

      “She’s cheating on you. Apparently has been for some time now. I don’t play into the gossip shit, so that’s why I just heard about it. She’s been playing you, man, right from the beginning,” Beast tells me, while passing me a beer as I sit frozen on my couch, feeling like I just got hit by a freight train.

      “I was going to break up with her a month ago, but the news of the baby stopped me from ending it with her…  Who the fuck is she cheating on me with?” I almost snap the neck of my beer bottle when he tells me.

      Fucking Jeff. Fuck my teammate.

      It’s been almost two months, and I’m still playing like shit on the ice, letting rage and hurt rule my life.

      I did have an unpleasant distraction during practice—I kept thinking about her, the girl with the wild pink hair and piercing blue eyes. I’ve never seen someone move so gracefully and with passion. She moved with the music, but it was like she owned the ice, and time slowed down as I watched her glide across the ice like an angel. She was captivating and radiated elegance with just her body language. I couldn’t look away, even when I tried.

      I have no idea where the hell those thoughts came from. Am I turning into a fucking poet? A snort escapes my mouth before I can cover it.

      Unwrapping his ankle bindings next to me on the bench, Joey throws a questionable look at me. I curl my lip at him, basically telling him to piss off in one single glance. He raises his hands up and backs away.

      “Sorry, bro,” he says in a rush, glancing around nervously like I’m about to sock him in the face or something.

      I’m mad at everyone who basically screwed me over, but I can control my fucking anger.

      He eventually turns his back to me and pretends to find something that holds his interest in his locker next to mine. I don’t bother responding, I never do anymore. I play the part of team captain by showing my face and charming smile at the parties we throw every Saturday, but when no one is looking, I isolate myself. ‘Trust no one’ is my new motto.

      My teammates knew about Jeff’s betrayal and decided to keep it a secret from me. I became the campus laughing stock—a fool who didn’t even know his girlfriend at the time was sleeping with one of his own teammates. That lazy piece of shit has always been jealous of me, wanting everything I have and doing whatever it takes to get it, even if it means sleeping with my girlfriend behind my back.

      I shake that shit off my shoulders. I have more pressing matters to attend to. First, I need to be the best on the ice to get my ass off this team and on to bigger and better things. Second, the new semester starts today. I’m determined to get drafted by the end of the season, but just in case, I need to focus on my studies if plan A fails.

      I climb to my feet, stretching with a grunt, and pull my hoodie on while hightailing it out of here before our coach decides to pull me into his office to talk about nonsense, like how I’m supposed to set an example for my team. Fuck that shit. I stomp my way to the door. Everyone’s either avoiding eye contact or running into the steaming showers to get away from my wrath. Just as my hand grips the door handle, the coach’s booming voice comes from his office.

      “Granger! Get your ass in my office, now!”

      I slump my head against the door, giving it one solid bang before turning around. Striding to the coach’s office, I notice Jeff smirk as he comes out of the shower from the corner of my eye. Inside his domain, Coach Miller is reclining in his desk chair with his feet crossed on his desk and fingers interlaced over his pudgy belly. Coach's receding hairline, glasses, stunted height, and loud mouth seem stereotypical for a head coach, but he has a good heart, even when he makes us repeat drills on and off the ice for hours until I feel like my legs might fall off.

      “Have a seat, son,” he says, gesturing to the chair across from him.

      Planting my ass on the excessively expensive leather seat, I school my expression and make sure I bury any emotions tumbling through my head. We wait in silence for him to start his lecture about teamwork once again. He sighs as he looks up at the dimly lit ceiling, shaking his head and muttering under his breath. It sounds like he says ‘bullheaded,’ but I could be wrong.

      “I’m not going to downplay this with you. Your game has been shit for weeks. My grandma could score more goals than you, at this point. You’re slipping, son. You’re supposed to lead this team to glory at the nationals. As team captain, your job is to make sure your players are flocking to you, not trying to find an exit when you charge at them. Either you find a way to make this work and build your way back to the team, or you’re out. No scout will look twice at you when you're playing like this,” he says, shaking his head in disappointment.

      I clench my jaw so tight that it makes a cracking noise as I rub my hands on my jeans to release the tension spreading through me. Fuck me. I need this more than anything—to be handpicked by a scout and to make my own living by myself. To not live off my rich parents’ money, I need to prove to everyone that I can do this.

      I see no remorse on the coach's face. He’s here to build this university the best damned hockey team anyone has ever seen, so I don’t blame him for giving me this ultimatum. Blowing out a gust of air through my puffed-up cheeks, I give him a single nod before observing the trophies gleaming in the display case behind him, mainly to avoid his ever so watchful gaze.

      “Yeah, Coach. I’ll get right on that. They may be my team, but they aren’t my brothers,” I grind out, feeling my face turn an angry red. Fucking hell, will I ever be able to move past this?

      “Then you’d better start winning your brothers back. I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you fail this team.” He points his index finger at me, leaning over his desk.

      “You’re absolutely fucking right, Coach. But they fucking betrayed me, failing me. How can I move on after how they’ve broken my trust? Earning trust goes both ways, but I can’t even pass them the puck because in my head, I’m thinking they can’t be trusted to end the game with us on the winning side. I’m their fucking captain, for God’s sakes, and yet my own team lied to my face.” I throw my hands in the air, then run my fingers through my hair in frustration.

      “It’s simple. You need to move on from it. If you’re going to survive this team, then you need to start from scratch. Have you talked to anyone about the baby? It’s not good to keep all that anger pent up, son. You need a new start,” he says as if it’s that simple, and I wish it was.

      I let out a deep sigh, and the seat cracks under my shifting weight.

      “Yeah, I’ve talked to Beast. I’m working through it, and no, I don’t want to fucking talk about it. Someone should have told me,” I grind out between clenched teeth, then take deep breaths to cool my anger before Coach really does kick me off the team.

      “What were they supposed to do? Write a fucking column in Cosmo? It’s none of their damn business. It was between you and another team player, so fix it,” he demands, wiping the sweat from his brow with his sleeve.

      “What the hell do you want me to do? What would you do? Want me to hold their hands on the ice or make them work for my trust again? I’ll try, Coach, because I want our team to win and have the best shot. That fucker though, he doesn’t deserve shit,” I grunt, crossing my arms as my leg jiggles from feeling cooped up.

      “You want a shot at the NHL, kid? The pros aren’t gonna tolerate a defeatist attitude. Keep trying, or you’ll end up at the bottom.” He sighs and waves for me to leave with his hand, as if he can’t even look at me.

      Rising, I head to his closed office door, wanting to get the hell out of here and hit the gym. I need to work off this pent-up energy, since practice sure as hell didn’t cut it. As I swing open the door, Coach has one more thing to say to me, and I’m sure the whole locker room hears.

      “You’re going places, so don’t let one beautiful, crazy woman stop you from moving forward after your dreams. There are still good people out there who will have your back, Granger. Don’t forget that. Get your head out of your ass! We have games to win,” he grunts out, dismissing me.

      I don’t bother turning around, I keep my sights on the one person who was supposed to have my back, to be my brother on this team. Jeff holds my stare before quickly looking away, the coward. I turn my head to the left so only the coach can hear me.

      “It wasn’t the secret affair that affected me so much. It’s the lies that followed, Coach. I can’t forget that, but I’ll try to play nice for the sake of the team and myself,” I promise with my heart pounding at the thought.

      And with that, I stride back to the door that leads into the rink, where my exit awaits. The sound of the door slamming behind me is very satisfying—freedom at last.

      I spoke too soon as I hear heavy footsteps marching right behind me. Only one person can make that much noise while simply walking—Henry, also known as “Beast.”  I turn my head towards him as I continue walking, I really just want to get out of this building. Seeing my duffle bag in his hand, which I clearly forgot on the bench in the locker room, I give him a subtle nod of thanks. He only grunts in acknowledgment of my gratitude, the ass. He walks by, dropping my bag on the ground, and his big feet keep stomping away.

      Suddenly turning around with amazing speed for his size, he blocks the exit with his hands on his waist and feet apart. I roll my eyes as I mentally chant ‘fuck shit.’ I'm not doing this right now. My blood is still heated from practice.

      Beast has been my friend, more like a brother, since freshman year. We made plans to get the hell out of here and go pro together one day, the fucking sooner, the better. Scouts are watching our every move right now, so we need to pick up our game and get this team together. This fucker has had my back from the very beginning, no questions asked, he just stands behind me like a surly giant. I haven’t talked to him since that night I spilled my guts about Victoria cheating, and I can’t even look him in the eye without feeling like a fool.

      That night I learned two things—never trust anyone, even those closest to you, and never fucking fall in love. You only get stomped on, and the edges of your heart close off after breaking into a million pieces all over the damn ground. I thought I might have loved her, or at least could’ve seen myself loving her, but I was blind and she sank her claws into me. It was too late to break up with her when she dropped the baby news on me, but fuck, I was going to step up no matter what and be there. It wasn’t even the cheating that crushed my heart, it was her other lies—

      I shut that thought down fast. Nope, not going there. I glance away from Beast’s all too knowing sharp brown gaze and peer at the empty rink.

      I can still picture her here. That bright cotton candy colored hair swirling freely around her face, obscuring incredibly clear blue eyes with an expression of deep sorrow hidden away past the surface. Speaking of eyes, my own narrow as my thoughts betray me. So what if she was the most beautiful, graceful, and witty woman I’ve ever met? She spells trouble, and I want nothing to do with a woman who will plunge her fist through my chest, rip my beating heart out, and feast upon it as if it’s breakfast. Hard no for me.

      Beast grunts under his breath and mumbles something that sounds like, “Get your head out of your ass.” I can’t be too sure what’s spilling out of his mouth, since half the time he sounds like an angry bear. I don’t bother saying anything as I push through the stadium double doors leading outside into the bitter cold.

      The thought suddenly crosses my mind to get outta Dodge and apply at other schools, but I can’t leave Boston. I worked my ass off trying out for the team, and for once, my family let me decide where I wanted to go to college. I don’t even want to think about starting back on the bottom again. Otherwise, I would’ve left a long time ago. Besides, who wouldn’t love the crisp Boston air? The Bruins is my dream team to skate for, so I’m not going anywhere.

      I toss my hockey bag over my shoulder, and its weight slows my fast pace, just another reminder of how practice went today. Beast walks past me like a stampede of angry bulls before swinging around and planting himself in front of my path once again. I blow out an irritated breath and widen my stance with my arms crossed over my chest, my body language saying ‘back the fuck off or be prepared for a beating.’ He matches my scowl until he throws his hands up in the air with an ‘I give up’ look thrown my way.

      “You need to go out, drink a little—or a lot until you pass out—and fuck her memory out of your system,” he grumbles out, stroking his beard with a faraway look in his eyes, but I’m already shaking my head in denial.

      Can’t a man just play hockey and be left alone? I’d happily die a single old man just so I don’t make myself look like an idiot again. There’s this deep part of myself that’s always angry, and the feeling wells up until it wants to grab a hold of me and release itself. I’ve been stabbed in the back too many times. My family thinks hockey is all a dream that I’ll get over one day to join the family business at the law firm. I don’t even think my parents have been to any of my games and never plan on going—talk about support. Skating on the ice is all I have, it’s who I am. Maybe I do need a fucking drink, because I can feel my blood boiling at the thought of my father and mother, plus the reminder of Victoria and all that I’ve lost in the back of my mind.

      “I don’t know, man. We need to fix the team, plus I have to study for that quiz on Monday. Economics is frying my brain with all the bullshit, and it hasn’t even started yet.” I groan at the thought of more school work. I’m going to fall behind.

      Beast raises an eyebrow, and his grizzly face scrunches up at my self-pity party. He can hear the excuses coming out of my mouth. Running a hand down my face in frustration, I think maybe a drink wouldn’t be so bad. I could lose myself in oblivion for a while. It’s just one day. I watch as the fucker’s bearded face starts to spread into a smug face as he sees me change my mind.

      “Party at the frat house Saturday. You’ll be there, even if I have to drag your sorry ass there. No more, bro. Get drunk and eat some pussy. Then your game will come back, both on the ice and off. I have your back, brother,” he says with a fist bump before moving past me.

      He pounds on my back and heads in the opposite direction towards the college dorms. I make my way to my apartment a few blocks away. I have a little while to work out some more and get ready before class starts. Out of the corner of my eye, I swear I see a flash of pink hair dart into the popular coffee shop on campus across the street. Great, now I’m seeing her even when she’s not there. I mentally slap myself as I walk faster to escape my own thoughts. This weekend might actually help. It better, or I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do.
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      With a relieved sigh, I drop my bag of crap I need for classes and my books on the floor next to my classroom chair. My shoulders gradually start to relax as I take a sip of my coffee and thank the heavens I didn’t run into that jerk again as I saw him outside the café across the street. I ran into the coffee shop like my butt was on fire, and didn’t come out until I had my coffee and made sure he wasn’t around. I was so worried for a few minutes that I thought I would be there all day and miss class, but small miracles happen and I got out just in time to run across campus. Looking around, I notice I’m pretty early because only a few seats are filled with eager freshman students. Shaking my head, I wish someone would have told me to not appear too eager on your first day back when I first started college. The professor for this class is very passionate, loud, and she will single-handedly pick on you just to bring you down a peg if you're not paying attention. Beware, Miss Barnet—bitter and cranky, with a dash of hot mess. This is my fourth and final year, just a few more classes and I’m a free bird. Graduating with a degree in business management isn’t the most exciting thing, but making a living out of figure skating is just an Olympic-sized dream too far away to reach.

      The rows of seats start to fill up and voices echo off the walls as more students file in, along with Miss Barnet. She doesn’t even wait for class to officially start before she begins the lecture. I can already tell we’re going to have homework, and I’m completely fine with that, since I’ll be at the library instead of going home tonight. Maybe I can crash at Mary’s dorm tonight, if she doesn’t have another guy over. I really do feel bad for her roommate, although, I would trade places with her in a heartbeat just to get away from my father.

      Mary is my best friend who lived next door as we grew up. She was there before my mom passed away, but afterwards, we drifted apart when the abuse started, and I didn’t really see her again until college started. She didn’t know about it, no one did until freshman year, when I tasted a small amount of freedom and told her everything. I closed everyone off to crawl into a dark hole that I’m still trying to fight my way through to find the light. There has to be a happy ending for everything, I just haven’t found mine yet.

      Those are some depressing thoughts, so I try to focus on the professor’s boring voice, as she drones on and on about nonsense that’s on the syllabus. I start doodling on the open notepad on my desk, and thoughts from earlier overcome me. I daydream about the stupid, grumpy jock. I wonder what crawled up his ass and laid tiny angry eggs? It’s always the insanely hot men who turn into ass hats because they know that their gorgeous good looks can turn women into bumbling dumb hoes. Not this one, no way. I’m not affected at all by him or wondering if I will see him again. I don’t have an exciting shiver travel down my spine at the thought of touching his sharp jawline and feeling the tingles of his five o clock beard scraping my fingers. My fingers flex as I imagine the feeling, and I have to mentally slap myself as I tuck my hands under my butt so they stop having a mind of their own. Oh, sweet mother of God, I don’t want to think about that brooding, grumpy, hot ass that I could bounce quarters off—wait, not his muscular ass. He’s an asshole jock.

      There’s already enough on my plate. I have to keep my grades up because if I fail, I’ll be crawling back to daddy dearest when they take my scholarship away… I’d rather choke to death on a bag of dicks. I was lucky enough to talk him into letting me go to college when I graduated high school early, I just have to live in his house while getting free schooling. I can’t get a job because Father has threatened a million times to take away the small inheritance I do have if I even think of getting a minimum wage job. He always has something up his sleeve. The only thing he’s pushing right now is for me to finish college, but I’m scared where that will leave me once I do. He’s a powerful man who knows people and controls my every move. I’m freaking twenty-one years old, and yet he still has a say in my life. Where would I go? How would I hire a lawyer to get my money when he controls it all? I just want to leave this state for good, but until then, I’m still stuck at my father’s until graduation day. If he even lets me go.

      A prickling sensation of someone staring at me runs along the back of my neck and pulls me out of my musing thoughts. Turning my head slightly to the right, I try to shake off the heebie jeebies of Jeff Gold staring at me with unblinking eyes. My creep alert is ringing, urging me to break eye contact before he gets any ideas. Jeff has been trying to get into my pants since sophomore year, and he has a hard time with the word fuck off. I’ve managed to dodge him pretty well, and he left me alone most of my junior year because whatever sports team he’s on kept him pretty busy. Plus, he was seeing some red-haired chick who was cheating on her boyfriend with him, or so the rumor went. It looks like I’m back on his radar, lucky me. I turn my attention back to the front to watch Miss Barnet try really hard to look threatening by pacing around with her ruler slapping her hand. Trying to ignore the gaze I feel drilling a hole into the back of my head, I will the clock to go faster.

      “You are dismissed for the day. I want a one-thousand-word essay turned in by Monday at exactly at eight AM sharp,” she announces like a drill sergeant and waves her hand, telling us to get out of her class.

      Groans fill up the classroom as I gather my books and shoot out of my chair like my butt is on fire, rushing towards the exit with a silent prayer. A quick glance over my shoulder, and I can see him pushing other students out of the way, heading in my direction with a grim expression plastered on his ugly mug.

      Don’t follow me, don’t follow me.

      I chant that until I’m outside with fresh, fat snowflakes falling down and a cold that sets in my bones as I lift my face to the sky with a relieved sigh. That was a close call. I’ll have to dodge that creep for the rest of the semester. I take off in the direction of Mary’s dorm, hoping she doesn’t have a sock on the door. I don’t want to go back to my father’s townhouse.
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      Sprawled out on Mary’s bed with my arms spread wide and my feet dangling over the edge of the bed, I give a small thanks that she changed her sheets. This girl has seen more dicks than a men's locker room. She always talks about her, um… love interests like she is currently. As she does her makeup, she leans over the dresser to get closer to the mirror, applying mascara in thick coats. I don't know how she does it when she’s constantly moving in place and dancing.

      “…and then I was like, ‘yeah, baby, you know just what spot to hit inside me.‘ He didn’t really know, but he learned as I showed him just what I needed to come. Girl, it was spectacular. Not the best, but still reached the end goal, if you know what I mean, chica,” she says with a wiggle of her butt.

      She smacks her glossy lips together and does a little hip swivel as she finishes getting ready. My little Latina friend has always been a free spirit, but her sleeping around with half the male population goes a lot deeper. Her parents raised her basically in a church—strict and controlling. The only thing her parents signed her up for when she was a kid that Mary still does is ballet. She dances and has been trying to get into a university with a dancing program, like Juilliard. For now, she’s constantly on the prowl for a new hook up before moving on to the next. I get she wants to spread her wings, but I worry about her, because I know for a fact she feels nothing for these guys that pass through her bedroom door almost every night.

      I don’t really see the appeal, to be honest. I had a ‘wham bam, thank you, ma’am’ moment in high school when I was at my lowest. At the time, I felt like an empty shell, a human in a bodysuit without a soul. Mom died, I stopped skating for a while—which is my outlet so I don’t sink—and then Father went down the deep end to the point of no return. I needed to feel, even if it was just for a few seconds. Anything to escape my reality and the endless questioning of why I’m still here in the messed-up life I numbly live. I floated in a black sea with my head above the water, just barely keeping me afloat, while the rest of my body sank, dragging me down day by day.

      It was all fumbled kisses, groping hands, and then over in two minutes, leaving me feeling unsatisfied and like I was missing something. I don’t have the urge to repeat that whole mess for a very long time. Even the hot men that walk around this campus like Greek gods really don’t do it for me, except one who won’t leave my thoughts. But I’m determined not to think about that asshole again.

      It’s the last time, starting right now.

      I wonder why he has a look of suppressed anger and sadness deep in those green eyes that pierced right into me… What I wouldn’t give to solve the puzzle of the mysterious air that surrounds him. Damn it! For the love of…I did it again!

      “Are you listening to me, girl?” She snaps her fingers to get my attention, and my face turns red. “You’ve been staring at my ass for a solid five minutes. I get it, really, I do. It’s a great ass. Can’t blame ya for checking out my booty.”

      There she goes again with the hip swirls and her cackling laugh as I chuck her pillow at her big head just before she smacks her own butt. I was staring at the ceiling as I was buried deep in my head, not staring at her bubbly butt. By the twinkle in her eye, she caught me not listening to her red-handed as she babbled on and on about her sex life.

      “Sorry, I’m being a shitty friend. You may continue, but fewer details would be nice. I’m still scarred from when you told me about the professor you almost hooked up with. I never want to hear about a golden shower again, and last semester was torture for me when I had his class. I can only see him now in a zebra thong while he asks for you to pee on him. I’m forever traumatized.” I gag and block that mental image from my head.

      Her body lets out a shudder like she wishes she can forget too. Her life stories don’t only affect her, especially when Professor Kinky asked me why I wouldn’t look him in the eye last semester as he praised me about my writing assignment. Talk about awkward. I remember blurting out the first thing I could think of—I freaking told him I had to go pee. I cringed and basically ran away before he got any ideas.

      “Believe me when I say, chica…I wish I could rewind time and forget that night. Naughty professors are off my list. Anyways, I was telling you about my latest hookup before you spaced out. I can feel your stress from here. When was the last time you went out, girl? You need to let loose and free your vajayjay. I say we party, let our pussies do the talking! Party tonight and yes it’s a jock party but those are the best. Sometimes you’ll see a cock breezing in the wind or boobies letting free. We need this.” she declares, and flops on the bed next to me.

      I groan silently as, once again, my friend is up to no good, trying to corrupt my ways. I don’t want to let my vagina on the loose. I’m not looking for love or a boyfriend. I just want out of this freaking state!

      “I don’t think so. Think of all the horny frat jocks.” I make the sign of the cross, and that does the trick because she starts laughing her ass off.

      After a few minutes, she stops and we just lie there in silence as we stare at the ceiling.

      “You need to start living, you haven’t for a long time. I worry about you,” she whispers, grabbing my hand with a squeeze.

      My heart squeezes itself, and I feel like I can’t even smile just so she doesn’t have to worry. All I want to do is pack my bags and leave and never look back again, but what good would that do? I have nowhere and no one to go. I feel like a shitty friend for causing her to worry, but maybe I do need to get out just for one night so she can see I’m going to be okay, even if I’m not.

      “Okay, I’ll go. But I swear if I see one naked jock and his tiny balls running around…I’m out of there,” I grumble and ignore her growing smile.

      “Don’t worry, that won’t happen. It’s only big cocks and balls at the frat house.” She giggles, and I can’t help laughing with her.

      At least I have a few days to prepare myself before the party and to avoid the jerkface.
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      Bringing my arm back, I grip my stick and swing my arm down with a speed that sends the puck airborne and into the net post with a loud clink echoing around the rink. I’ve been here since five AM and haven’t been able to get my anger out yet. It’s been a shit week. My team still sucks, and my father is so far up my ass about coming to work for the firm, even after I keep giving him plain as day hints that I’m not even remotely interested. I’m spiraling, I know it and so does everyone else. My thoughts have been consumed by a girl with pink hair. I look everywhere for her and don’t even realize what I’m doing until I have to argue with myself. Am I losing it? Especially when I think I see her, but when I look again a second later, she’s gone. I’m also pretending that I didn’t wake up at the crack of dawn with the hope of just getting a glimpse of her.

      Heaving a sigh, I send another puck flying with a slap shot, then hear the sound of soft, smooth strokes of blades behind me as she skates onto the ice. Why the hell is my heart racing? It’s not like I’m excited to see her or watch her open that smart, sexy ass mouth again. I don’t bother turning around the closer she gets, pretending she’s not there as I continue my practice. Each puck smacks into the net faster and harder as I swing my stick. By the time I’m done, sweat is coating the back of my neck as I slowly turn around.

      I lean against my hockey stick and curl my fist around the top grip with deep breaths, and it’s as if she’s stealing my breath away. It’s pissing me off. She’s dressed in a tiny skirt with black tights covering her legs and a red leotard under that. She somehow makes it look classy and sexy as fuck. I have an urge to unravel the perfect bun on top of her head and watch the pink waves cascade down her back while I run my fingers through it.

      “What did that puck ever do to you?” she asks with a slight smirk as she places her hands on her curvy hips while slowly looking me up and down.

      The puck is taking my frustrations from the phone call I had with my father last night. Once again, he was telling me hockey isn’t a career and when I’m going to come into the office to start working for him.

      “Princess, didn’t we talk about you not coming onto my ice?” My voice comes out in a growl without meaning to because damn if she isn’t a distraction.

      Beast is right, I do need to get laid by some chick who means nothing to me at all. I won’t be falling into another web of lies only to get hurt in the end. So why can’t I get this girl who keeps challenging me out of my head? I picture picking Princess right up and pressing her back into the glass as I sink to my knees to the ice and devour her pussy while she chants my name. The thought alone pisses me off, but my cock has other ideas. He seems to like that image very much, wanting to sink into her warm, dripping wet pussy while her freezing cold breath fans my face.

      “I seem to remember this isn’t your rink and you’re on my time, Captain. Are you stalking me?” she accuses me with a single blonde eyebrow raised, as if I don’t come here almost everyday and skate. Stalker indeed.

      For fuck’s sake.

      Dropping my stick, it clatters on the ice, and I slowly draw my gloves off before throwing them somewhere behind me as I skate to her side within seconds. Her breathing picks up as she stares down at her skates, the top of her head only reaching my shoulders.

      “Just because you’re beautiful doesn’t mean you can throw it at me. I won’t fall for it, I’m not interested,” I say gruffly, lying through my teeth. When her head snaps up with a gasp escaping those perfect lips, for the first time in my life,  I almost feel unsteady on my blades.

      “Let me get this straight…you think I’m beautiful and seducing you…? Unbelievable.” She throws back her head and starts laughing. I want to join her, even though I don’t find this remotely funny, she just has a laugh that’s contagious. “For your information, I’m hardly interested in you. I don’t date ignorant jocks. Actually, I don’t date at all. You must think you’re God’s gift to women,” she says, shaking her head while she starts skating backward away from me.

      I cross my arms, gripping my biceps because I want to grab her, maybe shake some sense into her, and then kiss that smart mouth.

      “Well yeah, but that doesn’t change anything. I’m not sinking my cock into your tight pussy, even if you beg.” I start following her, my blades smoothing over the ice with ease as I try not to picture her squeezed tight around me.

      “Wow. I really have no words. You’re something else. Let me be clear, I’m not even attracted to you.” She avoids eye contact with me the closer I come towards her, and I can’t help the smirk that comes across my face.

      “Go ahead and lie, whatever helps you sleep at night, Princess,” I whisper in her ear as I circle around her, her head whipping around to follow my movements.

      The slamming of a door in the distance makes her jump in place and start to slip backwards. I catch her around her slim yet curvy waist and haul her up against my chest. I take a deep breath, my chest expanding with her every breath as we stand there in silence. What is it about this girl that gets my blood pumping and makes everything else fade away into the background when she’s around?

      “Y-You can let go now,” she whispers in a low hushed tone. I almost don’t hear her, but I slowly release her until my hands are tingling as they hang loosely at my sides.

      She turns around swiftly and plants her slim fingers on my pecs, her hands digging into my shirt. Peeping under her lashes at me, her blue eyes sparkle with mischief and she licks her upper lip, which draws my attention.

      “Captain…” she says huskily. I inch closer to her with my head inclined towards hers as she rises a little on her blades.

      “Yes, Princess?” I mutter, my eyes flickering to hers and then back to her lips inches away from mine, our breaths sharing the same space.

      “Get the hell off my ice,” she breathes and pushes me away, making me stumble on my skates. “Bob! Can you play Halsey’s ‘Gasoline’ for me?” she shouts in the direction of where Bob’s office is while staring at me the whole time.

      The speakers blare to life with static, and she takes off to the center of the rink like a rocket, a speed that impresses me. I shake my head to clear my thoughts as I turn around to pick my shit up off the ice. I shove my gloves back on with angry jerky movements, fully intent on staying right here on the ice. Two can play this game. A song starts to play with a soft melody, and I can’t help but watch as she starts to move with the music. Her arms rise in the air as she bends backward at an angle that shows her long, graceful neck. I’d like to take a bite of that neck and leave my mark, my teeth written into her skin.

      Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me? I run a gloved hand over my head, no doubt making my hair stick up everywhere.

      When the music turns upbeat with lyrics that I understand at a deep level, she takes off in wide, fast circles. Her face stays stoic, her bowed lips pursed in anger, yet I don’t even think she realizes I’m still here. She’s moving with the music like she owns the ice. She’s more than beautiful, and I’ve never seen someone with a passion such as hers. I lean against my hockey stick, holding off practice just so I can watch her more. Maybe I’m turning into a stalker? Fuck, I can’t look away, even if I tried. She switches direction in the blink of an eye, skating backwards while crouching low before straightening with a jump as she swirls in the air. My heart stops for a second there until her blade touches back down on the ice with a spray of ice shavings from the impact. She picks up her pace, speeding faster and heading towards the center of the rink with a determined look in her blue eyes. I squeeze my hockey stick, barely breathing, because she’s about to do something that requires strength. She hits the middle and jumps again in a swirl, but mid-air, she does a split. She lands backward and glides with her right leg extended straight out behind her. My hockey stick drops from my hands with a clatter as I draw in a breath, the noise catching her attention. She whips her head over in my direction with a scowl, and fuck if it’s not adorable.

      “Enjoying the show, stalker?” she sasses, and my eyes drift to her retreating ass as she skates to the boards to exit… I’d like to bite that delicate, peachy ass too.

      What the hell is wrong with me?! I want to sink my cock in some pussy, but I don’t want the mess that comes with it. I’m almost dreading the party tomorrow night because of all the fake, horny women trying to get into my pants. It’s been months since I’ve been laid, but I just keep thinking about my ex, who ruined it all for me. I made a promise to myself that I’d stay away from women and focus on my career.  Maybe if I can get the Princess to hate me, she’d get out of my head. I almost regret what I’m about to do, since she’s only going to look at me with anger in those burning eyes and hate my dirty mouth.

      “I did enjoy it. You’re very talented, Princess.” I glide over to her as she spins around with astonishment on her gorgeous face.

      Slowly moving towards her, I take in her heart-shaped face with her blonde eyebrows that clash with her pink hair. She’s almost too beautiful…she’s just more. By the time I make it over to her, she’s checked me out from head to toe with a slight blush staining her cheeks.

      “I…uh, thank you?” she mumbles. Obviously, she’s not used to compliments as she looks down. I wasn’t lying. She is talented…talented enough to make it to the Olympics.

      “You’re welcome. But you know what else I would enjoy?” I stare into her widening eyes as she glances up, and a slow grin spreads across my face when she shakes her head a little.

      I lightly place an escaped piece of pink hair behind her ear and feel my cock stir as she gasps at the contact. She doesn’t flinch this time as I step closer like she did the first time we met, and I can’t help wondering who this girl with the pink hair is. I already fucking regret what I’m about to do.

      “I’d enjoy you on your knees right now, sucking my cock into your wide, perfect fucking mouth,” I say in a deep voice as I trace my thumb along the corner of her bottom lip, almost transfixed as her mouth parts open.

      She grabs my wrist, stopping my hand from retreating with her hot breath warming my thumb. I inhale sharply, almost growling when she bites the pad of my thumb while her blue eyes stare at me the whole time.

      “I wouldn’t suck your cock, even if it was the last one on this planet,” she says huskily, and bites down hard enough to break through the skin, making a pained hiss escape me before she releases my thumb.

      I place my finger in my mouth, sucking to ease the bite, and watch her blue eyes darken before she starts blinking rapidly. Shaking her head, she turns around with angry movements as she glides off to the doors and exits the ice. She sits down on the bleachers, whips off her skates, and shoves her feet into a pair of boots. She glances up suddenly to glare at me, catching me staring at the amount of cleavage on display. I think my right hand just needs to stay busy with my cock, because I’m not liking the thoughts going through my head.

      She’s just a beautiful woman, Granger. You don’t need anyone. Just move on and focus.

      I argue with myself as I try not to picture sliding the straps down her arms slowly, taking my time as I expose every inch of her pale, flawless skin as she moans my name with her head tipped back. Definitely not thinking of spreading her clenched thighs open and sinking my cock into her wet pussy—fuck, I’m not thinking that at all. I watch her shuffle on her feet, unnerved by my staring while I stay silent. Although, I’m pretty sure my body language and my eyes are doing plenty of talking for me.

      I clear my throat when she looks down and quickly back up with a blush, obviously noticing my growing cock straining in my jeans. I act like it’s a normal thing to walk around with a hard on as I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Same time, same place tomorrow, Princess?” I tease, kind of hoping that even on a Saturday, she’ll be here.

      I don’t know what it is about her, but I see something within the shadows in her eyes. Maybe she’s missing broken pieces of herself just like me. She stands up and shoulders her backpack, looking at me with her head cocked to the side, as if she’s trying to figure me out. Good luck with that, I don’t even know myself half the time anymore. I’ve been lost since my world fell apart, I’m just a guy trying to survive this fucked up world one step at a time. She shakes her hair out of its bun, long pink hair falling down to her waist in waves, and my fingers start twitching again.

      “No, Captain. You won’t be seeing me for a while if I can help it. Have a terrible weekend, and you might want to do something about that before practice.” She gestures to my cock with a wave of her hand and turns on her heels.

      I look down to scowl at the traitor and run a hand through my hair in frustration. Practice is going to be brutal today, because my head is a mess and she’s going to be on my mind.

      “Care to help me?” I ask out loud without meaning to, my mouth talking without my permission.

      She glances over her shoulder just as she reaches the doors. I meant to snarl, growl, or even chomp my teeth to scare her away, but fuck if I’m not pouting. Her lips twitch, and I stand up straighter because I think she’s going to smile. I bet it’s something to see, and I really don’t want to miss it.

      “You wish.” She snorts and quickly turns away with her long middle finger extended behind her, but I swear I hear her chuckle.

      The doors bang open in front of her just as she reaches for the handles, and she jumps back before it smacks into her face. I’m already stomping my way over to her, skates be damned, because the fucker that’s smirking at her like she’s a snack is none other than Jeff.

      “Hey, Kitty Kat, what are you doing here? Come to see me practice? Can’t say I blame you, I’m quite good on the ice and off.” He blocks her in by moving into her path and leaning down with his arm on the wall over her head, but I’m moving to interrupt him before he can get any closer. She looks nervous and keeps glancing at the door, back to the jackass, and then to me with a look of pleading. I don’t like his leering brown eyes assessing her body up and down.

      “Don’t you have to get to class, Princ—Kat?” I growl behind Jeff, and he straightens quickly to glare at me over his shoulder. He just now notices she’s not alone, and I’ll keep him away from her even if she hates me.

      “Granger.” Jeff grinds out at me with hostile anger before glancing back and forth between Kat and I. The wheels are turning, watching him trying to figure out what we are doing here together is almost laughable because it’s clearly obvious she’s mine to protect from him.

      “Uh, yes. Gotta go. Bye, Captain.” She hurries out from under his arm, throwing me a glance that says ‘thank you,’ and leaves with the door slamming closed behind her.

      Jeff hasn’t looked away from the exit she just left, his jaw muscle ticking and his fist squeezed tight around the strap of his hockey bag. He slowly turns towards me with a blank expression, but I can see the rage behind his mask. Why does this fucker think everything is a competition between us?

      “How do you know Kat? What was she doing here with you?!” His mouth twists into a snarl as the thought of her and me together… A slow smile starts to spread across my lips as his face starts to turn beet red with anger. He wants her, that much is obvious, but I didn’t like the look in his greedy eyes as he stared at her, almost as if he owned her.

      “None of your damn business. A fair warning though, stay the fuck away from her,” I whisper in a deadly voice with a threat clear in my tone. I noticed when he was crowding her space that she was looking around frantically for an escape.

      He scowls at me as he pushes past me in angry strides. I make sure he rounds the corner, just in case he gets any ideas of chasing after her. For once, I didn’t think of Victoria’s cheating when I stared at Jeff. My mind was occupied with the woman that gets my blood pumping and why she doesn’t act skittish around me as she does with Jeff. I realize I’m standing on the concrete with my skates on as I stare at the door she left through. My blades are fucked now, but I keep questioning myself…

      What is it about her? Why can’t I stop thinking about her?
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      I burrow into my coat and make my way across campus with my breath fogging the air. My legs won’t stop shaking, the thought of Jeff towering over me makes my heart sped up. He reeked of sleaziness and something else that puts me on edge. I’m just glad the weekend starts after my last class today and I won’t have to see him until class next week. My lips touch the brim of my coffee cup, taking a sip that slightly burns my mouth, but coffee is my life. The best kind is from my favorite coffee shop on campus, and I quickly grabbed one before class to survive the day.

      As I swing open the door to English literature with Professor Roz, I’m beyond stoked. I love the escape a book can bring, the way it takes you to a place just for a little while. Books are life and this class will break it down step by step to dive into the unknown of how it all works. I’ve heard Professor Roz is a hard ass, but being in his class gives me something to take my mind off of my home life and a certain jock that walks around like he’s a god just because he’s the captain of the hockey team. I snort to myself as I start climbing the stairs to grab a seat in the back row, allowing me to see the whole room with my back to the wall. I open my bag and grab my notebook while taking a seat, then focus on my doodling as students start filling the class. Time passes as I get lost in the endless swirls I’m drawing, and the door slamming startles me as Professor Roz walks over to the board to start outlining our semester workload. I’m writing down my notes when the door slams again, echoing around the silent room. I look up from my notebook and quickly glance back down before he can see me. Why the heck did I dye my hair pink again? It’s like a beacon, and I can feel his stare burning into my skin, leaving his imprint as he did earlier when he touched me.

      “Nice of you to join us, Mr. Wilder. Please take a seat and don’t be late again. I don’t care who you are around here,” Professor Roz says with annoyance in his voice, adjusting his glasses before turning back to the white board.

      It would seem the professor is not a fan of hockey, and I focus on my doodling to hide my smile behind the curtain of my hair. I hear his stomping footsteps, almost as if he wants me to hear him. He keeps making his way up the steps, and my heart stalls when I see his bag dropping on the floor next to mine out of the corner of my eye. He just stands there, and I wonder why he hasn’t sat down yet until I can’t take it anymore. I glance up and see him already staring at me, his piercing green gaze holding me in place. Why is he everywhere I go?

      “Princess, I’m starting to think maybe you're stalking me,” he says in a low, deep voice as he sits right next to me, his arm brushing mine.

      He shifts until his long legs are spread out and he’s crouching down in his seat with his big body angled towards mine. I glance around to see half the girls in here giving me the death stare before batting their lashes at the jock taking up my personal space.

      “As if. I was here first. Why are you even taking this class?” I ask him, watching him twirling his pencil between his strong fingers.

      I had those fingers tracing my bottom lip, causing a sensation that left a burning trail behind. For some reason, I want to challenge him. To provoke this side of him he no doubt keeps locked up. I saw him this morning, hitting the puck as if it had done him harm. He’s good, I’ll give him that. I watched his biceps flex under his long sleeved shirt when he drew back his hockey stick to land a strike that sprayed up the ice around him. I remember my heart racing, my stomach fluttering, and I had to shake myself because I realized that feeling was lust. I know that feeling he was fighting, as his anger released with each movement of the stick coming down and hitting its target. I do the same with my skating.

      “I’m touched, Kat.” He leans closer, his hot breath on my ear, and a shiver travels down my spine as my thighs clench with desire. “I don’t need to stalk you, you’re everywhere I look. As for why I’m here… I couldn’t stay away.” He stares at me, my eyes drawn to his lips that are spread into a small lopsided smirk. It should be a sin for a man to have lips like his, wide and so kissable. “I need this class to graduate.” He chuckles under his breath as my brows draw together, and I resist the urge to stick my tongue out at him for being an ass.

      He made me think he was here for me for a second there. He reaches across me for my cup of coffee and snags it before I have a chance to stop him. With slow ease, he places the lid against his mouth and takes a drink. I’m going to beat him over the head with his hockey gloves, because you do not take coffee from a woman.

      “Granger!” I gasp out loud without meaning to and take my cup out of his hands before he can drink the whole thing.

      I grumble under my breath and stare straight ahead at whatever the professor is lecturing about. I missed the whole thing and have no clue what’s going on, all because of him. He’s a distraction, and I can’t have that.

      I can feel him staring at me, and out of the corner of my eye, I see his knuckles turning white on his desk cover. I can’t help but look up at his towering figure, and a gasp softly leaves my mouth. His eyes are burning hot, desire swirling in the depths as his chest expands with every breath.

      “Say it again,” he growls deeply in his chest, and I really feel that as my panties soak within seconds, as if his voice is pulling me tight into his grasp. It’s like the feeling of not getting enough oxygen, terrifying and intoxicating.

      “Say what?” I whisper, releasing the breath I didn’t realize I was holding.  I edge closer to him until his thigh is scorching mine and radiating heat I’d like to cuddle in for a long time.

      It’s a staredown, one I can’t look away from, and I don’t know if I want to. That’s what scares me the most—he’s bringing this side of myself that I’d rather keep locked away. It’s scary as hell, feeling these emotions.

      “My name, say it again. It’s fucking irresistible coming out of your mouth. Almost sounds like you want me, Princess,” he purrs, but the sharp line of his jaw is clenched tight, highlighting his high cheekbones and his dark eyebrows clash together with a scowl as his eyes slowly darken. His annoyance is directed at me, like it’s my fault I’m making him feel things he doesn’t want to.

      I wonder why that is? Why is he so angry at the world and practically snarls at the female population when they fawn all over him? Heck, half the women here can’t stop staring at me, even though he’s not giving them any attention. Is this a hockey thing?

      His eyes change to a darker color, a jaded green that pierces me in place. Fire burns in the depths of his expanding pupils, and I realize two things at that moment. One is how close we’ve moved towards each other, his face inches from my face, and the second is that I like the anger in his eyes.

      Call me crazy, but it’s kind of hot. Like, I want to push his buttons, and it’s the frosting on top of the cake to know the anger is all his own. It’s not even about me really, I recognize the pure hatred in his eyes at not being able to have something you want.

      “Granger,” I breathe, my chest expanding on a deep exhale so close to his, and I notice his scent flooding my senses for the first time.  It’s a masculine smell of earth yet spicy like cinnamon, and my mouth starts watering.

      “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath, not looking away from me, even when his name is called three times in the front of the class.

      Our bubble pops, allowing me to breathe as I glance quickly to the front of the class to see the professor leaning against his desk with his arms folded over his chest.

      “Since you're very involved in this discussion, Mr. Wilder, why don’t you tell me about Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven” and what the story is about?” Professor Roz smirks, gladly catching us not paying attention and drawing all the gazes of our classmates to our cozy corner.

      Granger’s face doesn’t change, he just stares at me with an intensity that has the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end as he answers the question.

      “A madness descending on a man who’s felt pain, mourning a lover, and never being able to love again. Loneliness will keep him company until it’s all he has left,” Granger says, his deep voice echoing around the silent room, and the spell breaks as he looks away from me to stare at his desk, as if he didn’t suck the oxygen from the room.

      “Well, uh, that would be part of it. Miss Talin, please explain the theory on the Raven.” Professor Roz moves on, picking on his next victim, but I barely notice because I can’t look away from the man who draws me with his anger, passion, and the confusing way he stares at me.

      Time passes fast, making me jump when the other students start packing up and filing out of the room. I think I may have been lost in thought the whole time and staring at Granger, so it led me to miss half of the class discussion. I’m still watching him with my head tilted to the side as he stands but doesn’t move to exit. He slowly glances over at me, towering over my seat as I look up at his imposing figure. Strong shoulders, a six-pack of contoured ridges I can slightly see with his shirt hugging him, a tapered waist leading down to thick, hard thighs. He really does make my heart race.

      “You should really stay away from me, Princess. I’m not a knight in shining armor, and I’m not a person you need in your life,” he declares before turning away and walking down the steps as students move out of his way, until he disappears out the door with a trail of puck bunnies giggling after him.

      What the hecky heck just happened? Stay away from him? I want nothing to do with him, and he really needs to stop calling me Princess. I’m nothing close to being a princess, except for being locked away in my tower, and there’s no escaping that.
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      The rest of my day went pretty okay, besides my confusing thoughts, until it took a quick turn and now I’m not in the best mood. I went to get lunch at the Coffee Grounds Café—if coffee is my religion, then that place is like my mecca—when I happened to look across at the sports center. The one guy I’ve gone four years without seeing is everywhere now. I know I’ve lived in my own little bubble, but this is getting ridiculous. He was hanging around with a group of jocks and a flock of girls literally hanging off his arms with their breast plastered against him, stroking his biceps. I watched him scowl down for a split second and glance up with a smile on his face as he nodded along to whatever his teammate was saying to him. He was putting on a show. I could see it all, and I was shocked that no one else could. Or maybe they did. The guys around him didn’t stand too close and kept looking at him like he might explode at any second. That didn’t stop the girls from hanging off of him though. I stood there like a creep and jolted out of it when he suddenly whipped his head up and captured me in his gaze. I couldn’t look away, watching him in his element and being treated like a god. He arched his eyebrow at me and shrugged off the girls, as if he was going to come stomping over to me. I spun around and got out of there, disappearing into the café. I stayed for a long time in the back corner booth by the windows, eating my bagel as I stared outside and waited until the coast was clear. He wants me to stay away from him? No problem. I don’t have time for a guy to ruin my plans and stop me from getting out of here.

      Speaking of getting out of here… Unfortunately, I had to go to my father’s townhouse to grab some clothes to change into at Mary’s dorm room for the party. I’m already dreading this, because I’m not going to do so well in the crowd. I’m there to be a supportive friend and keep an eye on Mary, but maybe there’ll be a corner I can hide in later.

      Inserting my house key to the devil’s playground, I silently open the door to slip through and pray he’s not here, or at least sleeping in a coma of drunkness. My socks mask any noise on the stairs leading to my room on the second floor, and I can breathe a little easier when I make it to my room without an incident. I quickly gather a simple grey sweater dress that drops down to my knees, some black tights, plus extra skating clothes and my skates,just in case. Looking around at my pink bedroom that has been my prison since mom died, nothing has changed in here, like time has stood still. Fringe pink curtains with butterflies that match pink walls and bedspread… It's like I died and this room hasn’t been touched, because it’s too painful to look inside. I hate this place and the freaking color pink. A shudder runs through me, and I decide it’s time to leave just the way I came. Sneaking out, I quietly close my bedroom door so it doesn’t look like I came home and rush down the stairs with my heart racing.

      Please don’t be here. Please, Lord, for once, give me a break from the constant pain, I chant in my head.

      I enter the foyer and count down under my breath until freedom comes for me past these doors.

      “You look just like your mother, and more like her every day,” comes his voice in the dark, making me skid to a stop with my eyes squeezing shut with dread.

      I slowly turn around to see Father in the open doorway of his office with his back turned towards me and half a glass of scotch in his left hand, hanging from dangling fingers. He’s gazing at Mom’s portrait above the mantle with his face twisted in an unreadable expression. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this. I stay quiet in the center of the foyer, inching my way past the small round table with flowers in a glass vase in the middle, closer to the front entry. Staying as quiet as a mouse hasn’t helped before, but I can only hope it might work this time. He turns around and pins me with hatred in his brown eyes, blaming me for looking like her.  I meet his stare without showing any emotion, because he eats any fear I show and devours it whole until there is nothing left for me to give anymore. He sees the laced skates dangling from my fingers and curls his lip in disgust, a vein pulsing on his forehead.

      “Kathleen, what have I told you time again and again? You will never be good at skating, leave that pathetic dream behind. Leave. The. Skates. Here,” he says as he strides over to me and plucks the skates from my numb fingertips.

      He sends the tumbler in his hand flying across the room, the glass shattering into a million pieces, and I’m hardly breathing.

      “Why must you try to be your mother?! You won’t ever be her! You are nothing. Nothing!” he roars in my face as a tear, the traitor, slides down my face, and I hate the satisfaction I see in his gaze as I cower away from him.

      He stops my retreat, gripping my forearm in his fist and squeezing painfully until my arm starts to burn. A whimper escapes me before I can stop it.

      “What are you, Kathleen?” he says in a deadly whisper, digging his fingers in deeper until I meet his gaze and answer him.

      “I am nothing,” I repeat after the monster, like it's an ordinary day, my voice croaking on a gasp. He finally releases me, and blood starts flowing back into my arm, but it still feels like it’s going to fall off.

      He carefully takes my skates and places them on the round table before walking away like nothing happened. Everything happened—the bruises forming on my arm, the cutting words that bleed me dry, and the feeling of being alone hit me right in the heart.

      “Leave the skates and go fix your face. You look like a whore.” His last words echo around the room as he shuts himself back into his office to no doubt stare at her picture for hours.

      I have some memories of Father before everything went downhill, most of them blurry, but he was there for Mom and me at one point. He’s always been a businessman first and loved my mom in his own way, I think. But looking back, it was a loveless household except for Mom. I felt even at a young age, he wasn’t made to have children. He never invested his time with me, I was just an object for showing off to his clients at dinner functions. My mom was the one who took care of me, taught me to bake, sang to me at night, and glided me across the ice for the first time. She was my rock…my whole world.

      I suppress a sob by covering my mouth with my fist and quickly grab my skates. I’m running to get out of the house that isn’t home, and I know he won’t notice me missing for a couple of days. At least until I need to make an appearance so he doesn’t take my college education away or the small inheritance I have left from Mom. I sometimes hate my life.

      Hailing a taxi, I watch the flashing lights of the street lamps go by in a blur, counting each one until I’m somewhat in control of my emotions again. I don’t want to show up at Mary’s dorm a hot mess and see the pity in her gaze as she looks at my tear-stained cheeks or the bruises forming on my arm. I can spend the night and go to the party tomorrow, just to pretend to have a normal college night for once. Who knows, maybe I’ll have a drink?

      Arriving at the campus, I pay the driver and run into the building. Bypassing security with a nod, I make it to her dorm room in record time, only to see a sock on her door and hear loud moaning coming from the other side. I drop my head back on the wall, bouncing it a few times for all the luck I seem to have. Sliding down the wall, I plant my butt on the ground and wait what I’m thinking won’t be much longer. The moans are really getting louder and increasing, so the grand finale is almost to an end. Thank fuck.
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      With loose fingers, I swing the bottle up and take one big, deep swallow. The bitter taste of beer fills my mouth, and I keep drinking just to drown out the over-eager giggling girls stroking my biceps. I know these bad boys are all rippling muscles and hard as a rock, but damn, get the fuck off of me. What is it with these women that think I’m a bag of man meat?

      “Granger! Granger! You the man!” howls one of my teammates from somewhere within the group of drunk bodies on the other side of the room.

      I roll my eyes and flash a smile when I look down, which sets off Barbie one and two all over again. The moment they look away, my smile drops and I glare at Beast, who is standing by my side. He shakes his head, throws his hands up in the air, and grumbles, “What the fuck am I going to do with you, man?” as he stomps away to the kitchen to get another beer as people rush to get out of his way.

      “Why don’t we go somewhere quieter? My sorority sister and I would love to get to know you better…” She trails off with a high pitched giggle and bats her fake lashes while making her intentions very clear as she toys with her friends hair.

      My dick a year ago would have been harder than a rock at the thought of a threesome if I was single, but now I can only think about the trap it could bring. Speaking of traps, in walks Victoria on the arm of Jeff… Fuck my life. She easily spots me the moment she steps through the doors, glaring at the two girls petting me as if she has some sort of claim on me. Jeff is high fiving the student body with his arm draped around her, but I notice him checking out every girl who’s barely dressed. It’s a frat party, so of course there’s some girls half dressed, skin showing and boobs out. But if you already have a girl on your arm, you should definitely not be getting a boner at every woman that walks by. Those two deserve each other. I watch as Victoria leans up to whisper in Jeff’s ear, and his eyes connect with mine with a smug look. What the hell are they up to? I don’t give a fuck if they are together, so why is he staring at me like that? She releases his arm and starts to head in my direction with a determined look in her brown eyes. All swaying hips with a perfect smile on her face, she captures the attention of the guys around her, but it’s all fake and calculating. It’s the extra unnatural step to the hair flip as she smiles like she has a dirty secret. Yeah, this girl is full of them all right.

      “Excuse me, ladies. Be right back,” I say absently as I slip out of their grasp to storm off into the kitchen, ignoring Victoria when I hear her calling my name repeatedly behind my retreating back.

      Can’t she take the hint I want nothing to do with her? Everything turned to dust when she finally revealed herself. I spot Beast retrieving a beer from the fridge and don’t even pause as I snag the drink from him as I escape out the sliding glass door.

      “What the—ah, well that explains that,” I hear him announce, no doubt glaring at Victoria, just as the door slides close as I slip into the shadows to drown in my sorrows.

      “Granger, baby, you don’t need baby drama in your life right now. You're about to get drafted soon, and you need my full attention once you start for a pro team. I took care of everything so you don’t have to worry about a baby in your life. Besides, can you imagine what it would do to my body?” Victoria says with a shudder, shooting back another shot of tequila.

      I left her alone for not even five minutes to use the bathroom and came back to her doing lined up shots. I was dumbstruck at what I was seeing and pulled her aside to ask what the fuck she thought she was doing taking shots while pregnant with my baby. I didn’t even want to come to the party in the first place, but she said just a quick in and out to show our faces before heading to dinner. That was over an hour ago, and why the fuck would I care if my face was shown or not?

      “What the fuck did you do, Victoria?!” My heart was pounding and slowly dying off because a piece of me was just taken away before I even got to know my child. She got an abortion without even talking to me about it?

      “I did what I had to,” she says and turns back to the party with a smile, as if my world wasn’t crashing down around me. She doesn’t even notice when I leave the party without her.

      I was fucking done.

      I shake myself out of that memory that still causes my chest to ache and anger to rise whenever I think about what she did. It’s something I’ll never get back, a child lost forever just when it started to take place in my mind that I was going to be a dad. I’ll never forgive her for that.

      I lean against the old, rickety deck and take a deep breath of the cool night. I sure as shit shouldn’t be standing out here because no repairs have been done to improve the frat house deck since the house has been built, so I’ll probably end up falling through the wood. My arms dangle over the ledge as I watch the group of partiers from my hiding spot. They’re living it up by dancing to the music on the makeshift dance floor as they grope each other, drinking their hearts out, and it would seem skinny dipping in the heated pool is on the agenda tonight. My leather jacket pulls tight over my arms as my muscles tighten from exhaustion, and I start to wonder once again why the fuck I came here tonight. I could be at the rink practicing as I pretend to not be thinking about my new obsession—my cotton candy Princess.

      A growl escapes me, and I tip my chin down, touching my chest as I take a deep breath to fight everything that is going through my fucked up mind. I exhale, and my shoulders don’t feel so bunched with tension anymore. I turn around to lean against the rail once I’m somewhat under the control of my emotions, and my eyes widen with disbelief when I see her sitting in the lounge chair that's directly across from me with her phone in her lap as she stares right at me. I didn’t even notice her when I strode outside, she’s so goddamn quiet.

      “Wanna talk about it? Have a seat, I’ll be here all night.” She waves her hand to the identical lounger right next to her with a teasing note in her voice.

      I walk over to her, staring down at her upturned face as she smiles, until it slips a little when she glances at my beer bottle. Noting that look, I place the bottle on the ground and sit down facing her.

      “I see your stalking ability has no bounds, Princess. What are you doing out here by yourself?” I question, looking her up and down from her lounging position and liking what greets my eyes.

      Her cheeks are a rosy flush, lips slightly turned up in a saucy smile, and her pink hair is slipping out of the grey beanie hat she’s wearing. I honestly didn’t expect her to be here, since it doesn’t seem like her type of scene. I picture her curled up on a couch, booing at a romantic comedy movie while throwing popcorn at the screen, and wearing fuzzy socks, leggings, and a baggy shirt that looks like my shirt in my head. But I can’t complain because she looks good enough to eat. A grey sweater dress stops at her knees but hugs her frame, and her long legs are on display with see-through black tights that are crossed at the ankles.

      “I don’t do so well in crowds, and this seemed like the best hiding place until you showed up. I was here first, so technically, it would be you stalking me. Why are you running? You look like you have the weight of the world pressing down on your shoulders.” She sits up suddenly and draws closer until our knees are touching, her warmth soaking through my jean covered legs.

      I debate if I should admit I’m hiding from my ex along with her so-called boyfriend, and the rest of the world. I’m here to put on a face and try to mend my team back together but anger burns through my body. Or do I tell her I needed fresh air from the smell of stale beer, overpowering perfume, and the prying eyes?

      “I’m not running. It was getting warm in there, and I needed fresh air,” I tell her, pointing my thumb over my shoulder, and watch her blue eyes widen at whatever she there with a groan escaping her parted lips.

      She takes me by surprise when she quickly stands from her lounger and plants her delicate, round ass on my knee, sitting sideways. Her ice-cold fingers grip my jaw so I’m glancing down into her upturned face with her minty breath fanning across my lips, and I feel something move in my chest right over my heart. I can’t breathe, and she’s the only thing that’s going to allow me to draw in another breath.

      “Do you trust me?” she whispers as she draws closer, her eyes flicking between mine as she waits for my answer, studying me like I’m a great mystery she can’t figure out.

      I notice her eyes aren’t just a light blue. A darker ring of blue hides in the depths, and it reminds me of the darker and lighter parts of the ocean clashing. You don’t notice that part about her until you’re close enough.

      “Absolutely not. I trust no one,” I rasp out huskily, not even realizing my hand is curving around her upper thigh to draw her closer on my lap. Her warmth seeps into my fingers, and I enjoy her shiver at my touch with lust showing in her eyes even when she tries to hide it.

      “Good. Me either, but it looks like we’ve run out of opinions here,” she says before angling her head to the side as her arms wind around the back of my neck. Then she drags me down until her lips lightly touch mine.

      I hear something behind me that sounds like the glass door sliding open because the music from inside is suddenly pounding outside, and it pops the quiet bubble we’re in. Multiple voices are shouting, but I don’t give a fuck. The world could be set on fire and I wouldn’t give a damn, because all my focus is on this girl in my lap kissing me as lightly as a feather. Our lips are just placed against each other in the gentlest way, as if we dare not move, until it hits home that this is really happening. She’s frozen, her long lashes fluttering against her cheeks, then she opens her eyes really slowly with a gasp leaving her perfect as fuck mouth.

      She may have started this but I’m going to finish it. I can’t help myself, my control slipping away by the second, and I just have to have one taste. I slide my hand up her spine until I’m grasping the back of her neck gently from behind, and I give a gentle squeeze to let her know I’m right here with her. My thumb skims over her thundering pulse, that’s going as fast as butterfly wings, and I can’t stop thinking about how damn soft her lips are, how perfectly they fit against mine. She tugs on my hair, making me groan, and I dive in like my life depends on it. I angle my head and devour her lips, skimming mine over hers again and again, all the while taking the moan she gives me. Her tongue traces my bottom lip with enthusiasm and goes in to stroke against mine in the slowest movement, and I feel like I could kiss her for an eternity and never grow tired.

      What is this girl doing to me? The way her body presses against mine, her scent that drives me wild with hunger, and the little pleased noises coming out her delicious as fuck mouth has my cock harder than it’s ever been. She feels like heaven and hell, like she might bring me to great heights and burn me at the same time. An addictive burnt caramel smell comes off her rosy lips, and it’s such a sweet smell, that it has me sucking in a breath to get more into my lungs. She’s like a drug, and I’m craving her to the point that I might just never let her go. I don’t think I could even if I tried.

      That thought alone has me pulling away to just stare down at her upturned delicate face, taking in her swollen pink lips. She’s stroking my face, brushing over my short beard, and I can’t read the look in her eyes. It almost seems sad, but I know she’s just as affected as I am. Her breasts are pushed onto my chest, and I can feel her pebbled nipples with every quick breath. She quickly glances over my shoulder and shudders before looking back at me and biting her lip. It’s at that point I can hear Beast’s low growling voice behind me and a shrieking noise that makes me cringe. I also hear a voice that pulls my muscles tight, because I’d like nothing better than to kick the owner’s ass.

      Without giving Kat a warning, I stand with her still in my arms and guide her legs around my waist. She might hate me later, but that’s probably for the best. She places her arms on my shoulders with a death grip and turns her head to the side to take in the scene of about half the partygoers watching the fight that’s about to start. She tightens her legs around my waist and wiggles, but like hell if I’m going to put her down. I have a point to prove, and I’m really hoping she goes along with my crazy plan.

      “You asked me to trust you, but now I’m asking you to have a little faith in me. I got this, Princess,” I warn her just as I grip her round ass cheek with one hand. I try to ignore the breathless whimper that just rushed out of her sexy mouth and pat Beast on the back with my other hand to have him step to the side to let me through. He glances over his shoulder with an irritated scowl, but he raises an amused eyebrow at Princess and me. The fucker.

      “Shut the fuck up and let me through, bro.” I roll my eyes at the smile he gives me and the blushing girl in my arms.

      Does she have to keep squirming? She’s rubbing up against me, and it’s having an effect on my body that I have no control over, because it feels damn good. I drop her a little so she can feel how hard my dick is straining in my jeans. Her startled gasp and the way she slightly moves lets me know she likes what she’s feeling, and she starts chasing her pleasure in small subtle movements without even realizing it. She’s killing me slowly but man, what a way to go to have her in my arms.

      “What the heck, you dickhead! Put my friend down this instant! I’ll kick you in the balls if I have to. Kat, you okay, chica?” asks a girl who appears out of nowhere and gets in my face, pointing an accusing finger at me, as if I hurt Princess or something. The fuck, I would never hurt her.

      “Beast?” I question him and watch his big shoulders shrug in a gesture at that says ‘what the fuck you want me to do?’ but he hasn’t stopped looking at the little Latina who’s shouting at me with lust in his eyes. Well damn.

      “Mary! Calm down, you don’t look so good,” Kat says, worrying about her friend. We watch as Mary sways on her feet, but she just keeps glaring at me.

      “I’m perfectly fine. Might’ve had too many drinks, but you know your girl can handle it just fine. I was just looking for some big dick around here until I heard some shouting, and I came out to find you here with this dickwad. Who is this, and why are you still holding her?” Mary asks both of us at the same time in a drunken rush, completely ignoring everyone staring at us.

      I look at Kat before answering, but notice her face turning pale at whatever caught her attention by the doors leading inside. I glance over to follow her gaze and see Jeff staring at her in an intense way, almost like ownership. Victoria is wrapped around his arm, but her face is red, and she’s taking in the girl in my arms like she wants to scratch her eyes out. Kat clears her throat, and I whip my head back to her to see her already looking at me with an apology in her gaze. I don’t know why she’s sorry, but I might have to say sorry to her in a few moments after I answer Mary’s question.

      “I’m Granger, her boyfriend,” I state calmly, then almost choke to death on nothing because I sure as shit did not expect the next words that come out of her mouth

      “I’m his girlfriend. That’s why he’s still holding me and practically humping me. He can’t keep his hands off of me,” she says straight-faced, but I notice the twinkle in her eye as she quickly looks at me before glancing at the enraged Victoria.

      The ex from hell bats away Jeff’s arm that’s draped around her and charges at us with a flushed face of rage that matches her red hair. I roll my eyes at Princess and almost chuckle when she hides her face in my neck to snuffle her laughter, judging by her shaking shoulders. I start to slowly slide her down my body until her booted feet are planted back on the worn deck. She bites her luscious lips, and I can almost, and I mean almost, forget about Victoria screaming like a crazy lady in front of us.

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Granger?! This cunt is your girlfriend? Please, you know you can do so much better,” Victoria yells at me, but it’s not a struggle to ignore my ex as I watch Kat’s expression pale a little and her fingers tremble. I place my hand in hers with a slight squeeze.

      I turn back to face Victoria once her words register with me to see her pointing a finger at Kat as she stares at me with a snarl on her face, and I wonder what the hell I ever saw in her. The ugliness runs deep and changes her appearance on the outside to something hideous that even her makeup can’t fix.

      I place a protective arm around Kat’s stomach when Victoria swings her gaze to her and steps closer with a raised hand, like she might strike her with her red clawed nails. Kat’s body jerks next to me like someone kicked her, and before I can tell my ex to back off, she’s suddenly screaming because Mary has jumped on her back and started pulling her hair like a freaking spider monkey.

      Holy shit.

      “Don’t you dare come near her, you trashy hoe. You have no idea what she’s been through. I’m going to kick your ass. De vuelta al basurero contigo.” Mary switches over to Spanish halfway through her shouting.

      Beast decides to intervene before someone gets hurt, but somehow, Mary is pulling out clumps of Victoria’s fake hair and kicking her legs out when she’s pulled away. She is still thrashing in Beast’s arms, but he has her locked up tight in a hold against his chest.

      “There, there, tiger… I think you won. Calm down before the cops are called,” he grumbles in her ear, and she goes limp in his hold.

      I’m about to get Kat the hell out of here because everyone from inside is pressed up against the glass and cheering like it’s a fucking hockey game. Victoria is standing on wobbling heels, wiping blood from her nose, and glares at the girl standing next to me before walking away. Beast nods at me and tosses Mary over his shoulder, ignoring her cussing him out in Spanish as he parts the crowd like the sea with his body. He disappears, and I glance down to see Kat’s whole body trembling with fear. I reach out to her, but before I can ask if she’s okay, she jerks her head up to stare at me. Crystal blue eyes water, and I’m drowning, feeling her pain radiating so intently off of her, it makes it almost unbearable to breathe.

      “I’m-I’m sorry Granger, I just can’t—” she tries to say, but slides away from me and takes off running without another word.

      Running a hand through my hair, I don’t know what to do. I wonder if I should give her space or go after her. The crowd disappears with groans of disappointment at seeing the fight is over and goes back to drinking and dancing as if nothing happened. Their laughter spills through the open door, but a male chuckle sounding way too pleased has me spinning around with clenched fists. Jeff is smirking at me, the asshole leaning against the house radiating smugness.

      “Guess Kitty Kat doesn’t want to be around you either. It’s only a matter of time before she slides down on her knees, begging for me,” he says. It’s clear as day he thinks it will happen no matter what, and he turns around without another word to head back inside. He receives back slaps and high fives from my teammates, walking around like a fucking rooster.

      “Asshole,” I mutter with my eyes squeezed tight, then I start pacing, my body already leaning in one direction. Saying fuck it, I take off after her.
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      I can’t stop shaking, my whole body one quivering mess just because of the violence I witnessed at the stupid jock party. I ran away as the memories started to take a hold of me. By the time I make it around the side of the frat house, I’m panting and trying to stay level headed. I can’t believe I let that get to me, but the moment I saw Mary jump on Granger’s ex’s back with a flying fist…it just brought out memories of my own pain that I have to suffer through.

      I pick up my pace when the sidewalk finally meets my feet and ignore the people littering the front porch with red plastic cups and the laughter ringing in the night. I wish I could be that carefree, but I don’t think I’ll ever be like that, except for those moments on the ice. Shivering, I rub my arms to ward off the cold and curse myself for not bringing a coat. With trembling fingers, I pull my phone out to order an Uber and pray they can get here fast, because it’s at least five blocks before I can reach my father’s townhome.

      “Kat! Wait, slow the hell down.” Granger’s deep voice sounds behind me with his quick footsteps crunching in the snow.

      I turn around to watch him walk towards me and admire his beauty in the dark without being too obvious, the harsh structure of his rugged face highlighted by the streetlights. I can’t believe I kissed him…what was I thinking? I saw Jeff coming our way with a determined look through the windows and took matters into my own hands without thinking. Granger’s lips were soft like velvet, gliding across mine with a kiss that stole my breath, and I haven’t taken a full breath since then. I’m blaming him for the way my body is still humming and for feeling like I’m waking from a dream after being stuck in a nightmare for so long. I don’t even like the jerk… Okay, so he’s not the biggest jerk. Well, at least not to me, but he does act like an asshole jock sometimes. So why does he cause butterflies in my stomach and get my pulse racing whenever he’s near? I wait until he reaches my side and continue walking without saying anything.

      “You know, for a small fry, you sure can walk pretty fast. Didn’t expect you to make it this far,” he muses, shoving his fingers in his jean pockets while staring at the ground with a small smile and easily keeping pace with me.

      “I’m not that short, and It’s not my fault you’re a giant! How’s the weather up there?” I tease him, and instantly, my shoulders relax at the easy banter that seems to come naturally between us.

      He stifles a chuckle by rubbing his finger across his bottom lip, and my gaze is drawn to his mouth again. He really knows how to work those lips of his. Why must the Lord test me like this? Doesn’t he know that if you bring temptation into my life, I’m drawn to it like a moth to a flame? My life doesn’t have a lot of pretty things in it, but when one comes along, I grab hold of it and don’t let go. My mood sobers at my thoughts, and I wrap my arms tighter around myself.

      “You okay?” he demands gruffly, placing his hand on my forearm to stop us from walking.

      I grimace as he touches the fresh bruises from my earlier encounter with my father and quickly try to mask my face expression, but I know he saw when his eyes narrowed on the spot. He never seems to miss anything with those sharp seafoam green eyes. He slides his fingers to my wrist and pushes up my sleeve before I can stop him. Five, deep purple, finger shaped bruises wrap around my arm, and I try to swat his fingers away with my other hand, but he grabs my wrist and places my hand on his chest to distract me. His heart is beating rapidly, but by the blank expression he’s directing at my arm, I can’t tell what he’s thinking. He traces each mark against my pale skin with gentle fingers, and I realize I’m holding my breath around him again.

      “I’m fine,” I whisper softly, and feel like once again, it’s just the two of us in the quiet night, removed from the flashing lights of cars driving by and the sounds of the city.

      He carefully pushes my sleeve back down and clasps my fingers with his, then gives them a small squeeze. He finally looks at me, and I see a hundred emotions cross his face—anger, sadness, admiration, and last, determination.

      “As my girlfriend—” he starts to say, but I interrupt him before he can speak more.

      “Fake girlfriend. I’m not sure why you did it, but I have to ask—why me? You could have any girl you want,” I tell him truthfully, and really hope that doesn’t stroke his ego even more than it already is.

      He glances up at the sky, muttering under his breath about stubborn women, and I get to stare at him shamelessly. I stare at that strong jawline of his, down to his throat, and I have the sudden desire to lick my way up until I make it to his lips. With those thoughts, I start to wonder who the hell I am and feel the need to put a little space between us. My hands fall to my sides, and I take a small step back, blowing into my hands, even though they’re warm and tingling from his body heat. He glances down and releases a pent up breath as if preparing himself.

      “Victoria is my ex, who cheated on me with Jeff and lied about a lot of other stuff. She keeps trying to get me back, and I’m sick of the college girls hanging off of me to get into my pants. I really just want to be left alone, but I saw the opening when you used me. You pretend to be my girlfriend, and I’ll pretend to be your boyfriend,” he declares, shrugging his shoulders as if it’s as simple as that.

      I’m flabbergasted and wondering why Victoria would cheat on Granger with Jeff, then bile fills my mouth as I remember the possessive way I saw her stare at Granger earlier. It’s not healthy at all. She definitely wants him back, and I wonder what other lies she could’ve told to make him this closed off to other people.

      “I really don’t see what I could be getting out of this? I can usually handle Jeff, but tonight I really just didn’t want to deal with him. That’s why I told everyone you’re my boyfriend.” I blush when he arches an eyebrow at me and bites his lip, then he looks down and his shoulders start shaking.

      The ass is laughing at me, so I roll my eyes and start walking again with angry jerky movements. For the life of me, I don’t know why I’m mad, he just has an effect on me. He starts following me, his arm brushing mine with each step, but he doesn’t say anything for a few blocks. I can tell something is heavy on his mind. He’s looking down with his eyebrows pinched together and his strong jaw flexing. My teeth start chattering at some point, and even though I want to be warm, I don’t want to go to my father’s. I wish I could stay at Mary’s… Shit. I’m a horrible friend.

      “I have to go back! I can’t believe I forgot about Mary! I’m supposed to make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble. Dear God. I’m a horrible friend,” I cry out in dismay and start to turn around, but he places a hand on my back to keep me going forward.

      I’m about to lay one into him for being bossy as hell without any words, but it dies on my tongue when he shrugs off his leather jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. It’s warm from his body heat and smells just like him. Would he think I’m a total creep if I started sniffing his jacket? Probably.

      “Beast has her, don’t worry. He’ll take care of her, he’s a good guy. He’s probably already holding her hair back as she pukes her guts up. He’s that kind of guy,” he mumbles as he pulls out his phone and shoots off a text.

      I feel like I need to go back and get her. Even though he said this Beast guy is one of the good guys, it’s hard for me to trust his word on this. Chewing my lip, I debate with myself until I hear him snort and turn his phone to me. A giggle escapes me as I look at the picture on his phone. Mary is curled in a ball on someone’s bed—Beast’s I’m guessing—with her mouth open and drooling in her sleep. Half of Beast’s face is showing with him looking up at the ceiling exasperated, but I notice the death grip she has on his hand, as if in her sleep she refuses to let go. Man, she’s going to be pissed in the morning, since she isn’t a spend the night kind of girl. I feel instantly better, knowing she’s in good hands, and flash Granger a smile for easing some of my worry. Can’t I just keep walking around the city all night, just so I don’t have to go back home?

      “What’s it going to take for you to agree to be my fake girlfriend? Name it, and I’ll make it happen.” He’s quiet for a few seconds. “I can protect you, you know. You don’t have to fear anything with me,” he whispers, looking down at my arm as if he wants to ask but knows I won’t tell him.

      I tell no one about my life, because it’s my battle and I have to go it alone. It’s all I know…it’s how I survive. It’s not his burden to bear, it’s mine alone. It makes me angry at myself—the life I live and how stuck I am. I lash out without thinking, turning towards him with my finger poking his rock hard chest.

      “I want a lot of things. I want to go wherever the hell I want, to come and go as I please. To skate my heart out, to have a job…to live my fucking life!” I’m shouting by the end, my chest heaving and tears gathering in my eyes.

      He doesn’t say anything the whole time, just calmly staring at me as I rant and shout about how unfair life is. His hand raises slowly, and I watch from the corner of my eye as he slides those strong fingers around my neck and gives a little squeeze. Then he bends down to lay his forehead against mine with his eyes staring intently at me. What is happening, oh God, what is happening? My pulse slows down, a calm washing over me as I breath in his minty breath. I know this isn’t normal, but who needs normal? My whole existence is a far cry from normal, so I’m just going to go along for the ride, take this chance to experience these feelings I’ve never felt before, and hope I don’t get burnt in the end.

      “I have the answer for all of that,” he says, and I hang on to his every word, feeling it sink into my bones. “Move in with me.”

      My head snaps back away from his, and I look up at the sky with laughter bursting from my mouth while snow clings to my lashes. Tears are really streaming down my face, and I can’t tell if it’s from laughing at him or because I just really need to cry.

      “Oh man, that’s a good one, Captain. If you say ‘have my babies,’ I’m out of here, just letting you know.” I giggle, shaking my head, until I realize he’s not laughing with me.

      I really look at him, and that’s when I notice he’s completely serious.

      “You're insane. It’s not happening,” I tell him, just as I can finally see my father’s townhouse from here through the snow.

      “Hear me out, Princess. You can come and go as you please like a roommate, and you don’t have to pay anything. Get a job, start living, and we’ll go from there. Oh, and be my fake girlfriend,” he says seriously, but he’s smirking at me when I glance at him.

      “Nope. Nada. I barely know you. I don’t even know what your favorite color is, and you expect me to move in with you?” I stare at him like he’s crazy. Maybe he is, but I might be the crazy one, because it sounds so tempting that I can almost grasp it within my reach.

      I know it’s not realistic, but it would be a dream come true to be who I want to be. I can’t do this, and even the thought of it fucking hurts my chest because it’s like something is being ripped away from me.

      “Think about it, okay? And if you need me, I’m on Allen Street in the Prescott building. Just ask for my name in the lobby. Give me your phone,” he demands, and I roll my eyes but hand my phone over to him.

      He bites that plump lip and plays on my phone for a second before handing it back. I watch him type something on his and hear my phone ding a second later.

      “This is my stop. It was nice being your girlfriend for a little while. I can’t even imagine what type of date you would have taken me on, Captain,” I joke, and walk backwards away from him with a salute.

      I’m really hoping my father isn’t around because I don’t know what he would do if he saw Granger. I’ve never brought a guy home, and never planned on it. I rush up the steps, feeling his gaze on me, and pull my phone back out to tell him to beat it. He sent me a text, and a giggle leaves me when I read it.

      “My favorite color is blue.” My heart does a small flip.

      “Night, Princess,” he growls deeply a few doors down. I glance over my shoulder one last time before going inside and see him checking out my ass with a pleased smirk.

      I fire off a quick text to him, and just as I start to shut the door behind me, I hear him chuckle. I don’t know why I’m flirting with him. He’s an ass, a jock, bossy, an amazing kisser, and he smells good. Oh God, I’m in trouble. And he’s never getting this jacket back.

      I read the message I sent him with a smile on my face, it’s at least one good memory I’ve had in a long time at this place.

      “Stop staring at my ass.”

      I’m just about to put my phone away to creep upstairs on silent feet when another message comes through.

      “Never.”

      I almost consider his offer to be his fake girlfriend…almost.
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      I’m lying on my stomach on my bed, hugging my pillow and staring at my butterfly drapes in a daydream, when I hear the front door slam shut downstairs. I glance at the clock, which shows it’s past midnight, and send a silent prayer that he just passes out in the study. Multiple male laughter rings around from downstairs, and I feel my skin grow clammy, Why would father bring anyone home at this time of night? I go to my bedroom door and crack it open a little to hear what they’re saying.

      “Kathleen! Come down here,” my father bellows from downstairs, acting like I should be awake and come running, even at this hour. I mean, I’m not sleeping, but still.

      Heaving a deep inhale for courage, I realize I’m still dressed from the party with Granger’s jacket hugging my body, but I don’t have time to change. He’ll just get mad if he has to come get me.

      Slowly walking down the hallway, I stop at the banister to see my father below with his long time friend Harold and a younger man. They look uncannily alike, so it must be his son. Father’s been trying to merge their companies together for years, but Mom would never have wanted that. She would’ve wanted to keep the company in the family, as her family had done for years. They stand in the middle of the foyer, drinking from tumblers like old chums. A snort escapes me before I can stop myself, watching them stare at my father like he’s the best thing in the whole fucking world. Instead, he’s just a monster. He looks up sharply and narrows his eyes at my choice of outfit, but plasters a smile on his face and beckons me closer.

      “Kathleen, come hear the exciting news,” he says pleasantly, but I can see his white-knuckled grip on his glass.

      I don’t know why, but I feel in the pit of my stomach that whatever he’s going to say is about to change everything and nothing all at the same time. Taking my time walking down the stairs, I ignore the disgusted way Harold’s son looks me up and down, like I’m the scum beneath his shoes. Finally at my father’s side, he places his hand on my shoulder with a tight smile that says I’ll pay later for my behavior.

      “You remember Harold, and this is his son, Donald. I thought it would be a great idea for you two to meet, since you’ll be working very close together,” Father announces with a warning in his tone, and I see the smirk form on Donald’s face out the corner of my eye before he takes a drink to hide it.

      Working together? What is he talking about? I won’t be going anywhere with this pompous ass, who obviously has his nose stuck in the air and a stick up his ass.

      “Close together?” I question with a glare at Donald, and almost hiss out in pain as Father squeezes my shoulder in a tight grip.

      “Of course! I was ecstatic when Karl said his daughter would be working for the brokerage firm once you graduate! The stock market is where the money is after all. I’m sure you and Donald have a lot in common and will be great…partners.” Harold finishes with a wink and claps his son on the back with pride.

      I whip my head around to my father to see him looking down at me with barely contained rage, daring me to speak out. What the hell did my mother ever see in him? Was he like this with her and I never saw it? Did she try to hide this side of him from me?

      “Something will have to be done about that hair though. You can’t be running around the firm with pink hair like a homeless person.” Donald’s voice grates on my nerves, and I would like nothing more than to knee him in his small berries.

      “Of course, she’s already agreed to change some things. Why, she’s even given up skating to focus on the business. Isn’t that right, Kathleen?” Father stares me down, and all I can do is nod my head in agreement. I don’t think I could find my voice, even if I tried.

      He gives one more painful squeeze that no doubt left another bruise, and I hide my reaction because I won’t give him that, even when I feel my eyes watering. He walks away with Harold, leaving me alone in the foyer Donald, the table between us.

      “I can’t wait to begin working with you, Kathleen. It’ll be a pleasure.” Then he leers at me, making me shudder with dread, before he turns on his heel and follows after them into the study, shutting the door behind him.

      I stand there, wishing I could curl up in a small ball while the floor opens up and swallow me whole. I lift my hand up to run it through my hair and realize it's shaking… My whole body is shaking. It feels like the walls are closing in, and I can’t draw in a proper breath. Without a second thought, I fling open the front door, not caring if my father can hear me. I ignore the heavy sheets of rain falling from the sky, turning the snow into ice and freezing my body instantly. I start running, soaked to the bone, and I don’t stop, even when my lips turn blue from the cold or when my lungs feel like collapsing.

      I just keep running until my body stops outside a building.
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      Sitting on my couch with my head back against the cushions, I replay everything that happened tonight. It took everything in me not to grab Kat and throw her over my shoulder at the sight of those damn fingerprint shaped bruises on her body. I can’t help wondering if it was Jeff, because I’ve seen the way he watches her and the guy is a douche. I want to beat him until blood is spilled at just the thought of him even daring to touch her. I didn’t even have that urge when I found out about him sleeping with my ex behind my back. There’s something about Kat that has me wanting to be closer to her and to protect her.  I wanted to ask her who left those bruises, but I saw her stubbornly raised chin and the pride in her eyes. She doesn’t want my pity, but the words came out of my mouth without even thinking about it…offering her to live with me. I wanted to avoid women altogether but here I am, still thinking about her even hours later. Maybe I can try convincing her again to live here so I can keep an eye on her. Yes, that must be what it is—just the need to make sure she’s safe. Absolutely nothing else.

      My phone ringing brings me out of my thoughts, and I see it’s the front desk downstairs calling. I swipe right to answer.

      “Hey, Roger, what’s up?” I ask the doorman, wondering why he’s calling this late.

      “Sorry to bug you so late, sir. There’s a young lady down here asking for you. Says for me to tell you your favorite color is blue,” he says worriedly, but I’m half paying attention because I’m already out the door and jogging to the elevator.

      “I’ll be right down. Thanks.” I hang up and curse at the numbers to hurry up from the first floor.

      Finally, the elevator opens with a ding, and I’m striding barefoot around the corner to reach the lobby. I come to a halt for a split second at the sight before me. Kat is awkwardly standing beside Roger, eyeing him warily, but she forces a small smile. I shake myself mentally when I notice her lips are blue and she’s dripping wet from head to toe. I walk over to her, towering over her smaller frame, and without a word, I pick her up. With my one arm under her knees and the other spread across her back, I ignore her squeak as I jog back to the elevators. I nod to Roger in thanks as I pass him and tuck a shivering Kat deeper in my arms, pressing her closer to my body for heat.

      After I hit the button with my elbow to open the doors, I glance down at her while we wait for our ride to the fifteenth floor in silence. Eventually, I can’t take it anymore.

      “What the hell were you thinking? Did you walk here? I could’ve picked you up,” I growl down at her upturned face, resisting the urge to kiss her blue pouty lips so I can warm that part of her too.

      “I-I wasn’t thinking. I had t-to get away… I’m s-sorry Granger. I’m s-so freaking c-cold,” she whimpers as her body shivers uncontrollably in my arms.

      The doors finally slide open on my floor, and I’m at my door with my next breath because she has to get warm or she’ll get very sick, probably from hypothermia. I shift her in my arms so I can open my front door as she wraps her hands behind my neck, running her nose along my collarbone, which causes me to shiver. Once inside, I slam the door closed with my heel and stride down the hallway to my master bathroom. I set her down on the mat next to the shower’s glass door so I can go to flick on the lights and get the shower started for her. I’m not going to leave her alone in here until I at least know she’s okay.  Turning back around to her, I find her shrugging off my leather coat with body shudders, and her wet hair is clinging to her breasts. I try not to stare at her pebbled nipples, but it’s damn hard when they’re saluting me.

      Focus, Granger. She doesn’t need you staring at her with barely contained lust when she can hardly function. Stare later when she can sass you.

      She tries gripping the bottom of her dress, but her frozen hands won’t cooperate. I’m trying not to get mad all over again, but hell, it’s freezing cold outside and she decided to take a stroll through this weather? Seeing her struggle, I decide a shower won’t do, since she’s barely standing up on her own two feet. Opening the shower door, I reach through the stream and turn it off before hurrying over to the tub. Turning the taps on hot, I spin back around to see her still struggling, and she’s too stubborn to ask for my help. I calmly take her hands and place them under my shirt until her cold fingers touch my abs. We both hiss at the same time, but I don’t let go so she stops trying to do something she can’t by herself. I wait until she looks up at me with tears in her big, blue eyes, and fuck, I’m drowning again.

      “I got you, Princess. Let me take care of you, and then we can talk, okay?” I ask, and wait until she nods before I bend to scoop her up again into my arms.

      Without warning her of my plan, I lower her into the warm bathwater and can't help chuckling at her shriek the moment she's sitting in the tub fully clothed.

      "Y-you ass! Oh God, it stings," she moans in agony while giving me a death glare as I straighten back up and go to retrieve her a towel from the bathroom cabinet.

      I turn back around to see her dunk herself under the water and stay under there for what seems like a minute, but is only seconds. I kneel next to the tub just as she resurfaces and let out a relieved sigh when I notice her lips returning back to their soft, pink color.

      God, she's gorgeous, even dripping wet. She makes a small moan of bliss and twists her body to the side to lean her forearms on the edge of the tub so she can look at me. My cock hardens at that moan, echoing in my head, and I can't stop picturing her making that noise with her wrapped naked around my body as I sink between her soft, silky thighs to bury my cock deep in her tight pussy. Right now, she cocks her head at me, and I reach out to twirl a lock of her hair around my finger as I try to figure out what it is about her that makes my world stop like she's the only thing I can focus on. She clears her throat as her eyes watch my every movement.

      "Thank you for doing this. Why are you being so nice to me?" she whispers softly with a hint of curiosity in her tone and I feel like I have to whisper back. It’s like any second this bubble we’re in will pop and all the noise will come rushing back.

      "You need me, and I need you." I realize I'm staring intently into her eyes, and fuck if my emotions aren't all over the place. "It's that simple, Princess. Be my fake girlfriend, and I'll help you with whatever you need." I drop the lock of her hair that I'm playing with and stand up, rubbing the back of my neck as I flash her a smirk that says I'm willing to help her with anything.

      She rolls her eyes at me, but I think she can see past my bullshit attitude, and that fucking scares me like no other. I don't want these feelings every time she's within reach of me.

      "I think I can handle it from here… Captain?" she says with a disbelieving expression on her face.

      I’ve already turned around, heading towards the door to escape because everything feels too real and I don't want these feelings, but her tone stops me just as I'm about to walk out. I glance over my shoulder to see her eyebrows pinched as she looks down into the water.

      "What's up, Princess? Need me to help you?" I ask with a sarcastic smirk as I spin back around, but my words came out as more of a purr. She looks up at me real quick and flips me off, but she’s shaking her head with a small grin. Damn, once again, she sees me.

      "You put me in the tub fully clothed. I'm in the tub with my clothes on." She starts laughing, her head thrown back, and her contagious laughter makes me chuckle and eases something inside of me.

      I'm so fucked, and not in a good way.

      "Just now realizing this? Would you rather I’d stripped you naked and watched a blush work it’s way up your body, covering those perky breasts and those nipples that beg to be sucked?" I ask deeply, trailing my gaze down to her waist that’s beneath the water and slowly taking my sweet time with my gaze climbing up her body until I’m staring into her wide, beautiful eyes again. I'm back in asshole mode so she can start hating me again. It's better that way for us both.

      Her cheeks turn light pink as her laughter trails off at my words, and her nipples peek through her wet clothes at my words, which my gaze latches onto. She crosses her one arm over her chest as she scowls at me while her other hand waves me away.

      "Granger." She gets all growly as she narrows her eyes at me, and I want her to chant my name with that growl as I pound into her wet, delicious pussy. "You're unbelievable. Get out so I can get dressed… Oh, can you get me some clothes while you’re at it?" She bites her bottom, pouty lip, and I notice the uncertainty in her eyes at this whole situation. It’s a clusterfuck, but we can make it work.

      I can't help but wonder what made her run into the middle of the night, in the rain, with nothing but the clothes on her back. I can't look away from her, and I drop the act for a second.

      "Are you going to be okay?" My voice comes out softer and deeper than usual, my gaze roaming over her face and waiting for her answer.

      "Yeah… Can we talk after I get out?" She looks away from me, wanting to hide her tear-filled eyes, but I've seen the pain, grief, and shame already in one glance.

      "Whatever my girlfriend wants, she shall get," I tease her, hoping to see any other emotion on her face, and breathe easier when I see her glance back at me with another eye roll.

      Women and tears don't mix well with me, so what the heck am I supposed to do? Pat her back and say ‘there, there’? Get chocolate? Fuck if I know.

      I turn back around with a wink and head to my room to get her my sweats and t-shirt. They’ll be a little big on her, but they’ll have to do for now. Her shout reaches me just before I turn the corner into my closet.

      "That's fake girlfriend to you!"

      Damn, I love her sass.
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      By the time I’m warm, it takes a lot of effort to get out of the tub because it’s comforting and safe, but my fingers are turning into prunes. I’m still short of breath from how Granger stared at me. It’s like he wants to strip me naked and take his fill, but at the same, time he wants nothing to do with me. It’s confusing as hell, but when my own mind can’t decide what it wants, I’m right alongside him in this mess. Plus, I’m still embarrassed about barging in on him. I didn’t know where to go or who could help, but coming here felt right.

      With a sigh, I stand from the tub and get out with a shiver as the cool air touches my skin. I quickly shed the wet clothes from my body, but it’s a struggle with everything sticking to my skin like a coat of paint. Wrapping a fluffy towel around me, I pad barefoot to the door and glance in his room to see a shirt and sweats laid out on the bed. He’s the most confusing man ever—one minute, he’s an ass who says filthy, dirty words to me, getting my blood heated and my panties wet, but then there is that sweet side of him that kisses me like I’m made of glass  and takes care of me without questioning it.

      Who is Granger really?

      He keeps me on my toes, and I never know what he’s going to say or do next. It’s exhilarating and baffling at the same time, because he makes me feel things I thought I never could or didn’t want to. Thoughts keep running through my head—what if he regrets offering me to stay here with him? Where would I go from here if he changes his mind? I’d have to go live under my father's thumb again, with him making choices for me for the rest of my life—what I should do for a living, who I should marry, where I would live. With just a snap of his cold, hardened fingers, my life would not be my own.

      With those thoughts cluttering my mind, I drop the towel and change as fast as I can before I’m caught naked. His bedroom door is closed, but who knows when he might come in. It is his room after all. I have to roll his sweats a few times and tighten the drawstring until they aren’t falling down my hips. After I’m satisfied that they won’t fall around my ankles, I’m finally able to notice my surroundings. I’m a bit surprised it’s not a stereotypical bachelor pad. Warm tones of grey and white furniture decorate the walls…he even has a headboard that matches with the rest of the room. I was picturing a typical college guy house with a bed on the floor or at least a beanbag chair. How the heck can he afford this place? I wiggle my toes on the soft grey carpet, feeling a sense of peace coming over me because it’s homey and comfortable. I haven’t felt that in a long time. Maybe he lives with his parents? That thought gets my feet moving, because no way am I staying here if he lives with them. Talk about awkwardness.

      I quietly open the door, peeking my head out to see the hallway dark, but there’s a dim light at the end leading back to the front door. Moving down the hall with my stomach a ball of nerves, I follow the sound of clinking glasses and cabinets closing. My head whips left and right, taking in every detail of his home for the first time. I pass a living room with two white loveseats angled to face a fireplace with a large TV above the mantel. Outside floor to ceiling windows, the wind blows the snow against the glass from the snowstorm that came out of nowhere, and it draws me nearer to glimpse the city below. It’s mesmerizing and gorgeous to try to see through the snowflakes, making the city lights look like glowing specks. I don’t know how long I stand there, distracted by the beauty of a quiet night sky, but eventually, I feel his gaze on me like a soft caress. I glance up, and his reflection shows him behind me with his dark eyebrows drawn together as he looks me up and down. I probably look ridiculous with his larger shirt swallowing me whole, my wet, dripping hair clinging to my back, and the sweats rolled up.

      “I like you in my clothes,” he rasps out behind me, and my eyes widen of their own accord. He couldn’t have just said that, I look like a drowned rat.

      I turn around, taking in his appearance, and feel my breath freeze in my chest. He’s a beautiful mess. His black hair is disheveled, like he’s run his hand through it a million times. Worried green eyes roam over my face, and  his wide lips are in a firm line. He’s changed clothes too. Grey sweats cling to his strong thighs, and a white shirt emphasizes his bulging arm muscles. His huge biceps lead down to muscular forearms, with his veins running down to strong hands, that can be so gentle with me. He crosses his arms over the impressive chest that I just want to snuggle into and bury myself in him. I don’t know where these thoughts are coming from, but he puts me at ease. Even when he towers over me…I feel small and protected. It’s a strange feeling that I’m not used to.

      “Is this your parents home?” I blurt out without thinking when I notice his intense gaze taking in my breasts, no doubt noticing I’m not wearing a bra.

      My nipples harden the longer he stares, and I feel myself straining towards him, asking for something I’m not used to. He clears his throat and looks away, rubbing the back of his neck. I cross my arms over my breasts and will my stomach to stop fluttering. I look back at his hands and wonder what it would feel like to have him touch me, stroking me until I erupt with pleasure. I bet he knows his way around a woman's body, to bring her to great heights until she’s begging for it to never end. My pussy pulses as I rub my thighs together to seek some relief, and I don’t think that goes unnoticed by him. I blush a bright red, trying to command my body to get a hold of itself and look away, but my gaze keeps coming back to him. We continue to stare at one another, not saying a word. It should feel awkward, but for some reason, it doesn’t.

      He’s the first to break the silence. “It’s my place, but my parents own the building. So I guess technically, it’s theirs. Are you hungry?” he asks, changing the subject.

      It seems like he doesn’t want to talk about his parents, and I can understand that. So I let it go and shake my head no. I notice two steaming cups on the coffee table between the couches and smile at the thoughtfulness.

      “I made you some hot chocolate, figured it would help warm you up. Sit with me?” He gestures to the couch, and I already know where this is going to lead.

      My feet shuffle hesitantly over the wood floors, moving around him and slowly sitting down, and I’m hoping I didn’t make a mistake in coming here. He hands me a cup filled to the brim with whipped cream on top and sits next to me with his arms on his knees. I can tell he’s trying to figure out the best way to start the conversation we need to have, so I decide to put the poor guy out of his misery.

      “I can’t live the life I want if I stay at my father’s place. I need to live, and this is the way to do it…that is, if you were serious before?” I ask warily, chewing on my lip and scared out of my wits of what he’s going to say.

      My mom always told me to do what makes me happy no matter what, and I think this might be the first step I can take to chase my happiness.

      "Of course I was serious. This is us helping each other out. I don't have time for a real girlfriend with all the drama. Stay here, live the life you want. I'll help you along the way." He has his head turned towards me and is looking at me like something is on his mind. "Can I ask you a question?"

      And there it is, what I’ve been dreading. I wonder if he's going to ask about the bruises he saw, or why I was running in the middle of the night in the dead of winter. I don't think I can share that part of myself. I feel embarrassed, shameful, and so freaking alone.

      “Uh, sure.” I gulp, fidgeting with my cup handle and taking a sip that burns my tongue, but I keep drinking for a welcome distraction.

      “What about your mom?” he asks, but swears under his breath because it must be written all over my face. “You don’t have to answer that, it’s none of my business. I’m sorry,” he whispers in that deep tone that does something to my insides and calms me down.

      “It’s fine, you can ask. She’s been gone for years now. She passed away from cancer when I was a young age. So it’s just me…and my father.” I bite my bottom lip when it starts to tremble. That pain still cuts deep.

      “I’m sorry, Princess. I can’t even imagine, but it just proves my point when I first met you.” His lips stretch into a wide grin, and he leans forward to run his index finger down my cheek like a lover's caress.

      He abruptly withdraws his hand, as if he's just as surprised he was touching me. Suddenly, he stands up and turns towards the hallway, looking over his shoulder at me once with a nod to follow. I drain my hot cocoa and quickly follow him, watching his back muscles ripple under the tight shirt stretched across his broad shoulders.

      “What point is that?” My curiosity is piqued as he leads me into a guest bedroom right across from his room.

      He flips the light switch on and spins around to look at me, his face expressionless.

      “That under the tough shield you have around your heart is a woman beyond any beauty I’ve ever seen,” he says tenderly, staring into my eyes as if he can see everything that I keep buried deep inside. Without another word, he leaves the room before I can reply, but calls over his shoulder without looking back, “We’re meeting Beast and Mary in the morning for breakfast. Night, Princess.” His bedroom shuts quietly behind him, and I have to sit down before I collapse, my knees suddenly feeling weak.

      My back hits a mattress that feels like heaven, and all I keep doing is replaying that whole conversation on repeat in my head. My heart is racing like I just ran a mile, and I probably have a ‘what the hell just happened?’ expression on my face.

      He’s the most confusing man I’ve ever met.
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      The coffee maker hisses as I stretch my arms over my head with a tired as hell yawn. I hardly slept last night because of a certain female occupying my thoughts, and I keep wondering how I’m going to approach her situation without her closing up or running off from me. I won’t force her to answer, and maybe she’ll come to me when she’s ready to talk. I have the world on my shoulders, but I would take some of her pain just so I can see her eyes not darkened by shadows.

      I’m mentally freaking out about how attracted I am to her. It feels real…like it comes naturally. My head is a hot mess, telling me to turn my back and walk away because I don’t need her. I may not need her but I want her, and my heart is pushing me in her direction, even when she’s not around.

      This is complicated shit, and a groan escapes my mouth loudly as I turn to head back to my room to get ready for the day. I halt in my tracks, taking in a ruffled, messy, and beautiful Kat standing a few feet from me. Her pink hair is sticking up in all directions, and there’s an impression of the comforter on her cheek, making it pink. She’s damn quiet as a mouse, because I didn’t hear her come into the kitchen. She looks wide awake though, her eyes slowly moving down my body, and her tongue peeks out the swipe across her rosy lips. My body reacts instantly, my cock hardening in my sweats and begging to sink into her tight as fuck pussy…to fuck her senseless until my headboard breaks.

      Shit.

      I need to get out of here before I do something stupid like strip her naked and have her writhing under my body. A cold shower is calling my name, along with my right hand, which I’ve been using since my breakup. That thought alone stops me from acting with my dick, but I can’t stop staring at her nipples peeking through my shirt. Damn, she looks good in my clothes.

      Must. Stop. Thinking. About. Her. That. Way!

      “Fuck, you’re so fucking perfect.” The words leave my mouth, but I didn’t mean to say that out loud. The need to smack myself over how husky my voice comes out is strong.

      We both freeze, her mouth slightly open in shock, and I watch her gulp as she stares at me with a confused expression. Maybe she didn’t hear me.

      “What?” she croaks out.

      “Coffee?” I say quickly, holding up a cup of coffee to distract her.

      She rushes me, not even sparing me a second glance as she takes my cup out of my hands and starts chugging it down like she’s at a frat party. Coffee strikes again. Her attention is completely focused on the cup in her hand, and it gives me the opportunity to watch her shamelessly. When will I grow tired of her? Maybe never. Fuck.

      Her eyes close in bliss, a small moan parting from her lips, and I don’t know how much more I can take without kissing her. It’s a bad idea, because it only leads to heartbreak and eventually lies, but I might be willing to take the risk. She’s not Victoria, and I think on the inside, she’s as broken as I am.

      “What time are we meeting for breakfast? This kitchen is freaking fantastic, perfect for baking,” she says with wonder in her voice. She walks around me and pours another cup of coffee, then hands it to me without a word.

      “In about an hour, so I’m going to go get ready. You can use anything in here. If you want to bake, go for it… You have to share, though. My home is your home.” I smile as I picture her dancing around my kitchen with a mess surrounding her as she bakes.

      “My mom and I used to bake all the time. On my birthday, we would be in the kitchen all day, baking up a storm until it was dark outside. At the end of the day, she would make one cupcake with vanilla frosting and a single candle lit, and she would blow out the candle with me, like we were both wishing for the same thing.” She stares at nothing before shaking her head at the memory and meeting my gaze again.

      She’s sharing a part of herself with me, and how hesitantly she talks makes me think she doesn’t open up ever with anything or anyone. Maybe I should give her a piece of myself.

      “My parents don’t want me to play hockey, and I don’t think they’ve ever been to one of my games. They’ve been hoping it’s just a hobby until I’m ready to follow in my father’s footsteps and become a lawyer so I can work at the family firm,” I grumble, not looking at her as I tell her about my shit storm of a life.

      “What do you want?” she questions, and when I look back at her, she’s already staring at me with her head tilted slightly to the side as she tries to figure me out. She’s actually curious about what I want, instead of what others except for me.

      “I want to skate until I can’t anymore. Until my body gives out and my bones aren’t able to hold me up. I want to go pro and skate for the Boston Bruins,” I admit, thinking she’s going to laugh in my face, just like my family does.

      “Are you any good?” she asks seriously, and I can’t help looking at her with my mouth agape.

      “You’ve never been to a game? Isn’t this your last year before you graduate? Why haven’t you been to one of my games?” I can’t believe this girl, but she just shrugs her shoulders with a grin.

      “I didn’t have a reason to, but I guess I do now. Being your fake girlfriend and all. Go team?” She pumps a fist in the air, and I start laughing at how that came out as a question. “Well, are you any good?” she asks with her hands on her hips.

      “Princess, I’m the fucking best. I was born to skate on the ice,” I reply back cockily, but it’s the damn truth.

      If only my team wasn’t a shit show right now. We need to get back to the top, but I don’t know how to move on from being betrayed by my team.

      “Do what makes you happy, Captain. Don’t let anyone hold you back. If that’s what you want, then go after it.” She makes it sound like the most simple thing in the world, and the longer I stare at her, the more the idea of going after what I want seems closer than I ever thought.

      “Granger?” She bites her lip as she looks up at me with big blue eyes.

      “Yes, Kat?” I step closer until my chest almost touches hers, almost feeling her.

      “I have nothing to wear to breakfast. Do-do you think you could come back with me to pick up some things from my father's house after breakfast? I’m going to text Mary and ask her to bring me something to wear,” she says in a rush as she avoids eye contact, running a hand through her tangled hair.

      “Whatever you need. We can leave in twenty minutes,” I reply, and stride out of the kitchen towards my room, but I have to ask one more important question.

      “Princess?” I walk backward and wait until she turns her head to look at me.

      “When’s your birthday?” I flash her a grin and enjoy her eye roll as a small chuckle escapes her mouth.

      “January thirty-first.” She shakes her head and turns back to the coffee pot to pour another cup for herself.

      That’s a month from now, and I have a feeling she hasn’t had anyone make her feel special on her birthday in a while. With a smirk, I walk into my bathroom, already forming a plan that will bring a smile to her face. The shadows disappear when those luscious lips spread into a smile, and I really like the thought of putting it there in the first place. What is happening to me?
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      The chime rings as I hold the door for her, and I watch her scan the rows of booths until she spots Beast and Mary. She blows out a relieved breath and practically runs to grab the clothes her friend is holding out for her. She draws a few stares, but she couldn’t be more beautiful in my eyes. Okay that’s a lie…she could. Am I disappointed that she’s changing out of my clothes? Maybe. Okay, fuck yeah, I am. I slide across the bench from Beast and Mary. He arches a knowing brow at me, and I flip him off before he can get started.

      “Are you fucking my friend?” Mary asks while giving me the stink eye, leaning across the table as if to appear threatening.

      My eyes widen at Beast with a look that says ‘s this chick for real?’ but he only shrugs. The shithead isn’t going to help me out here.

      I scowl back at her and cross my arms, because no fucking way am I telling her anything. When I stay silent, she starts to smile and leans back in her seat, cuddling close to my friend.

      “I like that. Don’t kiss and tell, a man shouldn’t do that. I’m warning you though, buddy. That’s my friend and she’s already been through enough shit, so don’t hurt her or you’ll be dealing with an angry Latina.” She tries to glare, but then yawns, losing the dramatic effect.

      I roll my eyes, but when I feel a tap on my shoulder, I scoot over, glancing at Kat. She could be a hot mess, but in my eyes, she’s still beautiful all the same. She slides in next to me with a smile and reaches across me to grab a menu. Her soft curves press into me for a split second, and she watches me out of the corner of her eye before pulling back. Without looking away from her, I answer her angry little friend.

      “I won’t.” Kat looks at me strangely, but luckily, our waitress interrupts before she can ask what I’m talking about.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mary wearing a shit-eating grin, which I ignore before it can go to her head, and we all place our orders. The moment the waitress leaves, Kat leans over to whisper in my ear as our friends across from us have their heads bent together and are whispering fiercely in a heated discussion.

      “Are we going to tell them the truth about what’s happening?” Her breath hotly skims along my neck hotly. Her head only reaches my shoulders, so I have to bend down a bit to answer her without being overheard.

      “I say we tell the truth. I trust Beast to not say a word, and I’m guessing the same goes for Mary.” Our food arrives faster than I thought possible, and that’s why I love this place. It’s a hole in the wall place with fast service and amazing food.

      "Tell us what?" Mary asks as she shoves a sandwich in her mouth. I now know she's nosy, but I'm okay with that because she's protective of my Princess. She needs someone like that in her life.

      Shit. No. Not my Princess. I have to keep telling myself that until I believe it.

      "I asked Princess here to move in with me and she said yes, because we started dating last night," I simply say before shoving a fork full of hashbrown and eggs into my mouth. So good.

      The french fry that’s halfway past Mary's lips falls out as she looks at us like a fish, with her mouth opening and closing. She's stunned into silence, and I feel like this is a moment to be written into history. I ignore Beast choking on his food and his fork clattering on his plate as I keep eating. I'm a growing boy, I need my food.

      “Man, I know you move fast on the ice, but I didn’t know you did that off the ice too,” Beast rasps out as Mary pounds on his back so he can get his words out. She’s probably going to break her hand if she keeps that up. My giant of a friend is an unstoppable, crush you with his fist beast, and Mary is an angry little Latina spitfire… Maybe these two were made for each other.

      I just glower and grunt at him, then  continue eating. That’s bro code right there. Beast nods his head like he can understand what’s going on in my mind, and starts eating again as well. Obviously, Mary doesn’t get it, because…well, bro code.

      “Kathleen Whitmore, you have some explaining to do! Wait! Omg!” Mary gasps so loud, a few other diners turn in our direction before shrugging and looking away. “Are you pregnant?” she asks, and it pisses me off that she immediately goes to that conclusion.

      I must be radiating out some angry vibes, because Kat doesn’t look at me but she places her hand on my bicep, petting me to keep me calm. She’s comforting me without even realizing she's doing it, and it fucking works. My shoulders slowly relax, and I look at Beast across from me to see him staring with pity in his brown eyes. I don’t need to see that look in anyone's gaze, but Beast was there for me at that time in life, so I let it go.

      “I’m not pregnant!” Kat shouts, then leans forward so she can whisper. “I’m not. What Captain over here forgot to mention is it’s a bargain between the two of us.” Before she can finish, Mary interrupts, her eyes twinkling with glee as she claps her hands together in excitement.

      “Oh em gee! You’re friends with benefits! Love it! You need to get laid, chica, so it’s about time. I can’t believe you're sleeping with him!” Mary wiggles her eyebrows, and I’m fascinated with how red my Princess blushes.

      And there goes my brain cells all the way to my dick as I picture sliding my fingers across that smooth, soft skin and stroking her body until her mouth drops open into the perfect O and her cheeks turn a rosy red.

      “Mary! No, we aren’t sleeping together! He’s my fake boyfriend and I’ll play his fake girlfriend,” Kat says in a rush before her friend can say anything else or come to any more conclusions.

      I can’t stop looking at her. I feel like I’ve been walking around blind until she came into my life. I really don’t have words for what she makes me feel, but it burns me alive inside and leaves me wanting more. I never thought I’d have these feelings after everything that’s happened to me, but she’s woken something up inside me that doesn’t want to go back to sleep. My eyes are wide open, and I need to decide how to handle this without everything exploding and breaking me apart.

      Then I notice the dark circles under her eyes, her skin pale as if she didn’t get enough rest. Her outfit is a pair of overall shorts with fishnets underneath, black combat boots covering her feet, and a yellow long-sleeved shirt under her overalls that hugs her frame. I’ll have to give her my jacket once we leave, but that’s okay, I’m used to the cold. She’s not eating the pancakes in front of her, so I clasp her knee in my palm with a slight squeeze before relaxing my hand.

      “Eat. You haven’t had anything in the last twenty-four hours,” I grumble under my breath and push her plate closer to her.

      She hides her grin before digging in and places a piece in her mouth. The moan that comes out of her mouth at that first bite travels straight to my cock, as if she grasped me in her hand and stroked me with one long pull up and down. How does she affect me this way? I want to roar and pound my fist on my chest each time she smiles at me. She’s messing with my head.

      “Why move in together though?” Mary asks after a while as she watches our exchange without blinking. She keeps eating when Beast shoves a fry in her mouth with a sigh so powerful, it could knock her down.

      “I’m getting a job and I’m going to start skating more, because I think it’s time. You know why…” Kat trails off, and they have a silent conversation until Kat looks down at her food. Mary turns to me with watery eyes and smiles slightly while mouthing ‘thank you.’  I nod my head and wonder if she knows something that could help me understand my Princess more.

      After a while, we keep eating and talking about non serious subjects, and I realize how easy it is to laugh with Kat as she giggles at Mary and Beast’s natural banter. I slip a twenty on the table and crowd into her space, nudging her with my body to get out of the booth. She scoots out with a grin and stands in front of me. Looking up at her from my sitting position, I tilt my head, wondering why she’s staring at me like that. She holds her hand out, palm up, and I place mine in hers as I get up. We walk out hand and hand behind our friends as we pretend it’s part of the act, but I’m not saying anything to break this moment.

      “Ready?” I ask her, watching her blow out a deep breath with a small nod as we head in the direction of her father's house.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

        

    

    







            Kat

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I like Granger, I mean, really like him, and it’s freaking me out on the inside. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m supposed to pretend to like him, but with how fast he makes my heart race, I think it’s more. He flashes me a smile with a dimple that sets me off again, heat coating my body, just before I unlock my father’s front door. I know he’s trying to put me at ease, and I’m grateful for him because I don’t think I could do this by myself. This isn’t my house and hasn’t been for a long time. Granger is about to witness that as soon as I open the door. No more hiding, even if I wanted to.

      Here goes nothing.

      I don’t bother being quiet, because Father is at work. It’s the afternoon, so he should be at the office doing stupid brokerage work. I lead Granger past the foyer of muted and dark tones that makes the place look like a funeral home. I quicken my pace, heading up the stairs with him on my heels.

      "Help me pack, then let's get the hell out of here," I tell him as I push my bedroom door open and rush to my closet for my suitcase.

      "Where do you need me?" he asks, his voice quiet and deep with understanding.

      So many answers float through my head…where do I need him? I need him to tell me it's going to be okay and hug me in his strong arms until it rings true. But I don't say any of that, I just point to my dresser as I toss him a traveling bag.

      "Just start throwing my clothes in this from the pink dresser." He catches it one-handed and opens my top drawer with a chuckle.

      Oh hell. I forgot that's my underwear drawer, and I'm glaring at him as he holds up a pair of my lacy booty shorts and wiggles his dark eyebrows.

      "Stop being a perv, Captain. You can look at my underwear later," I tell him with a wave of my hand, but I start stuttering when I realize what I said.

      "Is that a promise?" He stares at me with his green eyes darkening, heat burning within.

      "I-I uh, Granger," I growl, then back up into my closet when he drops the bag and starts prowling towards me like I'm all he can see.

      I'm in a room with a man that melts my insides and gives me the urge to straddle his waist and clutch him between my thighs so he can't ever let me go. Oh God. I'm in trouble. These feelings might devour me whole until there’s nothing left. My shoulders hit the shelves of my closet behind me, and he boxes me in with his hands on either side of my head.

      "What did I tell you, Princess? Say it," he demands, his stare roaming over my face as my breathing picks up from him being so close.

      He smells delicious, and it draws me closer to him without realizing my body is seeking him out to soak into. I know what he's asking, and I love the thrill it brings because he needs to hear it.

      "Granger." My voice comes out shaky, husky, and I slowly raise my arm to place my hand on his chest, right over his racing heartbeat.

      I affect him too, and nothing about this says this is wrong, because it's oh so right. He looks at me like he really wants to kiss me, and oh God, I might just let him. I have to ask myself…is this real? He must see something in my facial expression, maybe how afraid I am of the way my body and heart are drawn to him. He steps back to give me the space I desperately need. If he would have kissed me… I’m not ready for those feelings. It scares me too much. It’s as if I’m constantly running out of air around him and he’s sucking in every last breath until he has me fully tied to him.

      “I’ll start putting all your clothes in the suitcases. Go grab anything else you might need, and I’ll carry these downstairs. It’s going to be fine, Princess.” His voice goes raspy and deep, then he winks at me before grabbing clothes from hangers and shoving them in my two suitcases.

      I grab my picture frames with photos of Mom out of the nightstand, because Father would’ve destroyed them if he saw the frames lying out. I grab my duffle bag thatGranger packed and swing it over my shoulder while heading out into the hallway without a backwards glance. It’s a new start.

      “I’m heading downstairs to get something. Meet you down there,” I yell over my shoulder and practically skip down the stairs, because I’m taking back something that is rightfully mine. Dropping the duffle by the front door, I head into my father’s study and open the first drawer on the right of his desk. With shaking fingers, I hold up the necklace Mom gave to me days before she passed so I always had a piece of her next to my heart. Tears gather in my eyes as I clasp the necklace around my neck, and it feels like it never left its spot in the first place.

      “Take that off and put it back where it belongs,” Father’s voice booms from the doorway, his face an ugly purple as he glares at my neck with disdain and disgust.

      My hand trembles as I grip the chain in my fist. He’ll have to pry it out of my cold dead fingers to get this back.

      “It’s where it belongs. Why do you hate me so much? What did I ever do to you?!” Something releases inside me as I shout at him in rebellion. Maybe it’s the thought that I have nothing to lose because I won’t ever have to see him again.

      “I never wanted you, even after you were born. Your mother begged and begged, until I finally gave in to her every demand and filled her up with my sperm. That’s all you are, Kathleen—a pity child. You will spread your legs for Donald because I own you, and he will be your husband so the deal goes through. You’ve been nothing but a burden who continues to fail me. Start accepting your destiny, because you have nowhere else to go.” He sneers at me as I try to walk past him, and I blink my eyes rapidly so he doesn’t have the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

      “You really are a monster! I’ll never see what my mom saw in you, maybe you hid it better then, but I see you, old man. You may hide in the dark, but the thing about being in shadows is we can still see you with just a flash of light,” I manage to say in a choked voice, and try to slip past him.

      He grabs my wrist before I can make it to the front door, his grip tight and cutting off the blood flow, and I just know it’s going to be a big bruise. I’m tired, so tired of being in constant suffering. I try to yank my arm back, but he squeezes even more until I cry out from the stinging pain.

      “She has me. I would release her, because this could get very messy for you. Kat, let’s go. You have no reason to come back.” Granger’s voice is so deep, and the anger in the undertone of his voice and in his eyes is frightening, but it’s not directed at me.

      He pushes my suitcases in my direction without looking away from my father. If looks could kill, I’m sure he would have dropped dead by now. Granger has once again protected me and hasn’t asked for anything in return. He’s one of the good guys, and I realize at that moment not even once have I cowered in his presence, as if my body knows he won’t hurt me.

      “Who the fuck are you? This is private property, and I’m calling the police this instant.” My father smirks, pleased that he can still hurt me in front of others, but more on an emotional level that seems to always dig deeper, burning under my skin.

      Before I can do anything, Granger lightly clasps my wrist where Father hurt me, absently rubbing back and forth with his thumb on the tender spot. He’s not even looking at me but he’s trying to soothe me, and that means everything to me. He bends down to grab my duffle bag and strides to the front door with me right beside him.

      “I’m going to be your worst nightmare from this day forward. You see, I’m a Wilder, and you’ve been warned. Make sure you stay away and have a nice fucking day,” Granger growls in a deadly voice, looking my father right in the eye while he delivers that threat, then he swings the front door wide open.

      I swear Father pales a little, but it’s hard to tell in the dark foyer if it’s a trick of the light or real fear. I wonder just who Granger's family is and why my father would be afraid of them. Father looks at me after tearing his gaze away from the man next to my side. He’s seething inside, I can tell by how his cruel eyes darken and the hatred sketched on his face.

      “You walk out that door, Kathleen, and you won’t be welcomed back.” His vein pops on his forehead when I start to slowly smile and step onto the porch with Granger glued to my hip. He doesn’t think I’ll actually leave, and I’m about to prove him wrong. I don’t need him to survive.

      “Good.” My voice comes out strong when I slam the door with a bang, leaving everything behind, and in this moment, I feel…free.
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      My chest feels tight, a pain erupting along my heartstrings as I picture all that agony blooming in her wide blue eyes. I think that’s going to haunt me for a long time. We didn't talk the whole way home, and the moment we walked inside my condo, she said thank you in a low whisper without looking at me. Then she locked herself in the spare bedroom and didn’t come out for the rest of the night. I paced and cleaned the kitchen the whole night, not knowing what to even think. By the time I went to bed, I was bone tired and drained, but sleep didn’t come. My gaze was on the ceiling the whole time as I wondered if I should go back to her father’s house and beat the shit out of him. Or should I have gone to Kat and cuddled her, telling her it’s going to be okay? I think she needed her space to work out everything in her head, but I was practically crawling up the walls, knowing she’s been hurt emotionally and physically.

      I’m here for you, Princess. I’m going to make sure you are never hurt again.

      My own thoughts are a toxic clusterfuck. What the fuck can I do for her? How do I take down her father without ending up in prison? I realized in that moment, while I overheard how her father talked to her, that I never knew what real anger felt like until I saw him lay his hands on her. It took everything I had in me to not charge at him and beat him until he was bloody. Mixed feelings spiral through me—burning rage and yet all the fucking pride in my Princess for standing up to him with courage. She's so strong, graceful, and just fucking perfect, it almost scares me. She's becoming my everything, and I've only known her for a short while. I told myself that I would never tangle myself with another woman, but she's not just any woman…she's my motherfucking Princess.

      I rub my hand down my face and sit up in bed with a stretch. I glance at the clock to see it's five AM, and my body wakes up like clockwork, same time everyday. I have to get to hockey practice, and I’m determined to try to fix my team. My yawn stops mid-air as I drag my body out of bed, because the smell of blueberries with something sweet permeates the air. I’m in the kitchen in seconds with my nose guiding me, and I have to keep blinking to make sure I’m seeing things right.

      The granite kitchen island is filled with baking supplies from one end to the other and over three dozen blueberry muffins still piping hot. Kat hasn’t noticed me yet, but I sure as hell notice her. How could I not? Never have I fantasized about a woman in my clothing baking in my kitchen, but I am now. Her hair is a wild beautiful disaster in a bun on top of her head with tresses escaping down her swan like neck, and her eyebrows are pinched together in a frown of concentration as she whisks more batter in a bowl. I’d have to be blind to not notice her wearing only my shirt with no bra, since with every movement of the whisk, her breasts jiggle, and I have to adjust my growing hard on in my grey sweats to conceal my desire for her. She has all the right fucking curves, and I want to grip them in my palms and watch her eyes dilate with pleasure. I lean against the doorframe, probably—most definitely being a little creepy watching her, but I can’t stop. She really does capture my attention and holds it without trying. Am I picturing her stripped naked on my counter as I slowly kiss my way down the soft skin on her belly, nibbling with her gasping each time my teeth stink in a tiny bit so she can feel me, until I spread her legs wide open and feast on her tight fucking pussy? Maybe. Most definitely.

      Maybe I need to get the fuck out of here before I just do that.

      “Jesus! Granger you scared me! What are you doing up? I hope I didn’t wake you, I couldn’t sleep. I bake when my brain won’t shut down. Blueberry muffin?” She comes around the island and stands in front of me, looking delicious as fuck with a muffin in her hand inches from my face. A man can only take so much before he breaks, but I’m trying my hardest to hold back. I don’t think she would want me that way right now anyways.

      Fucking hell, Granger, pull yourself together. She doesn’t need you for that, she needs a friend.

      I repeat that chant until it sticks and clears my desire for her, then shift my focus to the treat she holds under my nose. Leaning forward, I bite into the top of the muffin while looking at her and groan out loud, because it tastes just as sweet as she probably does. Her blue eyes darken, her pupils expanding with lust, and she bites her bottom lip while staring at my tongue as it swipes at my lips to wipe the crumbs off.

      With her looking at me like this, I know she wants me as well. At least her body does, but I don’t know where her head is at. Fuck if I’m being honest, I don’t know where mine is either. I can’t picture her sinking her claws into me, to keep me trapped and lie to my face. She's not like that, but my mind keeps going back to that, because betrayal really does cut deep and that shit stays with you, making it hard to trust anyone. My walls have been so high since Victoria and the games she played with me, but maybe they don’t have to be. Maybe I’m staring at the one girl who can slam her way through my walls because she’s that tough.

      Christ, I really like her.

      “Naw Princess, I was already awake. I’m supposed to go to practice soon. Are you going to skate before I hit the ice?” I ask as I take the muffin from her hand and shove it in my mouth with a big grin, chewing with my cheeks stuffed.

      She chuckles while shaking her head and goes back around the counter to start putting the rest of the muffins in a container.

      “I’ll clean up in here. Don’t worry, it’ll be squeaky clean. You don’t mind if I go with you? I need to skate something fierce,” she says without looking at me, and I get it, I really do.

      She said she needs to skate, not want, and I know it helps her think while releasing everything inside. I do the same thing when I’m chasing the puck to score a goal. It’s a need that blocks everything else out.

      “Yeah, we can go together anytime, since we’re heading to the same place. Don’t worry about making a mess because damn, women…these are fucking fantastic.” I wink and enjoy watching her blush at the compliment.

      I have to keep giving her those compliments, because I’m really liking it when her cheeks flush. I’m about to break down the shell she’s put around herself and wait with open arms, because this girl needs me—probably as much as I need her.

      I start to head back towards my room to shower and change, but I can feel her gaze on me, so I look over my shoulder to see her sweeping her gaze up and down my body unhurriedly. She was totally just checking out my ass. I clear my throat and watch in amusement when her head whips up and she looks anywhere but at me. I mean, I can’t blame her for looking. I’ve literally worked my ass off to get these glutes. Hours of working out and training has my body fit for playing hockey. Also, I can’t even count how many times my eyes have lingered on her body.

      “Hey, Princess?” I wait until she looks back at me with a question in her gaze once I turn back around to face her.

      “Yes, Captain?” she says all sassy. I think she’s trying to cover up her embarrassment from getting caught checking me out.

      “You know you can talk to me about anything okay?” I tell her, letting her know when she’s ready to talk…I’m fucking here waiting.

      “You know, you aren’t as bad as they say you are,” she says with laughing eyes. I don’t care what anyone says, but if it makes her look at me like that, I’ll wear that shit like a badge with my chest puffed up.

      “What are they saying?” I smirk, knowing rumors around college can be over the top and made up half the time.

      “That you walk around campus like a grumpy ass and you have tons of women lined up to be with you. I don’t think you're an ass.” She’s trying not to laugh when my smile widens, I don’t even fucking know the last time I’ve smiled this much.

      “Are you saying I’m grumpy? As for the other thing, I don’t want any other woman…I have you.” I stare into her widening eyes, and her mouth pops open in shock. “It’s a good thing you're my fake girlfriend, to keep the ladies away.” I spin around with a chuckle just when she starts  scowling.

      A muffin smacks me in the back of my head just before I make it to the hallway, and now it’s my turn to be in complete shock as my body slowly turns around to see her smiling innocently at me. She bats her lashes as she takes a bite of a muffin.

      “Did you just throw a muffin at me?” I ask, my brows raised to my hairline.

      “Of course not, but if I did, it would be my fake girlfriend duties to keep you on your toes. I’ll be ready in thirty minutes.” She winks—fucking winks at me as she walks past me on hurried feet while I stand in the hallway with my mouth gaping open like an idiot.

      What the hell just happened? And why did I like it so much?
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      “Granger! Pass the fucking puck, Collins is wide open!” Coach yells as he stands on the bench with his arms crossed, tapping his clipboard on his thigh in frustration. Kat is standing off to the side with Coach, and she covers her ears just before he blows his whistle again.

      I asked her to stay and wait for me while I’m at practice. She’s been sitting on the side, watching quietly and occasionally talking to Coach. He nods at whatever she says, then seconds later, he’s yelling at a player with a new game plan while she just crosses her arms and nods along. Damn, she’s a little monster when she’s working with Coach, pointing out mistakes we’re making on the ice. I think Princess is giving Coach pointers, and I can’t help chuckling each time the game plan has to change.

      God, I haven’t felt this light at practice for a long time, and I’m trying to be better so she can see everything I have to offer.  It’s just fucking difficult when everyone gives you a wide berth and Jeff is plowing into me every five seconds, trying to make me look bad in front of my Princess. He’s asking for a fight, but I’m not going to fall into that trap. I’m the bigger fucking man, and I’m going to prove it. Is this what moving on feels like? I just don’t give a damn about him or Victoria anymore. They deserve each other, and I’m glad they gave me this eye opener before I became stuck to Victoria for good.

      I pick up speed, my stick passing the puck back and forth as my body spins around the team charging me at the last second. Our shoulders graze as I turn back around with a swirl, the puck still within my reach, and he scrambles to catch up to me. Only the sound of my blades carving the ice and my deep even breathing holds my focus as I slam my elbow into Blake’s gut just before I pass the puck to a stunned Collins. Without wasting time, he sends it flying into the net, and the sound of hoots and hollers fill the rink as he hesitantly gives me a slap on the back when he skates over to my side, a huge grin spreading across his face.

      “Run that play again! Beast! Stay on Granger’s skates!” Coach shouts with a pleased smile on his face, and he blows his whistle again to get us moving into our positions.

      Beast’s fist pounds my gloved hand and takes up position to my right as I crouch across from Jeff, who skates up to fight me for the puck once it drops. He smirks in ignorance as we wait for Michael, the assistant coach, to drop the puck between us as we have a stare down. The moment the puck hits the ice, I’m moving and shoving Jeff’s shoulder as I pass him with a speed that has him scrambling to catch up with me. Back and forth, I pass between Beast and Collins as we head to the opposing end and score a winning goal. Collins comes off to my side, and I fake a pass to Beast, all the while giving the puck to Collins as he speeds past me.

      I don’t see it coming because the puck is no longer in my possession, but I hear Kat scream my name just as a body slams into mine with a force. My skates literally lift off the ice as a stick is shoved into my chest to add to the hit. Lying on my back with the cold seeping into my gear, I try to catch my breath as Jeff’s face looms over me. The shithead is grinning like the cat got the canary at his real fucking dirty move.

      “Oh, my bad. Didn’t see you there, Wilder. My focus was on the hot piece of ass I plan on taking home later. Tell me, is her pussy as tight as I imagine it to be? I can’t wait to sink in and claim that cunt,” he taunts and grins over his shoulder to whoever is coming closer before slowly skating away out of my sight.

      Kat’s face is scowling down at me as her eyes roam over my body to check for injuries. I kind of find that adorable, since my body has been taking hits since I first started skating at a young age. Your body gets so used to the bruises and the cuts, you hardly feel it anymore. Shake it off and keep going.

      “Granger! Are you okay?” she asks worriedly as her hands flutter, hovering over me like she’s afraid to touch me.

      A groan leaves me as my upper body lifts off the cold surface to sit up, but I cover it with a cough because fucking hell, I don’t want to look like a weakling in front of her. Yeah, that hurt and I’ll probably have one hell of a bruise, but that’s hockey for you. You either bounce back up or quit the game for good.

      “I’m fine, Princess. Here, let’s get you off the ice before you slip and I’ll have to carry you out of here,” I grumble as I get to my feet easily and gently take her elbow to escort her back to the bench.

      “You do know I was practically born on the ice right?” She laughs at me as I pick her up by the waist and swing her over to the other side.

      Damn it, why does it always feel right to have her in my arms?

      “You're on my ice now, Princess. My rules, so shove it.” My smirk can’t be contained, and she rolls her eyes at me, but she’s biting her lip to hold her laughter in.

      “Whatever you say, Captain. Are you sure you're okay?” She can’t help herself, and that pleases me that she cares about me like that.

      I feel like shoving my gloves off and pumping my chest with my fist like a fucking caveman. She does weird things to me, but it’s good weird things.

      “Don’t know what you're talking about. Didn’t feel a thing,” I tease her, loving the way her eyes soften. I puff up my chest as I’m skating away, just to hear her raspy and warm laugh.

      Her laugh follows me, and I don’t even care that I was smacked into the ice by Jeff. I’m proud because I’m the fucking one who made her laugh. Only me. Beast skates over to me and gives me a nod that says ‘you good?’ so I nod back to say ‘I ain’t no fucking pussy.’ We share a fist bump and turn to watch the coach tearing Jeff a new asshole.

      “If I see you pull that stunt one more time, you’re off the team. Am I fucking clear, Gold?” Coach yells in Jeff’s face, but you can tell the prick doesn’t give a damn as he spits on the ice and doesn’t bother responding.

      Why is he even still on this team? Coach blows the whistle and shuffles back to the bench, waving me back over.

      “What’s up, Coach?” I ask once my skates come to a gliding stop in front of him.

      “Your team is a fucking mess, Captain. You’re going to run some drills until you guys start acting like a team again. I want sprints until the end of practice,” he commands, wiping sweat off his forehead and putting his cap back on. “You did well, kid. I expected you to go after him when he sent you flying but you didn’t. Why?” he questions, but I see him side-eye Kat, who’s pretending to find her nails fascinating as she secretly listens in.

      I can tell he already knows my answer, and his lips twitch when I glance back at him after staring at Kat for a few seconds.

      “Felt right, Coach.” My voice comes out dry with a small shrug, and I hope he doesn’t ask more.

      “Right, Wilder. Now go get your team ready for sprints. By the time you guys are done, you’ll be puking your guts out. Start on my whistle.” I nod and skate over to my team, already yelling orders in a booming voice.

      “Get in line, ladies. Coach says to start when the whistle blows, and we’re not stopping until practice is up.” I ignore their groans as we all stand in a single straight line, waiting for our torture to begin. I don’t miss the way some of the guys glare at Jeff at the end on the right side of the line, and that warms my fucking heart.

      We have a half-hour of sprinting to the middle of the rink and back. Then the whistle blows, and I already know some of us will be puking by the end of practice.

      Thirty-five minutes later, half my team is lying on the ice, gripping their stomachs and groaning in agony. Someone starts gagging, and I slowly stand up from my kneeling position, hyperventilating. My whole body feels like one big bruise, and my sweat has sweat. Jacob almost faceplants when he starts moving towards the locker room, so I throw his arm over my shoulders and help him along the way. Coach is blocking the door to the locker room and stands with his hands on his hips as he stares at all of us.

      “What did you learn today?” Silence meets his question, and I look around at my teammates to see confusion gathered on their sweaty faces.

      “That no man gets left behind,” someone yells from the back.

      “Pain is gain, and you work hard to get to that end goal,” Jacob mumbles next to me with another groan as rippling pain passes through his body again.

      “Our team is a fucking mess, and I’m going to put it back together,” my voice rings out gruffly, echoing in the silence until I’m getting another round of slaps on the back as everyone cheers like a bunch of wild animals.

      “That’s what I’m talking about. Hit the showers,” Coach says with pride in his voice, and he pats me on my shoulder on his way out.

      Jeff plows into Jacobs and I on his way in while throwing a glare over his shoulder. God, I hate that asshole with a fierce passion.

      I said I’m going to try to put this team back together while grinding my teeth and bearing it. Princess is already changing me…into a better man. Someone worthy of her.
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      I’ve never known how brutal or extremely hot it was to watch hockey players dominate the ice like Vikings heading into battle. But then again, I only watched Granger as he took charge, his skates hardly touching down as he moved with a speed and strength that had me mesmerized. I wondered where else he would take charge. Maybe the bedroom? I’m betting he’s commanding, but with gentle hands, making you enjoy every last delicious thrust until you're weeping with pleasure as he makes sweet, hot love to your body. My God, what is wrong with me? Why can’t I stop thinking of him worshiping my body and leaving me wanting more? Mary is rubbing off on me.

      No more dirty sex thoughts, Kat! Don’t think of Granger working your body into a sweaty mess and gasping as he stares at you with those green eyes that seem to know your every desire as he spreads your thighs open for him to fit between.

      I wrap my arms around myself while leaning against the cold cement walls outside the men's locker room. I’m waiting in the tunnel for Granger to emerge so we can walk together to our classes, and all the while, I argue with myself to stop thinking about sex. He’s just a pretend boyfriend, nothing more, but I’m really needing a distraction right about now. When Jeff came after Granger and sent him flying off the ice, I thought for sure a fight would break out, but Granger surprised me once again. He wears this shield around himself that is all too familiar—for the outside world to only see your tough, thick skin but on the inside, it's completely different. We hurt. We feel. We grieve what our lives could have been and  got to where we are by surviving. I see him. I see the pain hidden deep, the anger, and the desire to have what everyone else has—someone to accept them for who they are, and to be loved for the good, the bad, and the ugly.

      I see you, Granger, and I like what you show me. Even the tragic disaster you are. We match.

      Right now, he's the first one to walk out of the locker room, his hair still slightly damp and his intense green gaze locking me in place. God, is that how I look at him? With hunger and so much longing, but scared to take that leap? I don't know what's real or pretend anymore, but I’m here for this—the want. He stops inches from me, staring down at my small height compared to him, and I feel the need to step into his embrace and have his strong arms hold me close. The last time I had this need to be held was the night I said goodbye to Mom.

      “Why are you staring at me that way?” he asks in a baritone voice like smokey campfire and crisp cold morning air that has you breathing in deeply for more, and my body temperature rises at hearing it again.

      His teammates start to walk out slowly when they notice Granger standing very close to me, but he completely ignores the others around us… It’s like he can’t look away from me. They’re staring at us with interest and curiosity, probably wondering who’s the girl that caught the attention of Granger—the hockey jock who has plenty of women to choose from. I’ll show them exactly who I am. I don’t answer him with words, I’m going to show him instead.

      Grabbing his shirt with my fist, I pull him down and watch his eyes widen before darkening to a mint green as I place my other hand on the back of his neck. I meet him halfway by standing on my tippy toes and take a flying leap as my mouth connects with his soft smooth lips.

      He releases a pleased groan as he drops his hockey bag and dives one calloused hand into my hair with a tight grip to angle my head back as his lips move against mine. Heat courses down until it floods my stomach, and I can’t stop grinding slightly against the thigh he wedges between my legs as he walks me backward until my back rests on the wall. His other hand grasps my waist to crush me impossibly closer to his hard body.

      Sweet Lord.

      He kisses me as if I’m the only one who can give him oxygen, and my own passion matches his with every glide as our mouths fuse together in a dance that mimics slow fucking. He continues to devour my mouth, controlling the kiss until I remember I’m the one who started this. I want to blow his mind, to have him feel as if I’m the only one that can make him lose his control. I pull back with a hum. My eyes close as my heaving chest grazes his. I run the tip of my nose along his and lean back in to nip his bottom lip, sucking on it before sliding my mouth against his with a desperateness that speaks for itself. My mind may be fighting with me constantly, but my body knows it wants Granger something badly. I smile when he groans deep in his throat, the vibrations hitting my skin, and he pushes away, panting lightly. All of a sudden, we hear his teammates whistling and clapping at our public display.

      “What was that for, Princess? Are you trying to kill me?” he asks in a gravelly tone that I feel right down to my pussy, like a pulse. He’s staring into my eyes with pure lust swirling in his gaze, until he glares over his shoulder, which gets everyone shuffling to escape his wrath.

      They scatter, giggling like a bunch of school girls the whole time, while some run for the exits because they don’t want to be on his bad side even more than they already are. You can see the division in his team, the way they walk on eggshells around him. Granger is trying to mend it, but I can’t help feeling like there's more to the story that I’m missing. He’s hiding something, keeping whatever it is to himself, and I’m wondering if I can get him to open up to me.

      His deep, light green eyes swing back to me and drop down to my mouth once more as he bites his bottom lip in indecision, as if he wants to pick up where we left off. That look alone has my lower stomach muscles clenching, because I’d rather be biting that lip of his as he pulls me back into his strong, hard body. The way he stares at me makes it seem like I’m the prettiest thing he’s ever seen. It feels like it’s his hands caressing me as his gaze moves down my body and then slowly climbs back up to look into my eyes that no doubt reflect the need I have for him in return. My head isn’t on straight around him, and it’s terrifying. Not too long ago, this guy told me to get off his ice like he owned it with everything else around him, and yet here I am, giving him sass and letting him in to see the real me.

      Stepping back, I glance away to see the tunnel has emptied out, except for a few hockey players joking around at the exit doors before they disappear outside into the cold.

      “That was just me showing off as your fake girlfriend. You don’t mind, do you?” My head swims with the thoughts bouncing back and forth in my head. I almost want to run the hell out of here so I can sort through my emotion for the guy who seems to bring them all out.

      I keep my expression blank as he stares down at me, his eyebrows pulling together, and he only shakes his head before bending down to grab the hockey bag he threw on the floor when I practically attacked him. A blush climbs into my cheeks as I replay what I just did in my head, and I want to smack myself. What if he didn’t really want to kiss me? Was it all for show as I pretended it was, when in reality, I just really wanted to kiss him?

      “Right…fake girlfriend. Almost forgot there for a second, but don’t worry, it won’t happen again. Let’s get to class,” he says with his jaw ticking, and strides past me in angry steps through the doors leading outside.

      Shit, maybe I read this all wrong? Does he want to kiss me just as much? My feet are moving before my brain catches up as I hurry after him. Damn him for his long legs, because by the time I’m gripping his shirt to stop him, my breath is coming in pants and I’m shivering from the Boston morning air.

      “Just hold on a second, Granger! Are you mad? Why are you stomping around campus?” My fingers grip his bicep, which flexes under my touch, and my hand has a mind of its own as I start petting his hoodie sleeve, trying to soothe him.

      He pointedly looks down at my petting, and a small smirk lifts the corner of his mouth just before he places his arm over my shoulders, heading towards the cafeteria hall. Pillows of snow cover the ground, but at least the sun is breaking through the clouds. All I need to make this day better is a cup of coffee. Granger buries his face into my hair, breathing in deeply and placing a light kiss against my temple. I stumble at the expected tender touch and feel his chest rumble at my side as he chuckles under his breath.

      “I’m not mad, Kat.” He sighs and pulls away a little, but tucks me tightly under his arm. “I guess I don’t know what I want anymore. Hockey is all I live and breath, but it’s falling apart. My team is scared of me, and it’s my own damn fault. And then there's you, the feelings—” He cuts himself off when he stops walking, and out of the corner of my eye, I see a flash of red heading in our direction.

      Turning my head, I stifle my groan as his ex-girlfriend bears down on us. I really wish I had that cup of coffee just about now, because I can’t be in this woman's presence again without opening my mouth. I don’t like her attitude and how she looks at everyone like they’re beneath her. She puts on a fake smile just as she reaches us, standing directly in front of us to block our path. She’s wearing a long expensive coat with high heels and flipping her red wavy hair over her shoulder in a flirtatious move, practically eating Granger alive with her gaze. She has it bad for him, and I wonder why she cheated on him in the first place if she wants him so badly. It couldn’t have been love.

      “Granger! Listen, I want to apologize for my behavior at the party. I don’t know what overcame me!” She pops her hip out, puts her hand over her chest, and bats her fake lashes at Granger while taking a step closer to him. She doesn’t even look at me the whole time.

      Granger shifts on his feet, quickly glancing down at me to see my reaction to her flirting, and his helpless look almost makes me smirk. Poor guy. Don’t worry, babe! Princess to the rescue! I mean, I am the fake girlfriend to keep the ladies away from him. I snuggle more into his warm body and place my hand firmly on his chest. Victoria’s gaze laser beams onto my hand with a glare as she snaps her brown eyes my way. A sneer comes over her face, giving away her reason for coming over here.

      “Maybe it was all that booze, or maybe you want my boyfriend for yourself, but you lost that chance when you cheated on him.” I have no idea what just came over me and made me talk to her like that. Maybe Granger brings this side out of me, to stick up for myself and what’s mine.

      I hold her widening gaze and watch in amusement when she literally stomps her foot and pouts at the stone-faced Granger at my side.

      “Are you really going to let her talk to me like that?” she demands from him, but he doesn’t say anything. He holds her gaze as he moves his hand to stroke the side of my face in a loving way, and it’s almost as if he doesn’t realize he’s doing it.

      When she notices this, she swings her hostile gaze right back to me and a slow smile creeps across her face. “Oh honey, if you think it was the cheating that makes him not come back to me, then you really need to open your eyes. Guess your boyfriend hasn’t told you everything. This isn’t over, Granger. You’ll be begging me to come back, it’s only a matter of time.” She blows him a kiss and sends me a pleased look before walking away.

      I swear Granger isn’t breathing as he stares after her with pain sketched on his face. What was that about? I know he’s hiding something from me, but I didn’t think it had to do with her… Does he still have feelings for her? Why does that make my chest tighten painfully?

      “What is she talking about?” I place myself in front of him so I can look him in the eye, but inside, I feel like I’m slowly dying.

      His head snaps down to gaze at me, and he shakes his head like he’s trying to get rid of whatever is going through his head.

      “Fuck,” he grunts before grabbing my hand. He starts fast walking to the other side of the campus in long strides while my shorter legs run to keep up.

      “Captain! Stop just for one second please.” My steps slow, and he glances over his shoulder to see me having a hard time keeping up.

      He suddenly stops and glances up at the sky, his throat straining as he grinds his teeth. Why does he have to be unbelievably beautiful? Did God decide one day to create this gorgeous man and place him right in front of my path just to torture me? I want him, but at the same time, I feel like I can’t truly have him. I’m a hot mess, and I don’t even know how to have a real boyfriend. I’d destroy it in seconds, just like everything else in my life.

      “My life, Kat, it’s not fucking perfect by a long shot, and we all have things we are ashamed of. I regret the moment Victoria walked into my life and ruined a piece of me,” he whispers, then sighs before looking down at me with his gorgeous eyes pinning me in place.

      My throat clogs because I’m falling, falling deep into his eyes that say so much without words. What did she do to him to cause so much pain?

      “Did you love her?” I glance away as I ask, because I’m scared—terrified, really, of his answer.

      He blows out a breath before answering me. “Never love, just contentment for the time we were together, at least for a while.” He nods his head towards my building where my math class is, and we start walking again in silence.

      He tucks his hands into his pockets, and he keeps glancing down at me like he wants to say something, but then just shakes his head before looking straight ahead. It’s not an uncomfortable silence, just trying to sort out our thoughts.

      Crossing the sidewalk, I notice students walking up the steps into the building and staring at us while they whisper to their friends. I sometimes forget that Granger is like a god around here. The guys want to be him, and the girls want to get into his pants. It makes me a little uncomfortable with the attention we’re receiving, but he hardly notices as he turns to glance down at me. He grabs my hand to tug me closer and whisper in my ear, his hot minty breath making my legs tremble.

      “I’m not ready to talk about it, but one day, I will be. Just wait for me, Princess.” His deep voice pleads with me to understand he needs time, and I can understand that.

      I can only hope he will share with me, because we’re heading in a direction that scares me shitless, but also makes my heart skip a beat. I know he feels this too, but our shit is too complicated right now to start anything. I need to work on me and find myself, and he needs to heal from whatever gives him that sad look in his pale green eyes.

      “Captain, the thing about me is, I’m a patient woman. I have to get to class, and so do you,” I say with a pat on his bicep and pull out of his arms, turning to walk up the steps leading to the main double doors.

      I get two steps away, and suddenly, I’m tugged into a hard chest with a muscular arm wrapped around my waist, grazing just under my boob. My body relaxes into him without hesitation, absorbing the warmth he radiates, and I know it’s going to be okay. He gives me strength, and I like to think I give him a piece of myself in return. He takes a deep breath from the crook of my neck before giving me one more squeeze. His soft lips skim my neck as he talks in a husky voice.

      “You drive me crazy, but a good crazy. I forgot to mention that watching you walk away from me has my hand twitching to smack this luscious ass until you're begging for more. I’ll see you after class. I have a surprise for you. Have a good day, Princess, and think of me,” he growls in a thick voice and skims a palm over my ass just as he lets go.

      I turn around slowly, blinking rapidly from my daze to see him jogging across the sidewalk, but he glances over his broad shoulder at me still standing there in shock as a blush spreads across my face. He winks at me before disappearing around the corner, heading to his business management class.

      My heart is pumping madly, like it might leap out of my chest and chase after him. Why does it feel like his palm is still on my ass cheek? And does my surprise later involve a spanking?

      Um, why does that excite me?
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      As I sat through business management class, I wanted to bang my head against my desk repeatedly. What the fuck was I thinking, telling her I’m going to smack that delicious ass of hers? Would she even like that? Her pulse was racing right under my lips as I placed a feather of a kiss on her swan-like neck. Maybe she would, but what if that sets her back? Fucking hell, she might not even want me like that. She did say she’s my fake girlfriend after that kiss, and that alone punched me right in the balls. I keep forgetting she’s not really mine to have, but do I even want that to begin with? The urge to smack her perfect ass when she walked away from me had my right hand twitching, and it took everything inside not to do it just to hear the sound of my palm slapping her butt cheek.

      Lord, help me. I’m in danger with my Princess. She doesn’t need a boyfriend, but she does need a friend. I can be that, sure, no problem. I’ll be the best damn friend she’s ever had—one that kisses her every once and a while.

      By the time the professor dismisses us from class, I’ve missed the whole lecture and am walking out of class with my head in the clouds. I’m so deep in my thoughts, a girlish scream almost bursts out of my throat when Beast slaps me on the back. He raises his dark brows in a  ‘what the fuck is wrong with you?’ expression. I wish I fucking knew.

      “Brother, practice was brutal today, but the whole team is talking about Jeff’s dumbass move. Could have fucking hurt you out there with that dirty move he played, and where would we be in the championships? He wasn’t thinking about the team, that’s for sure,” Beast grumbles under his breath while stroking his short beard as the student body dodges out of his way.

      He has his thinking face on, the one where he doesn’t notice anything going on around him, and I wonder what’s eating him.

      “I’m done dealing with that ass-hat. He needs to get over himself and stop trying to be me. It’s time the team started thinking as one again.” Beast stumbles in shock as my words register, and snaps his face around to look at me with his mouth open in surprise.

      “What?” I ask grumpily, heading toward the cafeteria and rolling my eyes when I notice him shaking his head with a small smile appearing under his beard.

      “The captain has returned. Did you hear about Victoria and Jeff?” he asks in a serious tone while glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. It almost looks like he’s holding his breath.

      “Princess and I ran into Victoria earlier. You should have seen her, Beast. She was incredible.” A smile forms over my face the more I think about it.

      “Victoria? Man, you are not going back to the bitch after everything she did. I thought you had a thing for Kat?!” Beast practically shouts, his arm shooting out to stop me in my tracks and his face almost furious.

      “What the hell? I’m talking about Kat! This different side of her came out—it was possessive and pure fire. She brings these feelings to the surface that I didn’t know I really had.  I need to wrap her in my arms and hold tight until I know she’s okay.” Confessing my feelings in the middle of the crowded hallway to Beast was not part of my plans, and the fucker has the nerve to chuckle at my expense.

      “That’s good, man. Keep feeling those things, and you never know…Kat might just be the real deal. Are you not even going to ask about the Jeff and Victoria rumor?” He continues walking when he glances around to see people staring at us.

      “I’m really not interested in knowing. My mind is already full. I have a surprise for Princess and I’m hoping she likes it.” My idea might be too soon, but I think it’s just what she needs to feel more normal.

      “They broke up, it’s all over campus,” Beast mumbles, stomping past a herd of giggling girls trying to get his attention. The guy doesn’t even notice them.

      “That’s nice. Do you think she’ll think I’m a fucking idiot for helping her out?” I’m worried I might be overstepping with my surprise for Princess. She’s trying to gain the independence that’s been taken away from her, and I’m afraid I’ll ruin it by trying to help out.

      A group of male students walk by, waving and raising their hands for a high five. Beast raises his head from looking at the ground as he walks to slap another student's hand without even glancing at the passing student. This place is a zoo, and the only way to survive is to smile and wave while being cautious of who you can trust. A pack of animals could eat you alive in this type of environment, unless you show them who's boss.

      “You the man, Granger!”

      “Kick some hockey ass!”

      “Beast. Beast. Beast.” The chants come and go with each step we take.

      The hollers keep coming, and I feel my chest expand in a relieved breath when we finally make it through the cafeteria doors. My eyes scan the crowded tables, looking for my girl, but she’s nowhere to be found. I should have gone to that coffee joint she loves. Eyes swing our way, making me feel like I’m under a microscope. The coach keeps saying to get used to people gawking, since it’ll keep happening once we go pros. This attention might have been great a year ago, when the pussy was easy and people wanted to be us, but fuck, I’m over it—the drama and pretending. I want something real. Is it so bad that I want my Princess sitting in my lap so I can watch her smile as she laughs with her friend?

      My groan reaches Beast’s ears, and he chuckles as he gives me a slap on the back that almost sends me flying forward. It’s like having Thor’s meaty fist slamming onto your back.

      “Bro, you have it bad. Trust Kat. I have a feeling that girl is one of a kind,” He mutters to me before rubbing his hands together as he stares at the lunch menu, then he eagerly rushes over to place his food order.

      “Don’t I know it.” I whisper under my breath, and follow Beast to place my order.
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      Sweat drips down my temple, my arms straining to lift the bar above my head before lowering it with a grunt and then repeating the whole process all over again. Beast spots me, his hands hovering over the bar in case I drop the heavy fucker. Weight training every day for two hours is a pain, but it’s a stress reliever at the same time, pushing me to keep going until my whole body is energized and shaking. My hockey career is my main focus when I’m in this gym, and every muscle in my body strains and flexes with the weights. The results are to keep me in shape for the ice, to bulk up for all the hits I take from the other teams, and to make sure I fucking glide across that ice with every slide of my skates. I’ve worked hard to be in fit shape, and quitting isn’t an option in my life. I keep fighting with everything I have.

      “Beast, go work on your calves. I want you walking like a newborn calf by the time you leave. Don’t forget to fucking stretch, I got it from here,” Coach says as he walks around to stand at my head, and I look at him from upside down, as he watches everyone like a hawk.

      The guy really does care about his team, making sure we have everything we need and pushing us beyond ourselves. He’s more of a father figure than my own dad. It’s not like he’s giving us a band-aid or any shit like that for a cut, but he’s there, yelling in your face to not give up. Grunts and groans sound around the gym as my team works out, but it’s quieter since Coach came over to spot me. Nosey asses are waiting to hear what he has to say, and I just wait as my arms pump the weight bar up again.

      “You did good this morning at practice, Wilder. It took a lot of you to not engage in a fight and skate away. That’s the kind of captain this team needs from you, keeping them on their asses and focused on the game.” Coach doesn’t look at me as he talks, he’s glancing around the room with an all too knowing gaze.

      “Thanks, Coach.” He helps me hook the weighted bar back into its place, and I sit up, slightly panting. I grab my sports bottle from its spot on the floor near my feet and start chugging water.

      My shirt is soaked with sweat, and glancing at the clock on the far wall shows I only have twenty minutes before I meet Princess outside her last class for the day. Coach comes around to stand in front of me, his arms crossed over his chest, and gazes down at me under his hat.

      “Keep it up, and those scouts will be fighting over you. Whatever's got into you, don’t let it go. Hit the showers and get the hell out of my gym.” He lays his hand on my shoulder with a squeeze, even as he talks to me in a stern voice. “I like her by the way, she’s good for you.” His lips twitch, and he turns around, yelling at his next victim.

      “I want everyone walking out of here on shaking legs! Lift those weights, ladies!” Coach’s voice shouts across the room, and I cover my chuckle into my arm with a cough.

      A grunt leaves me as I stand up. My legs are on fire from the weight machine earlier, but it feels fucking amazing with each burning step. Practically jogging to the showers, I push the locker room door open and head right to my locker to strip. After taking a cold five-minute shower, I’m sliding my hand through my hair as nerves grab a hold of me. I’m dressed and throwing my hockey bag over my shoulder as I stride toward the exit in a haste, almost bumping into Collins on my way out. I hold my fist up for him to bump as I pass him, and he slowly raises his in shock to smack his fist against mine.

      “Good job out there today. We need to practice that move more,” I call over my shoulder as I leave, and watch his mouth open and close a few times before he nods enthusiastically.

      The cold air whips against my face as I really do jog across campus to meet Kat before her class lets out. I hope she likes my surprise and doesn’t feel like I’m doing this out of pity. I just want her to live, and maybe by showing her that it’s going to be okay, she might take chances just for her. If I get her to start skating for an audience, my girl could make it to the Olympics one day.
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      I’m going to throw up or pass out before Granger can even show me the surprise. He’s already done so much for me, and I feel guilty enough as it is. It better not be something outrageous because I can’t or won’t accept it. Why does he have to be so perfect?

      I stifle a moan and slip out the exit after being dismissed from class for the day, all the while ignoring the gossip around campus about Granger and I. The guys on campus have suddenly taken an interest in me like I’m fresh meat, and don’t even get me started on the women around here. I’ve received so many death glares from the female population, and my neck is killing me from shrinking into my desk halfway through class, trying to be unnoticeable. What did catch me off guard though, was that Jeff didn’t say a word to me, didn’t even acknowledge I exist, and I’m completely okay with that. I’ve grown used to his creepy presence over the last few years, and it’s a big relief that he left me alone. Although, I kind of wanted to chew him out for that dirty shot at my Captain on the ice. The guy’s a tool.

      I keep my eyes peeled for Granger as I walk down the step, but his looming presence isn’t to be seen in any direction as my body turns in a circle. He stands tall over half the population, or maybe that’s how I see him because he has that air around him that makes him seem larger than life. Maybe I heard him wrong, did he say he’ll see me after classes? Oh God, what if he’s regretting this whole thing we have going on? A pang in my chest almost makes my knees collapse as that old feeling resurfaces, telling me I’m not good enough. The urge to skate until I forget everything slams into me, and my feet start leading me in the direction of the athletic department as I try to hold back tears. With my eyes on my feet and my head running a mile a minute, I almost miss my name being called. My head snaps up when I hear the shout of that deep voice coming from in front of me.

      “Princess! What the hell happened? Are you crying? Who’s ass do I need to kick?” Granger frames my face with his big palms as his intense gaze roams over my features, his eyes flashing with anger in their depths.

      A wet giggle escapes my mouth unbidden, and I’m mentally calling myself foolish a thousand times over. My past always collides with my present, and then I start to doubt everything about myself.

      “No ass-kicking on my behalf. I’m fine, really. I was just thinking…” I trail off and give him a wobbly smile in an effort to show him I’m just overreacting. He should get used to it because I’m a woman with hormones, and sometimes I need a good cry.

      “Want to talk about it?” he questions with a hint of worry in his tone, looking so deeply into my eyes. It feels good, really good, that someone actually gives a damn about me.

      I shake my head, glancing away for a second before swinging my gaze back his way. His cheeks are flushed and his damp hair is slightly slicked back as his pale green eyes scan my face.

      “Can we get coffee from my favorite café before this surprise? I’m dying over here,” I tease to lighten the mood and pout at him, because the sucker can’t resist it when I do. He rolls his eyes, but I see those soft, wide lips twitching.

      Suddenly, he bends down at the knees and picks me up in his muscular arms to cradle me like a freaking baby. He starts running towards the café as I shriek and laugh at the expressions on everyone's faces we pass.

      “Get out of the way, it’s an emergency! This girl needs coffee, and she needs it right now,” he shouts, sliding around on patches of ice on the sidewalk, and snickers as a couple jump out of our way just before we bump into them.

      Dear God, he is too much, and I love every second of it.
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      “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I turn towards him in the passenger seat, watching him drive through the traffic with complete ease in this monster of a truck.

      Each building we pass downtown has my leg bouncing in my seat, and the longer we don’t slow down, the more and more curious I am about where he’s taking me. I don’t do so well with surprises, since I really don’t see the point in them. Mom was the only one who took the time to make every day a special one, and with Father throwing too many surprises with each swinging fist, I walked around on eggshells for far too long.

      “We are almost there. I don’t want you to get mad, okay? This is me doing something for you because I can and want to,” he grumbles under his breath, almost like he’s embarrassed. He takes his eyes off the road for a split second to glance at me.

      “I won’t get mad, I just don’t know how to repay you for everything you’ve done. I’ll pay you back once I find a job. You know, you're really a big softie under all the gruffness.” He scratches his short beard, and I’m wondering if he’s hiding his face so I can’t see him smile but the twinkle in his excited eyes say enough.

      What the heck does he have up his sleeve? I’m about to start demanding he tells me right this instant before I freak out, but he flips on his turn signal and pulls into an underground parking lot that is all too familiar. Turning to him in my heated seat, I arch my brow when he finally looks at me after drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. I would have never thought a guy like him would blush, but it’s slowly filling those sharp cheekbones, and it’s adorable.

      “Why are we at the local Lynn’s ice skating rink? I’m not complaining, because I still come here every so often, but it’s been a while. I guess you did surprise me.” My laugh echoes around the quiet interior, and I wait for him to open his side of the truck door.

      “This isn’t your surprise, Princess. We actually have to go inside for that to happen. You never told me you were a brat when we met. I should’ve kicked your tight, round ass off my ice sooner,” he says in a rush and hops out of the truck before I can either punch him or kiss him.

      Flinging my door open, I run around to the front where he’s standing with a lopsided grin on his handsome face and our gym bags in his right hand. He’s holding his other hand out patiently, waiting for me to take hold of it. He packed my skates for me…I’m going to keep him.

      “Your ice? Please, I’d skate circles around you any day. I own that fucking ice,” I whisper into the shell of his ear, standing on my toes, and seeing the small shiver that goes through his body brings me great delight at turning the tables on him. At affecting his body like he does mine.

      “Fuck, Princess, did you just say ‘fuck’? Say it again. It does all sorts of things to me, I swear I feel tingles.” He chuckles deeply, taking my hand in a reassuring grip, and walks us into the building at a fast clip, his excitement obvious.

      “Shut up. You’re too much, but thank you for this. I really need to skate my butt off until my legs give out. Let’s do this!” As I kiss his cheek, his dimple appears, and my legs are already shaking.

      Once inside, I take a deep, relieved breath and feel relaxed as my whole week starts to melt away. Little does Granger know, but this is the arena where I tried on my first pair of skates…it’s where I learned that the ice is my life and everything I know about skating. Tears gather in my eyes as I see the grey cement floor and feel the slight blast of cold air that seeps into my bones. It’s all too familiar, and I think Granger takes a small chunk of my shattered heart at this exact moment.

      “Here, you start without me. I’ll be right back.” He places a quick kiss on my cheek without thinking about it and walks away.

      God, I love watching him walk away because those jeans do wonders to his tight ass. I have to shake my head to focus as I go over to a table closest to the double doors leading to the rink. The smell of cheap food from the concession stands makes me smile, and watching families with their children as they get them ready to learn how to skate brings back so many memories. Granger is talking to someone with the logo on his long sleeved shirt in the arena, so obviously the guy works here. Lacing my skates tightly, I straighten with a grin and head inside without waiting for Granger. The cold air blasts my face, turning them a light pink, and the sound of skates chipping away on the ice relaxes me. I needed this badly. A child wobbles on her legs as she slowly moves away from the boards just as I step onto the ice, her little feet trying to coordinate how to move side to side without slipping. Instantly, a memory of Mom comes to me of when she was teaching me in this exact arena.

      “My sweet Kat, that’s it! You can do this. If you set your mind to it, anything is possible. You're a natural, baby,” Mom says, crouched on her skates in front of me as she holds my hands with each small gliding foot I skate over the smooth ice.

      A bubbling laugh escapes me as she lets go of my tight grip and skates backward within my reach in case I need her. My little hands spread wide to my sides to hold my balance when I wobble slightly to the left.

      “Pretty soon, you’ll be skating right beside me without needing my help.” She glances down at my chubby cheeks as I smile up at her, her nose wrinkling and her eyes watering.

      I don’t want Mommy to be sad. She’s always sad until she picks me up and squeezes me tight in a warm hug.

      “I’ll always need you, Mommy,” I tell her just as my right skate slips under me.  She catches me at the last second, before my knees connect with the hard, cold surface.

      “Sweet baby girl, I’ll always be here to catch you, even when I’m not around. One day, you’ll be captivating the audience with your soul and heart, I just know it. You were born to skate. Now stay right here and watch how I move on the blades.” She makes sure I’m holding onto the side railing before kissing the top of my head and swirls around in a circle, almost as if her skates never leave the icy surface.

      I watch the little girl now struggling with each foot in front of her, and I’m guessing she’s at least five years old, the same age when I first started learning. Without a second thought, I glide over to her side when she starts to windmill her arms before she falls on her butt. Each little sniffle from her breaks my heart, and she looks like she’s giving up, her head down and her mouth wobbling.

      “Hey,” I say to her, crouching by her side and waiting until her watery eyes look up at me. “It’s okay. The first time I started skating, I fell too many times to count, but you know what I did?” I’m used to people staring at me because of my pink hair, and she’s looking at me with wide green eyes as I help her up.

      “What did you do?” she asks in a sweet little voice, and I circle around so I’m in front of her, holding both of her tiny hands.

      “I kept skating until I got it right. Do you want me to help you? Maybe I can show you some tricks too?” She nods her head quickly and stands with her blades slipping under her feet a few times.

      An hour flies by, and as I show her to move her skates across the ice…something eases inside of me. A content feeling, and one I didn’t know I was looking for. I’m cheering on the sidelines as the little girl, Allie, skates with her feet moving back and forth on straight legs. Her beaming smile makes me feel like I did something good, and it brings a happy memory of Mom to the surface instead of the bad ones that plague my freaking soul every night. When I go to show a trick to Allie, she stays to the side of the boards with an expression of awe on her tiny face as I pick up my speed around the rink and perform a one-handed Biellmann spin. Clapping has my head whipping around to see Granger and the employee he was talking to earlier skating over to Allie and me. To be honest, I completely forgot about them, and it makes me feel somewhat ashamed because Granger took the time to bring me here without even knowing how much this place means to me.

      “You're a natural! That was flawless and beautiful,” the employee says before bringing his hand forward for me to shake. “I’m Kal, and what you just did for Allie was amazing. You really have a way with kids. Are you looking for a job by chance? I could use the help around here teaching some new beginners skating.” He’s beaming with a wide smile and looking at me like the job is already mine.

      I shoot a quick glance at Granger, and find him staring at me with soft eyes like he’s happy for me, but at the same time, a tight smile graces his lips and I wonder what that’s about. He gives me a single nod, but the pressure builds on me. I have school to focus on, but I really need a job, even with the small amount of inheritance sitting in the bank. Biting my lip, I’m undecided until a small hand grasps mine. I look down and see Allie gazing at me with stars in her eyes, and I can’t say no to that, knowing I’ll be helping someone's dream come true.

      “Thank you, Kal. I’d be delighted to help out around here. I really do love kids and skating, so it’s a perfect fit. When do you want me to start?” I’m trying to not sound too enthusiastic, and doing a wiggle dance is very hard to resist right now.

      “How about tomorrow? We have a lot of kids taking their first shot at skating here, and the overflow is crazy sometimes. The parents will be breathing down your neck half the time too, because they want their kids to make it to the national championships one day, and we’re basically preparing them for that. You look like the type of person who knows what they’re doing… Ever thought of training for the nationals? We can get to that later. We’ll start you off with a few days a week and go from there. How does that sound?” Kal fires off questions, and it’s a lot to take in. This will be my first official job ever.

      “That sounds amazing,” I breathe out, hardly believing this is happening. I shake his hand and then watch him skate away with Allie off the rink. Granger and I just stand there, and we’re the only two left out here before the rink closes.

      I practically attack Granger once they exit the ice, and he holds me steady as I throw myself at him in a rush. He slips back a little but doesn’t fall while I squeeze him tight, and a squeak leaves my mouth when he picks me up with a deep, sexy chuckle. I wrap my legs around his trim waist, and he curls his arm under my butt until his big hand is gripping one of my butt cheeks. My forehead meets his, staring at him with stars in my eyes, laughing and carefree as he skates around the ice without breaking eye contact with me.

      “The rink isn’t the surprise is it?” I should have known the surprise  wasn’t bringing me here, because he doesn’t know what this place means to me.

      “I know people who know people,” he says seriously, but I watch his lips twitch as he holds back a smile.

      An urge rushes through me to claim him for myself. No one is around for what I’m about to do, so there isn’t a point to prove or a need to put on a show. I’m doing this because he gives and doesn’t ask for anything in return…he does it on his own. That’s incredibly sexy and has butterflies fluttering in my stomach.

      “Thank you.” My breath fans his face with a quiet whisper.

      When he stops skating in the middle of the rink, my mouth crashes against his parted and surprised one. He doesn’t hesitate to kiss me back, he’s right along with me in seconds as I give him everything I can hand over to him. There in the middle of the ice, he meets me stroke for stroke as our mouths fuse together. The only time we come up for air is to switch positions for control of the kiss. My panties are soaked in seconds at the feeling of his soft lips gliding against mine, the large palm of his hand squeezing my ass, trying to draw me impossibly closer as his other hand moves up the back of my neck, diving into my hair to angle the kiss. With a gasp, I break the kiss and can’t help shifting against the hard, big length that’s perfectly lined with my dripping center. His eyes dilate as I slightly grind my body against him, and his fingers dig into the globe of my ass, leaving a reminder how much we affect each other.

      “Thank you so much, Granger.” My voice comes out husky and heated as he sets me down, every inch of my body sliding along his on the way down.

      His chest heaves up and down as he runs a hand through his hair, but his other doesn’t release me, keeping me close.

      “Damn, Princess. Anytime,” he growls out, all gravelly, and I feel it between my thighs, as if he spoke right into my pussy.

      Oh shit, I’m in danger.
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      “Son, it is unacceptable that your mother had to hear that you have a girlfriend from one of her friends from the country club. After everything this family has been through this past year…” Dad trails off in disapproval, which isn’t new. As if I need the reminder what the fuck I’ve been through.

      “It’s not like that, Dad. I’m taking things slow and didn’t want Mom to worry,” I say, lying through my teeth and hoping to God that he doesn’t notice.

      I’m one unlucky bastard, because he doesn’t let it go. He’s going to make me late for class if he doesn’t hang up, which he won’t until he’s said his piece.

      “Well, I have the perfect solution. Bring her to dinner tomorrow night if you don’t want your mother to worry so much. Give your mother that peace of mind, son,” he says casually, but I can smell the bullshit.

      I love my parents, but they don’t understand a damn thing about me. That I don’t want to go into the family business and how hockey rules my life is beyond their understanding. Hell, they’ve never been to one of my games. Basically, they just sent the checks and hoped my heart would change after I got it out of my system. Not my words.

      “Dad, listen. I have a game tonight and she works in the morning, so I don’t think we can make it.” I’m grasping at straws at this point, and I know this is only going to go one way.

      “Great, we’ll see you both at seven sharp for dinner. Hopefully, she’s not like the last woman we met. What a disaster. Make sure you're keeping it safe, son. Wrap it up tight,” he says before disconnecting the call.

      I withhold the need to bang my head against the brick building. A sigh releases from my mouth, and I stride to class with my book bag slung over my shoulder. I ignore the people staring at me, and for once, not many women try to approach me since news has spread around about Kat and I. Instagram is full of photos of us together, mainly of the kiss she gave me after practice. That went right online, and I can’t say I’m surprised. My life is already in the spotlight without even being in the pros.

      Finally, I enter English class, and my eyes immediately find Kat high up in the back sitting down already. As I climb the stairs, she removes her bag from the seat next to her and tilts her head at me, like she can tell something is off about me. It’s always like diving into crystal clear water head first when she stares at me. It’s fucking refreshing as fuck and makes me feel like I can breathe, even when sinking to the bottom. She doesn’t sink into herself when I plop down next to her, if anything, she scoots closer like she can’t help herself. That pain I noticed when we first met doesn’t show as much, but it’s still lurking and it might always be there, because it defines her past but she’s more vibrant. That makes me want to pound on my chest and say I fucking did that to put that look on her. I want to keep doing that and have her kiss me with a passion that has her wanting to rip my clothes off. Obviously, I have it bad.

      “You almost didn’t make it. You worried about the game tonight?” she questions, and pushes her coffee over to me with a small smile.

      I like watching her naturally pink, pouty lips spread across her face, and I imagine her lips wrapped around my cock as she stares up at me with those captivating eyes. Twenty-four-seven, my cock is raging hard just being around her—okay, that’s a lie. I could just be thinking about her, and bam, my fucking cock pops up, weeping at the tip like a motherfucker at just the thought of her lips. I could say it’s because I’ve haven’t been laid in a while, but that would be another lie. It’s just her, all of her. I had to take a cold shower just this morning after walking into the living room to her stretching with her shorts riding up between her ass cheeks. Jerking off in the shower didn’t even help, because the moment I stepped out and found her in the kitchen, moaning around a mouthful of pancakes, my dick was begging me to sink into her until we found home together. Right now, she’s biting the tip of her pen as she stares at me, no doubt waiting for my answer, but fuck if I can focus.

      “What? And will you stop putting that pen in your mouth? You're getting me hard, Princess, watching your perfect as fuck lips wrap around the tip.” My lips skim the shell of her ear as I whisper to her, and it helps me focus a little when her eyes pop open wide as the pen drops from her mouth. Her eyes dart right to my lap with a blush rising to her cheeks.

      It’s somewhat funny to see her scrabble to pick up her pen while almost falling out of her seat. Glad to know I’m not the only one affected, because I see her breathing pick up as her breasts rise and fall faster while she squeezes her thighs together in her chair.

      “You're in a mood, but it’s kind of sad to compare your dick to a pen.” She gives me a pitying look and bites her lip when I scowl at her.

      “Princess, you have no idea how big my cock actually is, but I’m telling you now, you might not be able to take every single inch, but you’ll be feeling my hard, big dick digging into your stomach when I place you over my knee for giving me sass.” Each heated word draws her closer, and a small moan slips past her parted lips. Damn, she makes me horny as hell.

      Our noses are almost touching, and I’m oblivious to the rest of the class as I watch her eyes turn a darker blue, a sign my dirty words are affecting her. She likes it.

      “That’s the second time you’ve threatened to spank me, but I’ve yet to feel it happen. I know for a fact I can handle every inch, Captain. The question is, can you handle me?” My eyes close for a split second with a groan, but when I open them again, she’s smiling slyly like she won. What she doesn’t know is that I’m very competitive in everything.

      You can’t play a sport and not be.

      “Babe, I can handle you just fine. I bet if I reached into those leggings…I’d find your wet. Soaking. Heat.” I pronounce each word in a husky voice and almost toss her over my shoulder caveman style just to prove my point.

      “Stop. For the love of God, please stop,” she breathes out in a tone filled with desire, and shifts in her seat while staring down at my lap, seeing my threat of every inch down my right thigh.

      Why did I have to start this in the middle of class? Grabbing my book off the desk, I slide it into my lap and place my head on the surface of the desk as I take a deep breath to control myself. Her slim fingers rub up and down my back in a soothing manner. That’s right, Princess. I’m in pain, and only your touch can fucking fix it. She quietly giggles, and I turn my head to the side to glare at her.

      “Poor baby. Does it hurt?” She bites her bottom lip hard as she tries not to laugh out loud.

      “So bad, Kat. Make it better?” My pouting with a wince has her shoulders shaking and turning away from me before she loses it.

      I love the back and forth we do, watching her intelligent eyes come at me with everything she has, hearing her laugh at me when I’m making a fool of myself, seeing desire that matches my own reflect in her gaze, and most of all, seeing her bloom out of her shell—the one she holds on to tightly. It’s the simple things, and she makes my day better with just a few words.

      “Always, Captain,” she finally says after turning back in her seat towards me, and ducks down a little so the professor doesn’t see her talking. “Are you going to tell me why you walked in here all grumpy and glaring at anyone who stared your way,” she asks out of the corner of her mouth as she starts to take notes as the professor writes on the board up front.

      Finally having control over my body somewhat, I sit up straight, only to slouch a bit in my seat with my legs spread wide until my knee is pressed against hers.

      “My parents found out about us. The women gossiping at their fancy club told my mother over lunch. One of her friends must have a kid that’s a student here. Looks like we’re having dinner with my folks tomorrow night.” My teeth grind together because I already know how awkward and uncomfortable this is going to be.

      Kat’s pen goes flying out of her hand again, hitting the back of a male student’s head in front of us, and she keeps mumbling an apology when he looks back with a glare. My eyes narrow on him, and he quickly glances away, facing forward again as Kat nervously sorts through her things.

      “I, uh, don’t have to go right? Tell them I’m working!” she begs me, and starts bouncing her leg under her desk.

      Placing my hand on her knee, it stops as I give a tiny squeeze and keep my hand there to comfort her.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’m sorry, but if the Wilder family demands your presence, you better show your face or they’ll keep hounding you,” I tell her honestly. If they say one word that makes her uncomfortable, we are out of there.

      I just hope they don’t bring up Victoria, since I haven’t told her the whole truth yet. I need time, because it still chokes me and cuts just as deep.
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      “Thanks for coming with me. I wouldn’t have been able to even find my seat by myself. This place is crazy packed.” My voice rises a little bit over the noise level, and I’m thankful Mary can hear me over the shouting and cheers as she leans closer, her eyes on the ice with an intensity that tells me she’s looking for a certain hockey player.

      “You know me, girl, always willing to watch muscles flexing and strong, big men beat each other up to show dominance. God, just look at those determined gazes they have going on. Hope they can bring that to the bedroom too.” She grins and has a faraway look in her eyes as her gaze follows number sixty-nine on the ice.

      I thought I’d have a quiet night in, maybe read a book since I’m only working Monday through Thursday and the occasional Saturday, but nope. Granger came out of his room once we got home and held up a jersey with his number printed on the back. He practically shoved it over my head and gave me tickets for the game tonight with seats close to the benches behind the glass his team sits in. So here I am, at my first hockey game, and it’s overwhelming but my adrenaline is pumping with excitement. The stands are completely full of the university student body, parents, and fans cheering on the Boston Terriers with our school colors. My jersey has his number on the back and falls down to my jean covered thighs, but it really blends in with the other fans showing their support with matching jerseys.

      “You and Beast huh? How’s that going?” I casually ask her and sip my beer quickly, pretending I don’t see her narrow her gaze on me.

      She starts tapping a booted heel with her arms crossed over her own jersey with the—surprise, surprise—number sixty-nine on the back. I give it a pointed stare, and she sighs loudly and uncrosses her arms to reach into the popcorn container. Stuffing her face, she makes me wait and slowly sips her own beer before turning slightly towards me.

      “He’s amazing, but I’m not sure… It’s just… Can I tell you something without you judging me?” she whispers, all serious and looking a little concerned.

      I give her my full attention, taking my gaze off the ice for the first time since the game started and setting my beer down between my feet.

      “I’ve never judged you, and I won’t be starting today. To be honest, nothing you say after the peeing professor can ever surprise me again.” We both shudder and giggle while leaning against each other's shoulders.

      “We haven’t, um, well, had sex. I’ve given my best, thrown myself at him basically. Hell, chica, I ripped his shirt off and humped that long length over his jeans, but he told me no. Something about waiting, and I’ve never been more confused in my whole life.” She looks away, her gaze back on Beast, and shakes her head in wonder.

      My poor friend can be slutty at times, but she has a heart of gold under there somewhere. She doesn’t realize that Henry—AKA Beast—wants to get to know her first. Personally, I think she needs a man like that, but what the hell do I know? I’ve never had a boyfriend, and the closest that I’ve had is a fake one. That’s the way the cookie crumbles in my life. Everything backwards.

      “Maybe, and I could be wrong so don’t quote me, but what if he wants more than just sex?” I pretend to gasp at the outrageous thought, but she lets out a real gasp with her hand over her heart.

      “More than sex? What else is there? My God! What if he just wants to breed me, and I’ll be popping out his kids!” She looks ready to bolt, and gets half out of her seat before I place my hand on her arm.

      “Mary! Calm down! I’m sure that’s not it.” I hear the doubt in my own voice, and she looks ready to start crying. “He probably just wants to get to know you more like your shining personality than just a one night stand?” The words spill out of my mouth before she gets any more crazy ideas, but then again, what. The. Hell. Do. I. Know?

      Relationships are confusing.

      “I don’t—I didn’t know there were guys out there like that,” she slowly admits, and gazes down at the rink with a glazed look in her eyes.

      “He seems to care about you, so stop worrying. Don’t worry, the sex will happen, and it’ll be amazing,” I say, trying to reassure her while I glance back at Granger and follow his movements. I wave when he looks up at me with a lopsided smile.

      “I’m not getting the hanky panky, but it looks like Granger wants to get into your panties. Are you bumping uglies?” Mary asks with a sly smile while I start choking on my beer.

      “What? No! Of course not. I already told you the deal, and it’s not like that. What does he look at me like?” The words leave my mouth before I can stop myself, but I’m curious why she thinks that.

      “Please, chica. You’d have to be blind not to see the way he stares at you. I’d bet if you shoved your pussy in his face, he’d happily drown a satisfied man.” She sips her beer with a giggle when I start choking on popcorn.

      I need to stop eating or drinking around her, because you never know what’s going to come out of her mouth.

      “He can’t possibly want me that way,” I whisper to myself, but of course, Miss Nosy hears me. It’s beyond me how she can hear while the crowd is roaring, but that brings my attention back towards the game and the countdown on the board of the third period ending.

      “Think what you want, but that tall glass of muscular hunkiness wants in your pants,” she says, shoving my popcorn into her mouth as her head whips back and forth following the puck.

      I ignore her and focus back on the last few minutes while pretending to not be obsessed with said hunkiness.

      I’m a liar even to myself, because he’s all I ever see anymore.

      Granger is moving with a speed of determination and intensity that shows his mind is focused only on one thing, and that is winning. The opposing team players bear down on him, coming from their end to protect their goaltender as Granger carves the ice up towards the net. The puck moves gracefully back and forth as he stick handles around the defensemen with two wingers off set behind him in a V pattern. I can’t look away even if I tried. He moves as if he’s flying, and his blades look like they hardly touch down on the surface. It’s such a rehearsed dance, and so well balanced, that you can tell they’ve done this move a hundred times. You can tell something amazing is about to happen as the crowd pushes up from their seats. Mary grips my hand in a tight squeeze as she screams in excitement, but I’m barely breathing as he picks up speed, the puck practically a blur between his stick blade. The two offensive players on the other team try to steal the puck from him, but at the last second, Granger stops so suddenly that ice sprays up, and he circles around his own two wingers that push forward from behind him. As Collins passes Granger, he sends the puck to him. Collins skates towards the corner passing the puck back and forth with the other winger Michaels, trying to confuse the opposite team as Granger makes his way towards the blue line. Collins snaps his stick back and sends the puck flying towards Granger while the other players are distracted. The moment the puck makes contact with the stick blade, he takes off towards the net with a speed that makes time seem to stand still as he sprints closer to the net. I never knew hockey could be this exhilarating and heart pounding, but when he shoulders a player out of the way, sending his skates off the ice, Granger takes a shot and sends the puck airborne across the short distance to the net.

      My eyes widen as the crowd starts going ballistic around me, and the buzzer goes off as the puck hits the net just as the third period ends with seconds to spare.

      “Granger scores the goal to break the tie! Boston Terriers win!” the announcer exclaims over the speakers with a deafening blast of music, and the crowd goes wild as the team surrounds Granger in a pile of winning excitement.

      I wrap my arms around Mary as we jump up and down, sloshing beer and sending popcorn flying everywhere but oddly not caring. I’ve never seen anything like that. He keeps saying I skate like I was made for the ice, but I think he was born to play hockey, based on the passion I’ve seen tonight. He needs to go pro, and I’m praying some scouts are here to see how amazing and talented he is on the ice.

      “Did you see Beast take down those two players without breaking a sweat? I’m telling ya, chica, I’m going to ride him so hard tonight that he’ll be seeing stars. That was hot, and my lady bits are in complete agreement.”

      “You have it bad, my friend, and I think Beast is a keeper. Ride him until he can only chant your name, girl.” We get quite a few stares, since we’re being so loud, but we don’t care. I’m giving my horndog of a friend the best advice in a way she will understand.

      We scoot with the crowd like waddling penguins up the stairs to get to the main lobby and wave our foam fingers when fans start shouting “Boston Terriers number one!” with muscles flexing and beer bellies jiggling.

      A moment of clarity comes to me when we reach the tunnel that leads to the locker rooms. This need comes over me, to give Granger something of myself because he’s given me everything of his piece by piece. It’s not repaying him, since I already have that handled. It’s about wanting to make him as happy as he made me. I just don’t know what to give him, but it’ll come to me. Mary goes rushing by me with a squeal and launchers herself at Beast, who catches her effortlessly. They really are a cute couple, it's just too bad that she doubts his feelings. That girl is a free spirit and needs a man who can ground her but show her that it’s okay to be herself. I’m hoping that man is Beast.

      Granger pushes open the locker room door, not even sparing a glance at his friend making out in the middle of the hallway, because his gaze is directly on me as he eats up the cement floor with his long strides towards me. His dark hair is slicked back and slightly damp, highlighting his sharp jawline and high cheekbones. Why does he make my palms sweat and my heart skip a beat whenever his pale green eyes connect with mine? He makes me feel like no one else is in the room, just me and him.

      I’m going to give him everything. He may not know this, but I think I’m already half in love with him.
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        * * *

      

      The elevator dings, and we both step out at the same time, his strong chest brushing against my hardening nipples. What’s that saying? If you have something you hold dear to your heart, don’t let it go. Would he push me away if he knew the thoughts that are running through my mind about him, or would I run away because every second scares me? I’ve lost a lot in life already, everyone leaves at some point, and then the loneliness creeps in like a long lost friend. I think I just need time to sort out my life and figure out what I really need. Maybe I already know? He’s constantly on my thoughts. We haven’t talked much since we left the arena after the game, but it's a comfortable silence with a whole lot of sexual tension. I can almost taste it on my tongue, my whole body tingles with just him standing by my side, and with his hand brushing mine, every step sends an electric shock through me. He has to be feeling this too…right?

      I want him, there's no denying that, but what if he doesn’t want me in return? I’ve never been sexually attracted to someone to the point of wanting to be stripped naked and demand he gives me the pleasure only he can bestow on my body. Seeing the intense way he focused on the ice tonight made me hot in all areas, because he likely brings that to the bedroom as well. The right way to touch, to taste, and to move his body until you’re seeing or feeling nothing but him.

      He unlocks the front door and holds it open for me as I duck under his arm. He smells so fucking good, of fresh soap and his own masculine scent that makes my mouth water. He drops his hockey bag by the front door and follows me into the living room. Standing there awkwardly, he rubs the back of his neck, his bicep muscles bunching and straining under his white t-shirt. I feel as if God is testing me because he’s sculpted from perfection and I’m just…me.

      “Did you want to watch a movie or something? I draw the line at face masks though, I couldn't get that shit off my face last time. If the guys find out I let you smear that girlie stuff on me then watch chick flicks…I’ll never hear the end of it. But I did like the cuddles afterwards,” he jokes as he sits on the couch with a groan, his legs spread wide, and tips his head back until he’s looking at the ceiling.

      Every inch of him is perfect. Tight, ridged valleys of an eight pack straining against his t-shirt and his chest rises with a deep breath that shows all of the hard muscles I dream about worshiping with my hands and tongue. I want nothing more but to straddle his lap and kiss his chest, making my way up his neck until I can reach his wide, kissable lips and hear him groan in pleasure at my touch.

      He looks up at me when I don’t answer him. It’s probably not a good idea I’m around him right now. I’m attracted to Granger like no other, which hardly ever happens, and I’m terrified I might ruin this all by jumping his bones.

      “I’m going to go to bed. I’ll, uh, s-see you in the morning! Night!” I turn away in embarrassment as I stutter and practically run to my room, closing the door quietly behind me.

      He just stared at me as I left, not saying anything, but his chest rose and fell rapidly as his eyes darkened to a deep green. This is fake, the whole arrangement, and I need to remember that. He doesn’t want a girlfriend and he doesn’t want the drama, but that doesn’t mean my body gets the memo. I need a release and to stop thinking of him that way.

      Quickly stripping out of my clothes as if they burn my skin, I’m down to just my bra and underwear in seconds as I lay down at the end of my bed and spread my legs with my feet propped up on my bedpost. Gliding my hands up my thighs, I think about the way Granger stares at me…always looking deeper than anyone else, but also how he undresses me with just his eyes alone. Yeah, I’ve seen the way his gaze roams my body up and down, lingering on my breasts and ass. I’m not full of curves, but I have some where they matter. For instance, my butt is perfectly bubbly and my breasts a handful. Skimming my waistline above my panties, I dip my finger inside and slide them over my wet lips as I arch my back from how good it feels to touch myself. Usually, I don’t have to as much because nothing interests me, but lately it’s been bad. Constantly wet and aching between my thighs has become my life since Granger stepped into it, and I need the relief as I’ve never needed before. My eyes close, and I start thinking about when he made a promise to take me over his knee. I never thought I’d be into that, but I swear he could be talking about the most boring subject and I’d want him. His intense stare undressing me and the deep, smooth voice that makes me shiver plays in my mind now.

      He leans back on the couch, dragging his gaze up and down my body with hunger burning in his eyes. I’m staring back at him, challenging him to take me, to make me his.

      “Take off your clothes and place yourself over my knees,” he commands in a calm, deep voice that causes an ache between my legs as I become wet from just his words.

      Confidently, I don’t break eye contact with him, because I want to see him devour me with his eyes, to take pleasure in my body. I slowly grab the hem of my borrowed jersey and drag it past my ribs, revealing every inch of my skin until the jersey is over my head. Within moments, I’m just down to my underwear and can practically feel his gaze roaming over my breasts like a touch before flicking his eyes up to mine with dilated pupils. He crooks his finger at me to come closer, and I don’t hesitate to drop myself to my knees beside him on the couch with my face near his so that I can see the small specks of gold in his eyes.

      “Do you want this? I can give you gentle romance, sliding my cock so slowly into your dripping pussy that you feel all of me. Or I can give you everything your heart desires.” He leans forward, lightly biting my neck over my pulse before lapping at the spot until I’m panting.

      “Everything, please,” I beg and mean it, because I think only Granger can bring out this naughty side of me that’s been buried so deep.

      “Whatever you want, Princess. Drape yourself over my knees so I can spank this round, luscious ass.” He makes an appreciative throaty sound when I crawl my upper body over his thighs until my stomach can feel his growing dick grinding into me. His palms smooth along my ass, petting my soft skin, and when he doesn’t spank me, I look over my shoulder to see him staring right into my eyes. He was waiting because he sends me a small smile the moment before he smacks my ass with a loud echo. I gasp because it burns but doesn’t hurt, and it feels really good. Without warning, he shoves my panties to the side and pumps two digits into me with a growl.

      My soft moan echoes around my room when I slide my fingers into my panties, shockwaves rack my body, it feels so good and unbelievably naughty. With my thoughts on Granger, I pretend it’s his fingers skimming over my pussy lips before dipping inside and pumping into me. My back arches off the bed when I pull my hand away to circle my clit leisurely, and that’s how I miss the knock at my bedroom door, the sound lost in my breathless moan.

      “Listen Princess—fuck…” That deep smoky voice trails off when he walks into my bedroom and stops at the open doorway.

      My head snaps up, my chest rising and falling rapidly as I stare at him with wide eyes, one elbow propping me up and my other hand stuck in my panties, frozen over my clit. I’m at a loss for words, my pussy throbbing in time with my racing heart, and I’m dying for a mind-blowing release.

      “Granger,” I croak out, not sure what to do.

      Do I send him away? Yell for him to get out? Or invite him in to finish the job before I lose my mind? Embarrassment wins, since I’m not bold… I don’t seduce men because I don’t know how to. He hasn’t looked away once, his eyes stuck on my hand shoved in my panties, and my cheeks heat. I start to move my hand out of my underwear, so I can cover up with a blanket and die right here.

      “Don’t! Put your hand back right where it was,” he says in a quiet growl, his eyes flicking up to make sure I’m not freaking out before stepping into my room and leaning against the doorframe.

      My hand stops its retreat, and my gaze is drawn to the tent in his jeans that’s growing before my eyes the longer I stare. Our quiet pants fill the space around us as we continue to stare at each other without saying anything. His jaw is tight with pent up lust, and it looks like he’s holding himself back because his muscles are sure as hell straining under his clothes. He wants me, and I don’t know why that shocks me, but it does. He’s too beautiful to want someone like me. The pink haired girl who’s a loner. Broken.

      “You are so damn gorgeous, Princess,” he rasps out deeply and steps forward until he’s at the end of the bed, a few steps away but not touching me.

      My hand has a mind of its own as it travels back into my panties, and his eyes follow that movement which helps me become bolder. Under his gaze, I spread my legs wider and move my underwear to the side so he can watch. He brings his fist up to his mouth and bites it while watching me stroke two fingers between my lower lips before sliding them inside with a scandalous moan. He flicks his eyes up with a lopsided, heated smile before reaching over his head and dragging his shirt off. My eyes travel over his body that is sculpted to perfection. Rippling biceps, tight abdominal muscles that flex under my gaze, and a perfect Adonis belt that leads down to a straining big cock confined in jeans. It looks painful.

      “Spread your legs further apart and unhook your bra,” he says slowly, to see if I’ll back out. It looks like he’s struggling to hold back, but he stares at me with pure lust in his eyes. “Tell me to leave, Princess. If you don’t, I’m going to make sure you come so fucking hard.”

      Those words alone have me quickly unsnapping my bra and pulling down the straps until I’m bare before him. My nipples pebble into hardened points under his dark green eyes, and they’re begging to be touched by only him. Always him.

      “I’m not going to touch you, but I’ll still give you everything you need.” My breath stops because that’s exactly what I needed to hear from him.

      “Take your cock out and stroke yourself,” I say in a husky voice that makes his cock jerk in his pants. I hardly recognize the woman saying this, but damn if I don’t want it.

      He groans deep in his throat and is unbuttoning his pants while pulling down the zipper under my watchful gaze. I suck in my breath when he shoves his pants down and his whole, big length springs forward. His long, hard, thick cock pulses with a slight jump when I pant at the sight of him, and as I stare, a drop of pre-cum leaks from his tip. His urgency has my fingers speeding up, wishing it was his fingers, but I can’t complain. Watching him grab his cock in his big hand has me in a daze. Up and down, he slowly strokes himself, twisting his wrist with each big stroke.

      “Fuck, that’s a beautiful sight. Show me how wet you are for me, Princess,” He commands, and never would I have thought being told what to do would turn me on this much.

      Passion and violence go in separate directions, and I’m seeing the side of dominance that doesn’t leave me suffering but craving a demand that gives me pleasure. Following his orders, I slip my fingers out of my pussy and hold them up for him to see just how wet he makes me. Should I be embarrassed? Probably, but he doesn’t make me ashamed of my body. In fact, I think he’s craving a taste by the way he licks his lip before biting it.

      “Do you want a taste? I’ll give you this one free pass to touch only my fingers.” He leans forward before I’m even finished talking, wrapping his wide lips around my fingers and sucking them clean, all the while staring into my eyes.

      “Fucking delicious, just like honey. Put your fingers back where they belong and fuck yourself. Imagine it’s my cock filling you up as you squeeze me with that tight, hot pussy,” he breathes out, stroking himself faster while I pump my fingers in and out to match his fast pace.

      My head rolls back on my shoulders, my eyes starting to close from the intense pleasure, and I’m so close to coming, but I need that little push to fall over the edge.

      “Look at me,” he says, and when I do, his abs are flexing as his cock starts to twitch in his palm the faster and harder he strokes. “What were you thinking just before I came in here?”

      My skin turns a light pink under his gaze, and his signature cocky smirk stretches across his face, as if he can read my thoughts.

      “You're very bossy in the bedroom, you know that? But for some crazy reason, I love that. I was thinking of you…spanking me.” His lips part at my confession, the excitement and heated desire obvious in his eyes.

      My fingers speed up to match the strokes of his cock while my hips lift off the bed as my legs spread even wider so he can see everything he’s doing to me. He steps closer between my legs until his knuckles are skimming me with every long stroke.

      “Oh, Princess, I’m going to spank you after you come, and I’m going to mark this fine as fuck pussy with my cum. Come for me right now,” he whispers in a bossy tone, and the thought of him doing just that sends me right over the edge.

      My legs spasm with my orgasm as I grind the heel of my palm against my clit to prolong the feeling, and my back shoots off the mattress from the ecstasy coursing through me.

      “Move your hand right the fuck now,” Granger growls out, his fist a blur over his long length, and I could watch him like this all the time.

      His expression is one of bliss, open, and in intense pleasure just as he starts to come. His one hand braces on the bed beside my hip while the other moves rapidly over his pulsing cock. He coats my pussy in thick ropes of cum with a loud groan escaping his panting lips as his muscular chest heaves up and down with a slight shine of sweat. He’s perfect, and it makes me realize without even trying that it’s okay to let go and not be afraid to come out of your shell.

      He picks up his discarded t-shirt and wipes me clean before collapsing to his knees between my thighs, his forehead resting on my stomach. I’m in a blissed daze, can hardly believe that just happened, and loving every second of it. As I run my hand through his hair, he lifts his head to look at me with a lopsided smile.

      “Did I give you everything you wanted?” he asks cockily, but there’s a little bit of vulnerability in his green eyes that melts my heart.

      “Wasn’t expecting that, but it was everything, Captain.” I tease him with the nickname, and he lets out a playful growl before taking me by surprise.

      He stands quickly with an arched brow and flips me over onto my stomach as I let out a yelp. His palm connects with my ass cheek a hot second later, the smack echoing and blending in with my panting breath. That felt good…really good, and I think I want another. He spins me back around caveman style, doing as he pleases with my body, but you don’t hear me complaining because that’s hot and sexy as hell. I love that he has this body full of muscles and strength, but can be very gentle with me right when I need it.

      “I make good on my promises,” he says with a full smile, his white teeth showing, and I think he should smile more often. It shows the crinkles in the corner of his eyes and brings a sexy dimple to his cheek.

      Looking up at him and seeing him happy makes my stomach flutter, and I’ve never felt this way before. That was amazing and perfect in its own way, not touching, yet feeling sexy in his eyes means the world to me, but I’m not sure what to do now.

      “Where do we go from here? I’ve never, I mean, what is this?” I’m confusing myself, but he just takes it in a stride by wrapping a bicep around my waist and pulling me up the bed with him.

      “It’s just us being together and having you wrapped around me. Just be here with me, Kat,” he whispers into my neck, tugging me closer to him until my leg is draped over his hip and he’s wrapping both of his strong arms around me.

      “Right here, right now?” I question with a small amount of doubt in my voice, but I realize how safe and protected he makes me feel.

      “Yes,” he mumbles sleepy, giving me a small squeeze.

      “Okay, I can do that. Oh by the way, good game tonight.” His chest vibrates under my ear as he chuckles, and it instantly makes me smile.

      Granger has changed my life and become my rock, but what am I to him?

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

        

    

    







            Granger

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This girl…she’s on my fucking mind twenty-four-seven, and watching her fidget next to me as we wait for my family’s butler to open the door brings me a sense of happiness, because she’s fighting not to back away. She’s so strong and doesn’t even know it, but I plan on showing her. Tonight might be painful, since I know how my family is and my Princess doesn’t do so well with others because of her past, but here she fucking is—stunning and trying not to show how terrified she really is. Little does she know I'll be here for her every step of the way.

      “It’ll be fine, Princess. Just be yourself, and if they can’t find it in themselves to love your beautiful fucking soul, then we can leave,” I promise, and man, I’m making good on my promises lately.

      Last night was not how I thought my evening would go, but I’m damn glad it did. As we left the game, our energies were clashing with sexual tension, and I didn’t know how to do anything about it without making it uncomfortable. I wanted to kiss her the moment I saw her in the bleachers cheering and wearing my jersey. Winning a game after skating for hours gets the blood pumping, making you impossibly horny afterward, and having her near me didn’t help. I figured a night in while watching TV with her would help calm me down, but she took off like her butt was on fire the moment we got home. I thought I messed up, maybe gave mixed signals, and it got me moving to go apologize. Caught off guard and seeing her spread out while touching herself made my brain shut off, all the blood traveling south to my dick. She was a vision—all soft pale skin, long toned legs, and a perfect as fuck pussy. Her pink hair was a wild mess around her head, and her blue eyes were darkened with her desire. I almost backed out and would’ve pretended to not see anything, but she looked at me and I felt it. She wants me, but doesn’t know how to deal with the feelings that come with it. I’m right there with her. I made the decision and stepped into the room, knowing she needed me as much as I needed her. She calms a beast inside of me, quiets the world until I can only focus on her… That’s never happened before.

      “I’m good. Just dinner with your parents, that’s all. Not a big deal.” She clears her throat and grasps my hand quickly in a tight grip when the front glass doors open.

      “I have you,” I whisper into her temple, and plaster a smile on my face before turning towards James as he holds the door open for us to enter.

      You would figure I would have a key to the house that I grew up in, but no. They want their butler to open the door to guests, even their own son.

      “Welcome home, sir. Your parents are dining already. Miss, may I take your coat?” James takes mine and waits for Kat as she shrugs out of her long coat, handing it over with a trembling hand.

      It’s the only way to tell she’s nervous. Her face is completely calm with a small smile gracing those plump lips I love to kiss and devour until she’s breathless. James turns on his heels and starts walking towards the dining room with us in tow.

      I really don’t want to be here, but the choice was taken away, because my parents really don’t give up. They would keep bugging me, blowing up my phone, and I thought it was best to get this over with. It’s going to be a quiet, painful dinner, because my parents don’t understand people who don’t reek of money. We pass the foyer, study, and sitting room while she looks around with wide eyes at my childhood home that doesn’t show I grew up here. My parents love me, I know this because they want the best for me, but they’ve never understood that I’m chasing my own dreams. She’ll notice that there aren’t any game pictures or family vacation photos, but there is the occasional school photo in an elite academy uniform.

      “Granger,” she whispers out of the corner of her mouth, grabbing my jacket lapel and pulling me down to her level. “It’s cold here, not as cold as my father’s home, but I don’t think I’m going to like your parents,” she tells me seriously, and something inside my chest eases because she can feel it too—how empty and yes, cold.

      A home should be filled with warmth and memories, a way to remember that you are loved for who you are. I know Kat is the type of woman that once she finds someone to love…she’ll put her whole heart in and make a home. Instantly, jealousy tears through my body at the thought of her with another man, of some guy getting to watch her throw her head back and laugh with that warm chuckle that makes me think of hot days and sweet iced tea. Who wouldn’t want a woman like that?

      I stop in the hallway and place a hand on her arm before entering the dining room. I lean down and nuzzle her neck because I’m unable to fucking help myself. “Have I told you how perfect you are?” Do I give a hell that I’m sappy as fuck? I’ll own that shit. This girl does something to me, and yeah, that scares me.

      “I'm less than perfect, but thank you for seeing me that way. My stomach seems to always flutter with butterflies when I’m around you,” she says truthfully, placing her fingertips on her stomach as if to stop them. “About last night—” My lips descend onto hers before she can even finish that sentence.

      Last night, it felt real, and even though we didn’t touch, I swear I fucking touched her in every way that matters. Can a man move on after being betrayed and burned so badly that something died inside of him? When a woman touches your heart and makes it start beating again, do you give up on her and let her go? Or do you start placing your trust into her hands and hope like hell that she doesn’t burn you alive? My own feelings confuse me. I haven’t ever felt this way about anyone, even when Victoria dropped the baby news on me. How can she fall for me, when I haven’t been completely truthful with her and shared a piece of myself that feels lost?

      “Another time, Princess. Just be here with me in the now, and we’ll figure it out when we’re ready,” I croak out a little desperately. I’m scared once I open up to her and lay my shit on the table, she’ll start running and never look back.

      “Okay, I can wait. We don’t need to rush anything.” She smiles softly and arches up with her lips puckered. “Kiss?” She points to her lips, and with an eye roll—but secretly pleased—I kiss her with a chuckle.

      Someone clears their throat in front of us, and we break apart, Kat blushing brightly as she turns slowly to face my father. Blake Wilder, a lawyer who never loses a case and a powerful man who owns law firms all over the United States, stands there with his grey brow raised and his lips in a tight line of disapproval.

      “Son. If you're done making out with your lady friend, come join your mother and I. Shall we?” He gestures to the dining room and turns on his heel without another word.

      I can feel Kat glancing at me out of the corner of her eye, and it's impossible for me to meet her stare. She's about to dive into my life, even though I've glimpsed a big part of hers. It's unreal how close I've gotten to her, but I want to shelter her from my parents judgment. She doesn't need to be in anymore fucked up situations as it is.

      "Treat me with kid gloves, and I'll gladly kick you in the nuts," she whispers out of the corner of her mouth with a smile plastered on her face.

      Damn. She picked up on my hesitation at stepping into the dining room, but my girl is fire and a hell lot of strength. I need to remember that she can take care of herself.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Princess. Just give my cock a light tap if you want to leave,” I say with a wink, and offer my elbow for her to loop her arm through. We stride in arm in arm, and I give a silent prayer that my parents don’t bring up my ex or the baby.

      My father sits at the head of the table with my mother at his side and to the right. Diana Wilder, a woman with a posture of steel and a stone-cold facial expression as she flicks her gaze between Kat and I. Giving Kat a squeeze, I release her death grip on my arm before pulling out her chair, and wait until she’s seated before walking around the table to my mother. She offers her cheek to the side as I bend down to place a chaste kiss.

      “Mother.” Her green eyes, which are darker than mine, narrow up at me before purposely colliding with Kat’s, who hasn’t stopped watching our interaction.

      “Granger Griff Wilder. I don’t approve of hearing about your relationship from the other country club women. It’s a scandal, and I should have been informed of your latest lady friend.” She says that last bit in disdain.

      With a sigh, I head back around the table, pull out a chair next to Kat, and sit down, placing my hand on her knee above her stocking. She really does look gorgeous tonight. Her pink hair is artfully clipped back with a few loose pieces framing her heart shaped face.  To be honest, I love it when her long hair is down and carefree, but she does look classy and sexy at the same time. She’s wearing a navy blue velvet dress with black stockings and matching velvet blue shoes. Her whole outfit complements with her eyes, making them seem bluer and brighter. I like how she kind of matches me like a real couple almost. It’s standard uniform to dress up for dinner at my parents house, even though I hate it. I’d rather be wearing a loose t-shirt and jeans, but it made my chest puff up like an idiot, seeing the way Kat devoured me with her gaze when I stepped out of my bedroom earlier. I’m in a black suit over a white button-down with one button loosed so I can fucking breathe, and black dress shoes. I can clean up nice, and it feels good to know I can affect her just as much.

      “Mrs. Wilder, I’m sorry you had to hear last, as that was never our intention. Granger and I’s relationship is fairly new, and we’re getting to know each other first before exposing ourselves as a couple. We didn’t even know our picture was being taken, and it’s already out in the open now,” Kat offers politely, even though you can see she’s boiling on the inside from her frown, but she hides it by taking a drink of the wine placed in front of her.

      “Are you pregnant? That is the only explanation we could come up with for how fast your relationship is moving. Don’t think we didn’t hear about you two living together. I own the building after all,” Father says, steepling his fingers together and staring right at Kat with his unnerving hazel eyes that make most men cower in fear.

      My blood boils because I know what he’s doing. A man with his power needs to test those around him to make sure they aren’t weak, or he’ll eat them alive and spit them out. Putting Kat on the spotlight does that, but she barely bats an eyelash as she holds my father's gaze in challenge. Damn, I’m proud of her.

      “I don’t know why you would assume I’m pregnant. Did you ask us to dinner to share that you two are expecting another child?” she says calmly, her lips twitch once when my mother starts choking on her drink. “Granger was kind enough to offer me a place to stay for a little while. A relationship can bloom between two people who are attracted towards each other.” She hasn’t once looked away from my father. Instead, she holds his stare until he looks away, but I can tell he’s impressed.

      “Can’t be too sure about a baby accident, we wouldn’t want that to happen with Granger being so close to finishing school and about to start working alongside his father.” My mother stares at me, her mouth downturned in displeasure. My fingers tighten on my glass steam at the extra dig she shoves my way by bringing up both subjects I refuse to talk to her about.

      James comes in, interrupting our conversation, and I’m fucking thankful because the night is already spiraling down the drain. He places our plates in front of us—chicken and vegetables with a side salad. I’m glad as hell that they didn’t bring out duck and snails, that would have been way overboard and fucking disgusting.

      Everyone is cutting into their chicken, enjoying the meal in peaceful silence, thank God. My father takes a drink of his wine and clears his throat before pointedly gazing at Kat, waiting for her attention as she finishes chewing.

      “Tell me, Kathleen, what are you majoring in? Are you employed as of right now? Because I can’t seem to figure out why you are in such desperate need to live with my son. He’s on a path that doesn’t need interruptions, as he will be taking over for me one day. I didn’t catch your last name. Are you after his money?” My fist collides with the table on a bang, rattling the dishes after my father fires each question at her, treating her like someone beneath him.

      Kat places her delicate fingers over my fist and looks at me with a sparkle in her eyes before turning her attention back to my father.

      “Whitmore, Kathleen Whitmore, but everyone calls me Kat,” she says all smooth, like fucking James Bond over here. “I’m graduating in business management, but due to recent events, I’m going to be training for the nationals with the goal of heading to the Olympics. I teach figure skating at the Lynn skating rink downtown. As for me living with your son, my father is an abusive asshole, and Granger helped me by giving me a place to start over. I have a job, a goal, and money is not a problem because of the small inheritance my mother left me after passing away, even if it’s not much. Would you please pass me the dressing?” She smiles tightly, and it’s so silent, you can hear a pin drop as my parents stare at her in shock, their dinner forgotten.

      Wait! She hasn’t told me about the training! My girl is going for Olympic gold metal, fuck yeah! If I wasn’t so upset with my parents, I’d be sweeping her off her feet and spinning in circles until we both puke.

      “Your mother was Jennifer Whitmore,” my mother says slowly, her brows drawn down, looking at Kat with a hint of sadness which surprises me.

      “Yes. Yes, she was, and Mark Whitmore is my father. Now that I’ve shared my most private secrets, I have a question of my own.” Kat places her silverware down and glances at both of my parents with a pose of confidence and not a hint of fear as she waits for their full attention.

      I’m going to marry this girl.

      “Have you ever been to one of your son’s hockey games?” she casually asks, but you can hear the undertones of her voice. She’s making it clear that she’s disappointed in them.

      My mother sputters, clearly at a loss for words. It has bugged me in the past that all my trophies were a waste to them. While other parents would come to the games…mine would be in their offices. Now though, I just care about making a career out of hockey with or without their approval. I’m going to get drafted, skate for the Boston Bruins, and retire one day, knowing I chased my dreams.

      “Of course not. Hockey is a waste of his time when he could already be in the office making millions. For some reason, he’s chosen to skate until graduation,” Father harshly says. He still doesn’t understand, and maybe he never will.

      “That’s a shame. My abusive father wants me to work at the firm and marry me off so his company can grow. It’s a real shame I’m living the life I want and going for my dreams, instead of being in a relationship that was forced on me and bruises decorating my skin.” Kat’s smile is gone, and she’s staring at my father like he’s the bug beneath her shoe.

      “Mark would… From the few times we met at the firm, he didn’t seem like the type to—I mean he couldn’t possibly—” My mother looks like she’s going to be sick as she clutches the pearls around her neck.

      I’ve had enough. I should have grabbed Kat and left the moment we sat down. She’s standing up for herself and giving my parents lashing after lashing for not encouraging me to go after my own dreams.

      I’m at a loss for what to do, I want to stand up and applaud her, but at the same time, I want to run because I have fucking feelings for her that go way past friendship. I need to tell her the truth, before someone else does and I lose her for good. Just not right now.

      “Oh yes, he would. My mom died when I was young, but even then, she told me to never give up and go after my own dreams because it’s not for someone else to decide.” Her tone goes raspy, and she turns to me with watery eyes while reaching under the table to tap my cock once lightly through my slacks.

      I nearly jump out of my seat at the touch, but I manage to stand calmly, my chair scratching against the wood floor and drawing everyone’s eyes towards me.

      “We’ll be leaving now that you’ve satisfied your curiosity about meeting my Princess. The next time I hear from you, there better be an apology in there somewhere and a shit ton of the respect that my girl deserves. Pardon my French, Mother.” My hand clasps Kat’s, and I pull her chair quickly out so we can escape the dining room before they can say anything else.

      Right before we turn the corner to exit, Kat tugs on my hand to stop and faces my parents with a determined look coming over her features.

      “I’ll be saving you a seat at the games. The box office will have your tickets waiting for you.” She stares them down, watching my mother grasp my father’s hand with a small head nod.

      Pleased with herself, she swirls around and races for the front door like her ass is on fire.

      Once inside my truck and pulling away from the curb, she releases a huge relieved breath and sinks into her seat with her stocking feet on the dashboard.

      “That was nice. Let’s not do that anytime soon. I only took a few bites of chicken, and I’m still starving.” She groans out loud, holding her stomach like she’s going to starve to death.

      Reaching over the center console, I bring her fingertips to my lips and kiss them gently before turning my attention back to the road.

      “Thank you, Princess. No one has ever done that for me before. No one.” My voice comes out husky. I’m thankful and shaken by how much she’s coming to mean to me.

      I never thought I’d be able to feel anything for anyone after being so deeply burned.

      “Anytime, Captain. Now feed me. Let’s go to the diner and see if Mary and Beast want to join us?” she asks with a relaxed smile and tips her head back against the headrest and stares at me with a little pout I can’t resist.

      “Woman, you amaze me, I’ll take you anywhere.” She shakes her head with an eye roll because I’m being cheesy as fuck once again, but I can’t help it. I just want to see her smile always, and I don’t care if it makes me a laughing stock.

      Staring out the window with the roads covered in snow, I drive in a trance-like daze, wondering if she sees me more than a fake boyfriend, because this feels truly real. It’s pretty fucking real to me.
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      “Focus! Focus, your turn is coming up. Complete the jump!” my new coach shouts in her Russian accent from the boards as she leans over to watch my every movement like a hawk.

      Nadia is well known for training past Olympic skaters, and she has taken a chance on me from the moment I first met her a few weeks ago. I wasn’t expecting it. I went to work that day to teach Allie some basic beginner’s skating movements, and by the end of our session, I was itching to skate my heart out. A lot has been happening in my life, all of it moving in fast motion beyond my control, and the need for an outlet hit me hard. Kal did ask me the first day I met him about nationals, but it flew over my head. I thought he was just being nice, you know, trying to get me to take the job. Color me surprised that after I was done skating, a sound of clapping hands reached my ears as I bent over trying to catch my breath.

      “I am Nadia Ivanov, your new coach.” I stared at her with my mouth hanging open, but she didn’t seem to notice as she circled me on the ice with heels on. “I expect you to show up on time for every practice and to follow my rules. You are in shape, but you need to train hard if you want to make it to the Olympics. You skate like a beautiful swan, but something is holding you back. We are going to get to the bottom of that. Nationals are in six months, and I am the best at what I do. You will be going for the gold medal by the time I’ve whipped you into shape. After your client has left tomorrow, the training begins. Drink a protein shake beforehand, you will be throwing up by the time I’m done with you.”

      Her fur coat hung down to her ankles, swishing back and forth as she left the ice on steady feet. I was flabbergasted, and Kal came around the corner from the locker rooms, laughing his ass off at my expression.

      “She’s a handful, but the best of the best. I wasn’t joking when we first met, I saw the potential and knew Nadia had to watch you skate. If she didn’t think you could make it, she would’ve left without saying anything. Congratulations, Kat!”

      I’m still in shock that this is happening. It’s been a dream since I tried on my first skates, but the thought of skating in front of thousands of people tears up my insides. It would have made Mom proud, but she’s not here to see it, so what’s the point? I’ve been skating just for me for so long that I’m not sure how to open myself to an audience watching my every move.

      The song “Somebody You Loved” by Lewis Capaldi plays over the speakers, and it really digs deep into my soul. My blades pick up speed, my leg muscles tightening as I skate circles around the rink, then switch positions by skating backwards with my upper body turned halfway and my arms outstretched on my sides. Bringing my arms in, I cross them over my chest with my head thrown back as the song starts to come to an end. For the final jump, my entire body braces for the moment my skates leave the ice—one blinding second where I’m flying before I gracefully come back down from performing the lutz jump. Landing with one leg extended behind me and my arms balancing by my sides, I finish the song with my heart thrown in it. I swirl around and dip down until my knee almost touches the ice while my other leg is stretched out behind me. My back is arched with a perfect curve, and my arms are above my head with a gracefully free feeling as I glide across the ice. As the song drifts off, I stand up and swirl one leg around, the ice spraying like a snowstorm until it’s quiet and I’m staring down with tears in my eyes. I think I just skated that song for Granger…I’ve always skated for Mom, but something about this performance made me want to put all my passion into it.

      “Bravo, Kathleen! That right there is going to get you into nationals! The passion and tragedy blended well together, so this is the song you will skate to. Stop hiding, and think about whatever brought this side of you out when you're on the ice,” Nadia applauds me, staring at me with a tender and all too knowing gaze.

      I skate towards the boards to exit, meeting her at the door, and she hands me a small towel to dry the sweat off my face. She turns towards me with a look of concern as I brace my elbows on the boards and glance onto the empty rink.

      “My mom used to say that the only moment of peace she felt was when she was on that ice, flying towards freedom. I could have watched her for hours. She was the only thing you could see, no matter how many people were around. She captivated and held your attention with each graceful movement, like the most elegant, beautiful work of art…” My voice trails off, lost in the memories, and my throat closes at the way I miss her every second.

      “You only need to look in a mirror… You are your mother’s daughter. She gave you a piece of herself to skate and show the world that another angel glides on the ice.” Nadia stares straight ahead, giving me the privacy to shed a few tears.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, and turn to walk to the locker rooms to shower.

      “Happy Birthday, Kathleen. Don’t lose that passion, and whoever is causing it, hold on to them tight,” she says to my back before exiting through the glass doors.

      Opening my locker once inside, I sit down on the bench and groan in misery because I have two texts and ten missed calls. All from my father, who can’t take the hint. I don’t want to see him ever again or marry his future business partner's son just so he can keep the business in the family. So gross and wrong in so many ways. Sighing in the empty locker room, I shove the metal door closed and head to the showers in a somewhat bad mood because of him.  I probably need to have one more talk with him so he leaves me alone for good. I’ve stopped thinking my father can change long ago—the bruises were a reminder that he can’t or won’t change.
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      Swirling the house keys around my index finger, I approach our condo door and insert the key with my thoughts a million miles away. It’s still hard to wrap my head around the fact that it’s been a little over a month since Granger entered my life…and that loveable jerkface has changed my life for the better. God, sometime’s he’s so cocky and still an asshole jock, but only to others. He’s completely different with me. I get to see a side other people don’t, not the mysterious and quiet man. He’s caring, strong, and thoughtful.

      Granger texted me earlier this morning saying that he’ll be waiting for me at home. It hit me hard, the way he’s always saying home. My life has been constantly school, work, training, with Granger constantly on my mind. My father has been calling me for weeks, but I send it right to voicemail. I don’t want him to ruin the one good thing I have going on in my life. I’ll have to deal with that eventually, just not today.

      Opening the front door, darkness greets me except a small light coming from the kitchen. My sports bag drops from my shoulder in the entry hallway as I move carefully through the condo, and my heart stops beating for a split second at the sight before me.

      “Granger, what are you up to?” I whisper to myself as I stare at the lonely cupcake and the single burning candle lighting up the darkness of the kitchen.

      It’s messy, the chocolate frosting dripping off the side and the cupcake itself is lopsided, but it’s absolutely perfect.

      “Happy Birthday, Princess,” Granger whispers from behind me in his deep voice that reminds me of smokey campfire nights and smooth honey. It’s a sound I’d like to snuggle into.

      His forearm reaches around me to grab the cupcake from the table and bring it closer so I can blow out the candle. I’m laughing quietly, but silent tears stream down my face, because this is the best birthday I’ve had in a long time and he’s put a little bit of himself into it.

      “Make a wish. I’ll make sure that it happens, whatever it is.” Knowing Granger, he would try to move heaven and hell to make my wish happen.

      Leaning back slightly, my back rests against his strong chest, and his other arm curls around my waist to hold me closer. With only my head reaching his shoulders and his big body against mine, I feel protected in his warmth, like nothing can touch me.

      Closing my eyes, I breathe a second to gather my thoughts. I have everything I’ve ever wanted right here, and wouldn’t change it for anything. Maybe I’ll use this wish to send Mom butterfly kisses. With that in mind, I blow the candle out in one breath, and the light goes out in smoke until the dark envelopes us. Granger kisses my temple and moves away with a little squeeze on my hip to say don’t move. The dining room lights flicker on, and I spin around to face him as he moves back by my side. Staring up at him, I take in every detail of his face. I don’t know how I’ll ever survive without him in my life. He’s my fucking rock, and I’m falling for him with every second that passes. I step closer until I’m inches away from him, our chests brushing with every breath.

      “I wanted to get you something meaningful, and I figured bringing back a memory was better than worrying about a price tag. I remember you telling me about you and your mom.” He shrugs his broad shoulders, looking at the cupcake with his brows scrunched.

      “This is everything and more. I needed this, thank you.” It’s been running through my head for a while now, probably since I met him. “Granger, do you ever think of me?” My voice is shaking, but I need to know.

      His calloused palms cup my cheeks, his thumb soothing over my skin as he bends down until he’s staring straight into my eyes. “You're constantly on my mind, you're all I think about. How could I not? Do you want me, Kat?” he asks in that deep smoky voice that slides over me, those green eyes that get me every time flicking between mine.

      “No, I don’t want you…I need you, Granger. I think I’ll always need you, Captain.” He pulls me into his chest until I can feel his heart pounding against mine in perfect sync, then he angles my head as he devours my lips with a kiss that sets me on fire inside and out.

      The swipe of his tongue against my lower lip has my mouth parting with a gasp, which he takes control of, kissing me like he can’t get enough. Each glide of his mouth against mine makes me try to get closer, to feel all of him. His hands slide into my hair, tightening until I’m moaning, and I have to force myself to break away from him so I can pant for breath.

      “What are we doing?” My hands stroke over his biceps, feeling his muscles flex under my touch as I stare into his darkening eyes.

      “I don’t know. Maybe we can figure that out as we go, but I don’t want it to stop,” he whispers huskily. My arms glide up his broad shoulders to wrap around his neck and I play with his hair as I hum in agreement.

      He groans when I tug on his hair a little harder and stand on my toes to reach him, but he smirks down at me when my reaching gets me nowhere close to his wide, sexy lips.

      “There is something I need to tell you though, it’s about who I am. My past…” He trails off when I place my finger over his lips to stop him from talking.

      “We can talk about that later. Besides, I already know who you are, Granger. You're the man who goes after his dreams. You don’t give up, no matter what is thrown your way. You have a big heart, even when you're trying to hide it under all that cockiness. And you look at me with those green eyes from top to bottom until my panties are wet just for you.” He growls low in his chest and slides his palms down my spine until his big hands grip my ass cheeks, grabbing up a handful until I’m on the tip of my toes.

      “What are you waiting for? Aren’t you going to make love to me?” My pulse picks up when he crouches slightly and picks me up with his forearms under my butt, and my legs immediately wrap around his trim, muscular waist.

      “No, Princess, I’m not going to make love to you. I’m going to fuck you into the mattress so good and have you begging for more, even when you think you can’t take it.” His sexy voice rolls over me, and I feel it deep into my pussy. I need him right the fuck now.

      My moan is a ‘yes’more like ‘yes please’—and he doesn’t waste any time carrying me to his bedroom in long strides. His lips look so inviting, curled in a heated smirk, that I can’t help but suck his bottom lip into my mouth, and I love his cursing as he tries not to run into anything while I distract him.

      In no time, he’s kicking his bedroom door open and gently slides me down his hard body until my feet touch the hardwood flooring. He reaches over his head and pulls off his shirt, exposing inch by beautiful inch of skin with hard ridges of muscles. I stand there as he strips slowly for me, his eyes never leaving my face, as my chest moves up and down desperately to catch my breath. He fucking stole it with his beauty.

      Once down to his black boxer briefs that stick to his muscular, rock hard thighs, he tilts his head to the side and waits for me to join him, but I’m frozen. It’s like I’m seeing him for the first time, and my core clenches, heat descending down until I’m most positive my panties are soaked through. Since that night of when we came together without touching, he hasn’t asked me for anything. I think he’s been waiting for me to make the first move, giving me the control, and that only makes me fall harder for him. It’s been torture for the past month and a half, being pressed up against his hard, velvet skin every night without exploring him, but it’s been the best sleep I’ve ever had.

      “Are you going to stand there and ogle me all night? Because I gotta tell you, Princess, in my dreams, you had a lot less clothes on,” He teases me as I just stand there and devour him with my gaze.

      I mean who wouldn’t? He’s all smooth, hard skin with muscles upon muscles and piercing green eyes that I swear see into my soul. I bite my lip as nerves start to take over. I’m no virgin, but with how the last time I actually had sex went, I might as well be. An orgasm is supposed to be explosive and mind-numbing, but that’s never happened to me before. The only time I felt like I was floating into another orbit as pleasure consumed me was when he watched me play with my body. What if I can’t come and he finds me lacking? More importantly, what if his big dick doesn’t fit into my pussy? Dear God, what if it’s fucking painful?

      He steps closer and thumbs my lip until it releases from between my teeth “What are you worried about? Are you having second thoughts? We don’t have to do this, Kat. We can go cuddle on the couch and watch all the romance movies you want. What do you need?” His hand slides to the back of my neck so I don’t look away from his gaze, while his other hand caresses my cheek.

      “I need you, Granger. I’m just nervous that you might not like me afterwards, because I’m not perfect.” My voice comes out small, and I feel like I could die from embarrassment as my eyes start to close.

      “Hey, look at me.” He waits until I’m staring up at him before placing a sweet, gentle kiss on my lips and pulling back. “No one is perfect, but in my eyes, Princess, you're perfect in every way. Don’t you know I’ve been waiting for you, even when I didn’t know it? Do you trust me?” he asks patiently. His voice is so steady and honest that I melt into him once again.

      Fuck it. He wants me and I need him, so I’m done hiding. I’ve been hiding almost my whole life, and it’s time I let go, to find pleasure in Granger’s arms.

      “Yes,” I breathe out, and I’m not the least bit surprised by how much I do trust him.

      “Good, because you might want to hold on tight to something, and try not to pull my hair out. Why the fuck are you still dressed?” he asks seriously, like my clothes personally offend him. Then he decides to take matters into his own hands.

      His calloused fingers skim over the sliver of skin between my yoga pants and sweater, leaving a burning trail behind with just a touch. He looks at me for permission, and at my nod, he raises my shirt over my head slowly, cursing under his breath at the sight of my white lacy bra that stands out against my skin. He crouches on his heels and grabs my waist, his fingers biting in lightly before hooking his thumbs into my pants and tugging them down. He groans as if in pain, biting his wide lip, and he flicks his dark gaze up to me before leaning forward. He skims his nose over my lacy matching panties, breathing in deeply with another groan, and licks the wet lace in one, long swoop of his tongue. My jaw drops as he looks up at me with a pleased smirk sliding across his face, and he winks before doing it again, seeming to enjoy my reaction at the filthy way he tastes me. He’s a dirty man in the bedroom, and I didn’t know I would love that, but I do. I really fucking do.

      “Hold on to me,” he says with a smooth as honey demand, just before he slides his one arm around my waist and the other under my butt.

      I’m confused for a second and let out a small shriek of surprise when he lifts me with ease until my pussy is at level with his face, then he straightens to his full height. He takes a few small steps, my back hits the wall, and then he’s only holding me up with his big hands under my ass and my legs draped over his forearms. He acts like I weigh nothing as his shoulder muscles shift, then he leans forward and licks with the flat of his tongue over my panties again.

      “This okay?” he asks, his voice muffled as he continues to lick me over my lacy underwear, his fingers flexing on my ass each time I shiver.

      He must be insane… Is this okay!? Um, yeah, it’s more than okay. It’s fucking hot, and oh so sexy when he glances up at me to see my reactions.

      “It’s perfect, but I need more,”I rasp out, sounding desperate. I grab a fist full of his hair when he chuckles against me, his hot breath seeping through the clinging lace.

      “Your wish is my command,” he says just before hoisting me up higher, until my butt is on his biceps with his palms flat against the wall under me and my legs are thrown over his shoulders with my ankles crossed behind his upper back.

      He breathes me in one more time before biting the lace of my underwear and moving it to the side so I’m completely exposed to him.

      “So fucking wet and fucking mine,” he growls out, and buries his face into my pussy with his rapid tongue showing me no mercy.

      My head bangs against the wall behind me as I arch my back and pull his hair at the same time, just as he slides the flat of his tongue up and down my slit leisurely, eating me out like the finest dessert. I’ve never felt anything like this, and I’m sure he’s giving my pussy the same attention he brings to the ice. Focused and challenged… I can’t wait to experience his goal of bringing me to new heights. A small bit of doubt still holds me back, but he puts a stop to that.

      His head tilts back so he can look up at me, and my eyes glaze over when he sticks his tongue out to flick against my clit in fast movements without glancing away. My hips want to move, to ride out my orgasm, but what if that’s not what he wants?

      “Kat, let go and stop holding back. I have you, baby. Ride my face,” he commands in a raspy voice before diving right back in and devouring my pussy with his smooth lips and talented as hell tongue.

      My hips roll, chasing after something within my reach, and the sounds of my loud moans echo around the room the closer I get to the edge of release. My body locks up and arches off the wall, my stomach clenching as my thighs squeeze around his ears. He doubles his movements, swirling his tongue, not slowing down as I start to come in an orgasm so intense that my whole body shakes. He keeps licking me until I can’t take anymore, before pulling back slightly to gently kiss me on my inner thigh, then he slowly sets me down. I sway on my feet for a second and grip his bicep that flexes under my touch to steady my shaking legs. He looks down at me with a cocky smirk, looking far too pleased with himself.

      “Still thinking, Princess?” he asks with a hum in his throat as he unhooks my bra, throwing it somewhere over his shoulder, and then bends down to drag my wet panties completely off.

      “Yes, so you should really do something about that,” I sass back, but my voice comes out raw from the screaming I just did. He chuckles darkly, knowingly, then his large palms span my waist, and he tosses me onto the bed.

      I land with a high pitched scream, my hair a pink cloud of messiness, and I shove it behind my ears as I playfully scowl at him.

      “Oh, I’m going to. Now spread your legs wide for me, Princess, and don’t let go.” His voice sounds deeper than usual as he stares at me with a heated gaze, and I feel that in my pussy. I’m here for this.

      He drags his boxer briefs down his hard thighs and places his knees onto the bed before crawling across the mattress in unhurried movements to me with shifting muscles that makes my core clench tight. Nerves flutter in my stomach at the sight of his hard as steel, big, and long cock… How the hell is that supposed to fit? I grip the sheets on either side of me and mentally chant ‘it’s going to be okay, Granger will give you everything you need.’ Once he’s fully covering me from head to toe, he leans on his elbows and cups my face tenderly.

      “Kiss?” He puckers his lips, making me giggle and easing the tension through my body.

      It’s become our teasing game ever since that night at his parents, when I pouted and asked for a kiss. Every time one of us does that, the other must immediately kiss them, no matter where we are—in public or not. It’s cheesy, but this big jock still does it for me, just to make me laugh. Tilting my head back, I lightly bite his plump bottom lip before drawing it in to suck on, then do it again, just to hear him groan in pleasure.

      “How do you want to do this?” I ask him, sliding my lips back and forth over his smoothly.

      “What do you mean? I’m pretty sure there’s only one way to do this. Well, unless you want me to take your fine as hell ass, then I’m definitely game.” I gasp and pull back quickly, but it’s to only see him smiling, holding back a chuckle. I smack his shoulder and giggle as he bites his lip.

      “I meant to say I’m on the pill and clean. I’ve only done this once years ago…” My voice trails off as it occurs to me that I think I would be okay if we didn’t use protection. I really just want to feel him inside me completely bare.

      But no ass play…yet. I don't know if I’d like that, but I bet he could talk me into it and still rock my world.

      “Fucking hell, Princess, you’re trying to kill me,” he groans out loud, placing his forehead against mine. “I’m clean too. Coach makes us get a check-up once a month, and I’ve never gone without protection. But fuck, I want that more than anything. I do trust you,” he says softly, and shifts back to trail kisses down my neck until goosebumps cover my skin.

      “Are you sure?” he whispers into my neck one more time, and at my nod, he pulls back to kiss me deeply.

      He breaks the kiss after a while, placing small sucking kisses down my neck to my collarbone as I moan from the pleasure starting to take over. Sliding his tongue down, he swirls it around my hard nipple and sucks it into his hot mouth with his tongue flickering, causing sensations I feel down to my toes. A gasp leaves my mouth as waves of shock travel to my stomach and farther down, leaving me dripping wet, then he bites down enough to lightly sting my breast. Releasing me with a pop, he switches to my other nipple with the same attention, until I’m tossing my head back and forth, wanting more.

      He reaches for my fist clenching the sheets, opening my palm with his and moving it to the back of his neck to hold onto as he climbs back up my body. Leaning up on his arms above me, I take my time to admire his body, exploring with my other hand and trailing it over the veins on his arms. When I reach his chest, my nails dig in for a second, and I watch his pupils dilate as his breathing picks up. Smoothing my hand down farther, I trace each hard chiseled ab line, following it down to the perfect V that leads to his big cock. Gathering courage, I squeeze my fist around him, or at least try to, because my fingers don’t touch as I stroke him. From tip to bottom, he’s hard but velvet soft, and that vein underneath grabs my attention as I trace it with my thumb.

      “That feels fucking good,” he grunts out, his voice deeper when I arch my hips and rub his tip over my wet pussy lips.

      His cock twitches in my hand, and he quickly grabs my waist in a tight hold while his other hand moves my hand away from his cock and places it above my head.

      “I have to have you now, Kat,” he says in a desperate, wanting tone, a bead of sweat rolling down his temple. He waits until I’m staring into his green gaze before lining himself up and slowly sinking into me.

      My nails dig into his neck as the feeling of fullness washes over me,  stretching and filling me more than I’ve ever been. Inch by inch, his cock slides in, my panting breath fanning his face as he bends his body down by his arms to kiss my lips. He hisses in pleasure as he tries to hold himself back, but I don’t want him to hold anything back. I want him to have his way with me and make me feel like I’m his.

      “Stop holding back, I can take it. My pussy is dripping. Wet. Just. For. You.” I emphasize my point by shifting my hips a little with a roll, gasping at how good that feels.

      Doing it again, he growls and snaps his hips forward in one powerful shove until he’s fully inside of me. My breath stops for a second, and my blood pumps in time with my heartbeat, but in a good way. The need to move comes over me. I start to grind my hips against him, which only sets him off like a wild animal. Just what I need—no holding back. I want all of his passion.

      Before I can take my next breath, he’s pounding into me with a force that shakes the bed and, to be honest, my fucking soul. He slows down after a second, watching my every reaction like he's committing  it to memory, and seeing that sets me off into a moaning mess. He glides his cock out slowly, just to torture me, and pumps back in quickly so that our skin smacks together each time, the sound blending in with my cries for more.

      “Oh, God. Yes,” I chant as pressure builds, my orgasm drawing closer to the surface with each delicious pounding of his hips. He twines our hands together as he stares at me with a lopsided smile.

      “No, not God. It’s Granger, Princess,” he teases, kissing me deeply like he’s making love to me with his tongue before pulling back. “Say my name,” he demands in a sexy voice, and pulls back until he’s barely inside of me.

      “Granger,” I breathe out with a gasp, my head thrown back as he picks his pace back up the moment I say his name.

      “You’re coating my dick, Princess. I can practically see my reflection on this glistening pussy. Do you want more?” he asks with a grunt when my pussy flutters around him as he talks dirty to me in a voice that’s deep and smooth like honey.

      “Yes, give me everything, Granger,” I tell him in a throaty tone full of lust and want.

      He lets go of my hand and shifts up until he’s kneeling on his knees between my thighs, then pauses to stare down at me.

      “You know you mean more to me than just this, right?” he questions, his throat moving hard in a swallow. It’s hard to say the words that scare you senseless.

      “I know. It’s more. Always more with you.” My voice is raspy, because it really is more with just him.

      He kisses my bent knee gently, searing it into my skin before pulling away. Spreading my legs wider, he angles my hips up higher with a firm grip on my hips and enters me again in one fast stroke. He doesn’t stop even when sweat coats our bodies, and I’m shouting his name again and again. The headboard slams against the wall, and he fucks me up and into the mattress with every mind-numbing pound. His hard cock is stroking inside of me, pumping in and out with fast movements that drags against my G-spot each time until I start to see bright fucking stars. Grabbing my hips in each hand, he lifts my ass off the bed completely and adjusts me to his pleasure, but drags that big cock in all the right spots. I'll be feeling him for days. He furiously pounds into me, and I start screaming with ecstasy as it courses through my body. His head is thrown back in bliss, and it’s a beautiful sight from underneath him. He must feel my stare because he looks down at me suddenly and doesn’t glance away as he keeps fucking me. Something inside of me just lets go under his gaze. My back arches off the bed as hot, intense desire courses through my body, and my pussy grips onto his cock tightly, which has him groaning in pleasure. He picks up his speed, hips slamming into mine rapidly, and ecstasy consumes me as stars bursts behind my eyelids. My scream echoes loudly off the walls while my body shakes uncontrollably as I come all over his cock, my juices dripping down his cock every time he slides in and out. He strokes inside me faster as he nears his own orgasm, prolonging mine until my voice goes hoarse and my legs twitch around his waist.

      “Fuck! Oh fuck. Feels so damn good,” he growls out as I squeeze him tight with my pussy. hH starts groaning loudly as he comes inside of me seconds later, his muscles straining and green eyes locked onto mine.

      My whole body goes slack, and we’re both gasping for air when he collapses on top of me with a grunt before quickly rolling over and pulling me into his side. We don’t say anything for a couple of minutes as we try to catch our breath, and I don’t want to move. I feel so good, no wonder people do this all the time. I’ve been missing out, but I don’t think it would’ve felt like this with anyone else. I look up to see him already staring down at me with a pleased smirk on his handsome face as his hand smoothes up and down my spine.

      “Happy birthday, Princess,” he says cockily. I bite his chest, but he just chuckles deeply.

      Yeah, campfires and honey right there. Never fails to make me shiver with desire.

      “You know it’s still my birthday until midnight right?” I arch my brow at him and spring out of bed when he lets out a playful growl.

      My legs are still shaking slightly from the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had, but I have enough energy to sway my hips towards the bathroom. I’m curious about shower sex, and thank God he’s strong, because he’s going to have to hold me up. I glance over my shoulder with a smirk to see he’s staring at my ass. He quickly scrambles out of bed to chase after me, getting tangled in the sheet and almost falling face first to the floor . With a shriek, I make a mad dash towards the shower, but he catches me quickly, swatting at my ass before bending me backwards and kissing me breathless.

      “Say my name,” he playfully demands, voice deep and making me hotter by the second.

      “Granger.” I say with a smile. I’m so fucking happy.
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      Kat glides around the rink one more time, passing by me with a sexy smile that never fails to get my blood pumping straight to my cock. I’m leaning against the boards with a cup of coffee and waiting for her to finish up because I can’t seem to keep my hands off of her. She’s made a home at my place, and the thought doesn’t scare me as much anymore. It’s been a week since her birthday, and that night replays in my head constantly.

      I’ve been meaning to talk to her but with college, hockey and sex, I haven’t had the time. I plan on telling her tonight, because I can’t keep hiding behind my anger anymore, and it’s time I let it go. I’m absolutely fucking positive what we have isn’t fake. We haven’t officially said anything on the subject of our fake relationship, but that’s another thing I’m going to bring up later. I want her to be mine—my girlfriend, lover, and friend. I’m an idiot for not admitting my feelings for a while now, closing myself off too many times, but that’s going to change starting right the fuck now. I’m going to lay it all out on the table and hope to fuck that she wants me as much as I want her. My palms start to sweat at the thought of her reaction, and my chest hurts right over my heart, almost like I can’t breathe at the thought of her not in my life.

      “Hey, Princess!” I shout, and my voice is raspy like a weak little bitch.

      Fuckery, fuck, Granger. Man the hell up and just tell her everything… tell her how you feel. Yeah, I got this!

      My little pep talk doesn’t help like it does before a big game. I run a hand through my hair in frustration with myself. She needs to skate her perfect ass over here now before I lose my cool or what’s left of it. Does it make me weak that I just need to hold her tightly to my body so she can’t run from me?

      She pauses in her skating and practically floats to me on the ice with a big smile on her face. Shit, that doesn’t help either, since she’s so damn pretty it hurts my eyes. She comes to a stop in front of me with ice spraying my face as I leaned over the boards. She bites her lip, holding back a laugh at the glare I throw her way.

      “What’s up, Captain? Come to kick me off your ice again?” she sasses at me with a smirk, and fuck if it doesn’t do things to me.

      Reaching over the railing, I grasp her around the waist with a playful growl and haul her over the boards separating us. She lands against my chest with a huff, and I don’t waste any time scooping her up into my arms. She laughs lightly as I storm towards the locker room like a man on a serious mission. It’s serious all right. I love when she gets all sassy and challenges me. It’s pretty fucking hot and never fails to get me going.

      “That’s right. My rink with my rules that need to be followed. I think you need a nice smack on the only ass in the world that drives me crazy.” She gasps out loud, and her eyes widen at me like I’m the crazy one, but her desire is seeping through the darkening blue of her gaze.

      When I kick the door open without looking away from her, she frantically glances around as if we’ll get caught, but the team doesn’t come in for another forty-five minutes. I’ll keep that bit of information to myself. I see the heated look she’s giving me, even though she’s chewing on her lip worriedly. She wants me and is willing to take the risk of getting caught. Damn if that doesn’t make me hard as a rock, wanting to fuck her brains out until she’s a screaming mess all over my dick.

      Setting her down gently on her skates, I bend down to untie the laces as she steadies herself by gripping my shoulders.

      “Granger…this is the male locker room,” she says slowly, as if I didn’t already realize that, and wrinkles her nose.

      She steps out of her skates and reaches under her flowing short skirt to tug down her black tights along with her pink lace underwear. My brain shuts off, and all my blood travels down south, because my girl doesn’t have any panties on under that skirt anymore.

      “I’m very much aware it’s the men’s locker room, but no one has been in here since the cleaning crew left last night. Now be a good girl and turn around with your skirt up around your waist so I can deliver your spanking.” I don’t know what it is about her ass, but my hand is always twitching to give those round globes a good sounding smack and a bit of a healthy grab.

      She arches a pale eyebrow and steps forward with a challenging glare in her blue eyes, just as she unbuckles my jeans, tugging them down a little until they get caught around my thighs since my feet are spread. She quickly tugs her shirt off, and then she’s standing in front of me like a dream come true in a pink bra and skirt… School girl fantasy accomplished. She smirks at my dazed look and yanks down my boxer briefs in one go, then her hand wraps around my thickening length with slow strokes.

      “I’m a good girl. Say it with me, Granger.” She leans up to whisper in my ear and laps at my neck as her soft fingers slide up and down my cock.

      “So good,” I choke out, and almost come when she sneaks her other hand under her skirt to play with herself as she pleasures me.

      “You're a dirty boy, Granger. Say it.” Her head rolls leisurely on her shoulders as her wrist moves faster under her skirt and her other hand rapidly pumps my cock to match her speed.

      I’d give my left nut to see what she’s doing under that skirt, but I think we might be role-playing right now, and it’s fucking hot watching her boss me around. I don’t know if I can take much more. My spine is tingling, and if she keeps moving her hand with a twist on my cock, I’m going to come all over her breasts.

      “I’m dirty, Princess, but only for you. Now, I’m going to get real dirty with you. Turn around and bend over the bench so I can fuck your tight pussy. Lemme see that cunt that’s all for me.” Her hand stops moving as she stares at me with wide ocean eyes filled with desire, and I take this distraction to whip off my shirt with a lopsided smile.

      “My God, you really are dirty, Granger,” she breathes with excitement in a raspy voice and quickly turns around, planting her palms on the bench.

      Her skirt rises up, giving me a small peak of her wet pussy lips, and I can feel her gaze on me the longer I stare. She has the most gorgeous pussy I’ve ever seen, and it’s all mine. Once I’ve taken my fill, which feels impossible, I drag my gaze up her back to see her glancing over her shoulder at me with parted lips. I lean over her so I can whisper in her ear, just to see if I can make her delirious with desire.

      “I’m gonna make you squirm for me, but try not to scream too loudly when I’m fucking you hard as you come.” Goosebumps break out on her skin, and she lets out a whimper as if in pain, needing me now.

      “Granger, please,” she begs, and starts to move her hand on her thigh, rising it up to touch herself.

      “Hands back on the bench, Princess. Remember, I’m trying to make you dirty with me.” She squirms and bends over more until her skirt rises over her ass, exposing every delicious inch of her body to me.

      It’s a sight I won’t ever get tired of, since her ass was the second thing I noticed about her when we first met. Her smile when she told me off was the first thing. It was the best day of my life, and I didn’t even know it then.

      Not wasting anymore time, I immediately smack her ass cheek and watch it turn a light pink before rubbing my hand over it to take away the sting. I repeat the same movement a couple more times, loving the sound of her moans that grow louder and seeing her dripping wet for me, watching it drip down her parted thighs.

      “How dirty, Kat? What do you want?” I love this side of her that comes out, with a dirty mouth that matches my own and makes my cock painfully hard.

      The quiet girl, the one that hid from the world is gone, and in her place is a perfect as fuck girl made for me. You would think me fucking her without a condom would scare the shit out of me, but it doesn’t, and I think that’s because Kat is it for me. The one.

      “I want you to fuck me hard and fast, coming inside of me until you're completely drained and then some.” Her voice gets all low and sexy, so turned on with desire.

      “So dirty, just the way I like it. I love that about you.” I stop breathing when I realize my mess up, afraid I’ve ruined everything.

      She looks over her shoulder at my words, and her gaze is blazing hot as her chest rises and falls rapidly.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you love my dirty mouth because I love it when your cock is fucking me…like it should be right now,” she demands hotly.

      I can’t help chuckling from relief and at her bossy tone. It might not have been entirely said, but it’s here for both of us. Her curves were made for my hands, so I grip tight onto her as I line up and slide into her with one, long slam. She screams in rapture before stifling the scream into her arm, and her pussy clamps down on me in a tight squeeze, the feeling making my eyes roll into the back of my head. Her ass is still a light pink, beautiful really, and my hands grab a handful of both cheeks with a squeeze to guide her back onto me, watching my cock slip in and out of her. She pushes back against me, her ass bouncing off my abs, and it’s the best fucking sight I’ve ever seen. Besides her smile of course.

      “Better come on my cock quick, Princess. The team is going to start showing up any minute. Anyone could walk in here and see your delicious as fuck ass bouncing on my dick.” My cock gets coated in the juices flowing from her pussy as I slide back in, her moan echoing around the locker room at the thought of getting caught.

      She looks over her shoulder at me again, biting that kissable plump lip and blushing a light pink. I grab a fist full of her hair, pulling slightly until she moans again for me. She suddenly stands, wrapping her hands around my neck from behind with her back arched at the perfect angle as I pound into her harder with each stroke. My hands clasp her waist as I fuck her in fast, tight pumps that have her lips forming a perfect O, and she lets out a loud scream. I quickly tilt her head back and claim her lips, drinking in her pleasure as she comes all over my cock with a squirt. Just like I promised. My balls tighten, the sound of our skin slapping together as I fuck her driving me senseless. I’m about to fucking explode inside of the girl that literally makes me think of nothing else but her. Groaning, I bury my face into her neck to stifle the animalistic noises coming out of my mouth as I come inside her tight pussy, which drains me dry. My ears are ringing, the sound of everything coming back after a few deep breaths, and that’s when I hear the Zamboni start up on the ice.

      “Shit!” I quickly slip out of her and pull my pants up while handing her the shirt that’s at the end of the bench.

      She frantically pulls her skirt down and looks around for her pink lacy underwear, but it’s already in my jeans pocket. She’ll get it back later…maybe. Tugging her shirt down all the way, she whips her tights on and is shoving her skates on just as voices reach the door outside in the tunnel. I’m standing there without a shirt on, and Kat’s hair is a wild, sexy mess, just as my team starts to walk in. They’re shouting and talking like always, but the moment they see me half naked with my pants unzipped and Kat staring with wide eyes, it goes quiet. She looks at me in panic as I mentally try to come up with an explanation, but she reaches around me with a forced, nervous laugh.

      “Got it! Thanks, Granger! I needed this and didn’t have any. I’ll see you later!” She quickly walks to the door as if her ass is on fire with her head down so she doesn’t have to look at anyone.

      “I’ll see you in class. We can have lunch after because I’m craving something sweet,” I tell her with a cocky smile, and she gets my meaning when her eyes flash with desire. I’m not hungry for food, but what’s between those legs that I’m picturing wrapped around my head. “Be a good girl, Princess!” My shout reaches her ears just before she exits, and she whips her head up with a glare that says retaliation is coming my way.

      She slowly smiles, and my heart starts pounding. Based on that look, I’m in deep shit. Fuck. She turns around and walks backwards out the door, my teammates jumping out of her way so she doesn’t bump into them as she stares me directly in the eye.

      “Oh but, Granger, I’ve been a very bad girl.” She winks at me when I cross my arms over my chest with narrowed eyes as the locker room fills with catcalls and howls like a wild pack of animals.

      Once she exits, I have to admit I’m proud of her backbone and for not backing down from me when I embarrassed her. She just looked guilty as fuck, but if she hadn’t stuck up for herself, the rumors and the ugly people would’ve crawled out of the woodwork to tear her alive. She has to get used to it when she gets attention from the nationals and with me going pro… Holy motherfuckery. I’m thinking of her by my side for the long run.

      “Bro, why did she take my jockstrap powder?” Rinnie asks me as he stares at his locker with a confused glance, scratching his head, and turns back to the door she disappeared from.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I turn around to get fully undressed for practice, but can’t help chuckling at her horrified look. I wonder when she’s going to realize she stole jockstrap powder from my teammate’s locker.

      “You going to stand here all day or move your fucking ass?” Beast’s gruff voice reaches my ears, and I look over my shoulder to see him glaring down at douchebag Jeff, who’s blocking the doorway.

      But Jeff’s not even paying attention to Beast. His gaze is narrowed down the tunnel in the direction my Kat went, his nostrils flaring and fists clenched at his sides. He swings his gaze around until it connects with mine, and what I see in his hard, hateful gaze has me seeing red. That fucker better stay away from my girl.
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      Why must we have pop quizzes on Fridays? As if my morning couldn’t get any worse. I mean, it wasn’t all bad. I’m apparently into having sex in public places…who knew? Granger probably knew, since he can read me like an open book. That dirty, oh God, so dirty man. I like to think I’ve grown over the last month, become someone different. Someone who sticks up for themself, who doesn’t back down from a challenge and is finally living.

      I love Granger, that much is obvious, but why do I get the feeling he’s hiding something? When he told me he had to tell me something, I thought he was going to ask me to leave and to stop seeing him. I think that’s why I kept stopping him from talking about it, but now I’m not so sure that’s it. If my gut feeling is right…he loves me too.

      I’ll ask him tomorrow night after his game. Mary sent me a 911 text just before class started and asked me to spend the night in her dorm tonight. Guy trouble apparently, which is new, but I think she’s falling for Beast and doesn’t know how to handle it. She isn’t the only one texting me halfway through the day. My father won’t stop messaging me, to get my butt home and talk this out… When he says that, I just picture him bossing me around and physically hurting me. It makes me mad—no, mad isn’t the right word. I’m furious and have had enough of him controlling every aspect of my life. There has to be something I can do. I just don’t know what.

      “Pencils down. You're dismissed. Please bring your paper to the front,” Professor Roz announces, and I really despise him today for that pop quiz.

      It wasn’t at all entertaining without Captain in English literature today. He sent a text just before class started, saying that the coach needs to see him. He asked me to take notes for him and basically told me I’m his lunch for the rest of the day. So I had to sit through the rest of class turned on and soaking wet. I’ll give him his notes all right, along with the jockstrap powder I stole. It might have come from his teammate’s locker, I wasn’t thinking straight with all the knowing gazes swinging back and forth between Granger and I. Talk about embarrassing. Oh my God, what if they all think I have a rash? You know what? I’m just going to have to blame Granger and tell anyone who asks that it’s for him. Yup! Awesome plan, go me!

      Exiting the campus building, I take a deep breath of the Boston winter air with a smile on my face. I’m supposed to meet Granger for lunch at our café, so I start heading that way, my stomach growling. Halfway down the icy steps, I feel someone staring at me and glance up to see someone I really don’t want to be looking at.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      Tall, lanky, and beyond a creep, Donald Wellington is at the end of the sidewalk, leaning against his sports car, with sunglasses covering the eyes that I just know are looking me up and down the closer I get to him. Why me? Seriously, I don’t have time for this. I need to meet Granger, but I know if I dodge Donald, he’ll just keep showing up. Might as well see what he wants, even if he doesn’t deserve my time.

      “What do you want?” I ask in an exasperated tone the moment I place myself in front of him with my hands on my hips.

      “Get in the car, Kathleen. We have something to discuss,” the slimeball demands in a tone that sounds bored, like he doesn’t want to be here.

      That makes two of us.

      “Um no…I don’t think so. You're the last person I want to be near. Did my father send you? I’ll repeat myself one more time, I’m not marrying you.” My lip curls in disgust at the thought, and I’m about to leave. He remains silent without an expression on his face, as if he’s void of emotions.

      “I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say… Don’t you want to know why your father is so desperate to have you back home? Besides, I’m a great catch. Charming, handsome, and extremely rich. Any woman would feel lucky to be on their knees in front of me,” he says, and steps forward with his hand gesturing to his car door.

      “You really are disgusting, Donald. Thank God I’m not one of those women. I’d rather give my right boob away than marry you.” He doesn’t look too pleased at that, and looks down at said boobs with an arched brow.

      “I like my women with more, how should I say this…more curves. Those aren’t double Ds, baby.” He places his hands in front of his chest to make his point.

      With a huff and feeling sick in his company, I start to turn away, but he quickly grabs my wrist and stops my retreat.

      “Aren’t you somewhat curious? What’s the harm in going for a ride so we can talk? Some information is better than none,” he implies with a smile that says he knows he has me caught and can see I’m weakening. The last time I told my father I was leaving, he wasn’t heartbroken.

      “Fine, but just around the block, and I’m calling my friend before going anywhere with you.” I smirk with a confidence that wasn’t there a month ago and feel pleased with myself when his creep smile drops from his face.

      Yanking my arm away from his grip and with a glare, I turn sideways to call Mary.

      “Girls’ night hasn’t started yet, chica, but if you want to come by my dorm now…you might be waiting for a little while. I have a very naked, big, hot jock in my bed.” Leave it to Mary to answer her phone when she’s in bed with Beast. I know it’s him by his gruff muffled reply somewhere in the background.

      “Later. Right now, I’m going for a ride around the block with Donald the weasel, because he has some information he claims I need to know about my sperm donor.” She goes quiet as I explain, and I can hear some shuffling in the background.

      “I know I can’t talk you out of anything but be careful. I’m going to come get you in ten minutes by the library. If he doesn’t drop you off on time, I’m going to rip his dick off and stuff it up his butt. Tell him a Latina girl goes through with her threats. See you soon.” She hangs up, and I slowly turn back to Donald to see him staring with a look of horror on his face, trying not to cover his dick.

      Even over the phone, Mary can be a tad scary. I’m not so sure girls’ night 911 was necessary, since Beast is in her bed, but that’s my Latina friend for ya—back and forth with her feelings.

      “I take it you heard that?” He nods warily, and sighs loudly when I step around him to open the passenger door.

      He beat me to it and opens the door while placing a hand on my waist to guide me in. After I shoot him a glare, he removes his hand and walks around to the driver side. I pull my phone out to text Granger so he doesn’t worry when I don’t show up for lunch.

      “Can’t make it to lunch, will explain after your game tomorrow night. Mary needs a girls night. Miss you already.”

      My phone dings when it sends through, and I wait for him to text me back, the little bubbles popping up before disappearing without him replying. He must still be busy with the coach. Donald starts the car with a purr and pulls away from the curb in a rush, tires squealing.

      “Slow the fuck down and start talking, the clock is ticking.” My knuckles are tight, gripping the oh shit handle as he drives like he’s being chased by the cops, not even slowing down when students start to cross the crosswalk.

      “I’ll give you half of the information because I’m feeling generous, but I’ll give you the rest if you agree to my deal.” He smirks like the big asshole he is, enjoying every miserable second in his company he’s putting me through.

      “What deal would that be?” I stare straight ahead with a blank expression to prove he’s not getting to me, but my palms are sweating. What if this so called information breaks me?

      “Not yet. Hear me out first, then you can decide if you so desperately want the rest of the information.” He turns down the main street that makes a complete square around campus, and I’m counting down the clock until I’m out of his flashy vehicle.

      “Just get it over with. You have six more minutes. Stop wasting my time.” My tone hardens, saying cut the bullshit and get to the point.

      “I see you’ve grown a backbone. That will change eventually. I found something very interesting in my research on your father.” He looks at me out of the corner of his eye, judging to see how I’m reacting, but I give him nothing. “I’m a man coming into power, you didn’t think I wouldn’t do my homework on the family that will merge with mine?” he asks, leering at me before turning his attention back to the road.

      “There will be no merging. Unless you're talking about a different family, then by all means, merge away,” I say with a flourish. I’m already sick of this bullshit.

      I have a desperate need to be held in Granger’s arms right the fuck now.

      “Hmmm…did you ever wonder why your father held you on such a tight leash, and why he’s desperately trying to get you back home?” He’s literally on the edge of his seat, he’s so excited that he knows something I don’t.

      “Never really wondered, because he’s a raging alcoholic asshole who loves control. What do you know, Donald?” I pointedly turn in my seat and stare at him with narrowed eyes, which he ignores.

      “He married into a rich family and took control of the company that was your mother’s… Haven’t you thought of why your mother would leave the company to a man she didn’t even love?” He’s gloating, the pencil dick.

      Most of the time I don’t get angry, it’s all locked up tight, but he’s bringing up my mom. The one person who loved me, and he’s tarnishing it just by talking about her. I unhook my seat belt and reach for the door handle, even though the car is still moving. He turns onto the street of the library where Mary is waiting, but I want out of this car now.

      “What the fuck are you doing? I’m not done talking!” He grabs my elbow in a tight squeeze just as I start to swing the door open and slams on the brakes about five car spaces away from the library. “Listen, just stop being a whore with that dumb jock and agree to marry me. I’ll tell you everything, and we’ll want for nothing.”

      “Let go of my arm now.” I lock gazes with him and grind my teeth so I don’t punch him in his smug face.

      He squeezes one more time in threat and lets go when he looks over my shoulder at the passenger window. Following his gaze, I make contact with Mary and her backup muscle, Beast. If looks could kill, Donald would be dead by the way Beast is staring at him.

      “Chica, I see you have this handled, but maybe you should get out of the car now before Henry tears him a new asshole,” Mary says gleefully, like she wants that to happen, with her hands on her cocked hips as she waits for me to step out.

      I turn back to Donald, hopefully for the last time. No one has time for games, and that’s just what he was doing. If I want to know what my father has up his sleeve, I’d figure it out myself, or I could move on with life and pretend he never existed.

      “You’re delusional, I should never have gotten in this car. We’re done here. Stay the hell away from me, and get me marrying you out of your thick head. That dumb jock you were talking about, the man I love…that’s my future. Kiss my ass,” I say with a snide smile, and hop out the car with a slam of the door to see Mary with a beaming smile, slowly clapping.

      I don’t look back as I loop arms with Mary’s and ignore the screeching tires pulling away from the curb. We make our way around the library, taking the sidewalk path to her dorm, and I hope to God she changed her sheets if I’m spending the night. Beast walks silently behind us with a concerned facial expression, his brow wrinkled.

      “Should have kicked his ass. Does Granger know that he showed up right outside your class?” he asks in a grumbled voice, throwing his big muscular arm over Mary’s shoulder.

      She pretends to look uninterested but snuggles into his embrace against the chill, and by my guess, enjoying the comfort of his tall body.

      “I texted him before I got in the car, but didn’t have time to explain. He hasn’t answered, probably still talking to Coach.” I pull my phone out of my back pocket and see there’s still no text or call from him.

      “He was just about finished with the coach when I left the rink to head over for some roleplay sex—” Mary slaps a hand over his mouth with a slight blush while he smiles under her hand, waiting for her to move it away. “What did Donald want anyway?” he asks before I can ask why Granger hasn’t answered me, even though he did read my text.

      Why do I feel like I did something wrong? I’ll call him a little later to see if everything with the coach went okay. I return my attention to Beast as he waits for my answer.

      “He was baiting me basically. Had information on my father, but I think it might have all been bullshit to get into my head…” My voice trails off as my thoughts turn to Mom.

      I’m distracted, wondering what exactly Donald was trying to tell me. Or was it a trick? Do I want to even bother to figure it out? I need time to think. Mary must see this, because by the time we show up to her dorm, she swirls in Beast arms, laying her hand on his burly chest and batting her lashes up at him. I pretend to find the wall interesting.

      “Thank you for coming with me to rescue Kat, you big strong man,  saving lives and making pussies sore with pleasure. Unfortunately, it’s girl time. Bye, lover boy.” She kisses him passionately, and the poor guy looks dazed by the time she’s done with him.

      She blows him a kiss and drags me into her dorm by the elbow. The door shuts just as Beast mutters something under his breath that sounds like, “Stubborn, infuriating, sexy woman. I’m going to put a ring on her finger one day.”

      I chuckle to myself as Mary heads over to her vanity and checks her lipstick with a pleased smirk on her face. Her eyes sparkle, and she doesn’t know I’m watching her until she turns around with her smile dying away.

      “Don’t look at me like that! It’s nothing, just a mutual agreement between two adults with plenty of sex,” she says, getting defensive. Her hazel eyes glare at me, but she groans when I just continue to stare with a raised brow.

      “That man is sexy and has a big cock, but this shall pass. I don’t have feelings for that big hunky teddy bear,” she mutters to herself, probably thinking if she keeps telling herself that, she’ll believe it. “Enough about me, I feel like I haven’t seen you in weeks. Tell me, how’s living with Granger? Tell me all about the sex, chica! Confess your dirty secrets.” She giggles when my mouth pops open in surprise.

      Is there a sign on my forehead that says I’ve been having mind blowing sex with Granger?

      “I’m not kissing and telling!” I tell her, and she comes at me making kissing noises, puckering her lips as she tackles me onto the bed.

      “Tell me! Come on, how big is it?” She spreads her hands apart, her eyes growing bigger the wider she spreads them as we lay side by side like we used to as kids.

      We fall apart into giggles, and she starts talking about Beast, telling me all his flaws, which don’t sound like flaws to me. She’s looking for things to not like about him and can’t come up with anything. Her days of being single are coming to an end. I’m happy for her, but something in the back of my head is nagging me.

      Why hasn’t Granger responded yet?
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      “Wilder! Get your ass in my office now!” Coach yells from across the locker room as I’m wiping sweat off my face from practice. I have about fifteen minutes before class with Kat starts, and I’ll be devouring that sweet pussy soon enough. It’s only been about an hour since I last saw her, but damn it, I miss the fuck out of her sunshine smile. I’m taking off my hockey pads when Beast walks by, staring down at his phone with a lopsided smile curling under his beard.

      “Did you get a nude? Because you’ve haven’t looked away from your phone since we got done with practice.” He smacks me upside the head with a huff, but chuckles darkly under his breath. He got a nude.

      “Shut the fuck up. Whatever Mary sends me is for my eyes only, and whoever looks is a dead man,” he says, still staring at his phone as he begins pacing back and forth in front of my locker while I take a seat on the beach to take my skates off.

      “You have two minutes to get whatever is bugging you off your chest before I meet with Coach,” I tell him as I strip off the rest of my gear until I’m standing in my white shirt and the same black pants from practice.

      I grab my phone and send a text to my girl.

      “Coach wants to talk, might be late or a no show for class. Take notes for me? See you for lunch after and can’t wait to eat that tight pussy until you're screaming my name.”

      “You seem happy.” Beast is studying me with his head tilted as he stops pacing to face me.

      “I am happy. It’s not the same as before, it feels different. Enough about me, what’s going on with you?” I cross my arms and wait for him to talk to me. I’m his best friend, so he better fucking tell me.

      “It’s always been about chasing the pussy, ya know.” He looks at me seriously, and all I can do is give him an understanding nod. “Until it wasn’t. I think I’m going to lose her if we keep going down this road. She doesn’t realize what we have is good,” he admits, his chest puffing up and exhaling with his shoulders dropping.

      “You have a big heart, my man, If she doesn’t realize that, she doesn’t deserve you. Just be yourself.” I slap him on the back and watch him shake his head, lost in his thoughts before putting his skates back on.

      Looks like he’s hitting the ice again to let out that frustration. That’s exactly what I would do. Chip away at the ice until your muscles are straining and it’s difficult to breath—it’s the only way you know that all your hard work is paying off.

      My fist taps Coach’s door before I enter, and his bent head doesn’t move away from the paperwork he’s leaning over as he reads. I almost miss the second person in the office, but he stands when I enter with his hand extended towards me. Confused, my hand grips his in a firm shake before letting go to take a seat in front of the desk.

      “Granger, this is Mr. Wayne Burkley. He’s here today to talk to you about an opportunity that you’ve been waiting for,” Coach says, finally lifting his head with a small smile on his face as he adjusts his glasses while giving a head nod to Mr. Burkley.

      My heart starts racing in my chest, and I can feel every pounding heart beat as it pulses through me. This is going to be a life changing moment that I’ll never forget, I can feel it.

      “I’m going to tell you a little about myself, and we can go from there. First, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person, I’ve been following your skating for quite some time now. I’ve worked for the Bruins for about five years as a scout, and we’ve had our eye on you. You skate with a passion and dedication, and we want that on our team. You graduate this spring, correct?” he asks, but I think he already knows the answer.

      He’s giving me a moment to absorb all this information. Coach and I have been planning this since freshman year—to have the team I live and breathe for notice me. It’s been a dream of mine to skate for the Bruins since I was a kid.

      “Yes, in just a couple more months,” I tell him, and he nods before looking at Coach for a split second, who’s leaning back in his chair with his arms resting on top of his stomach.

      “Training starts midsummer. What do you say?” He leans an elbow on the armrest as he waits for my answer with a hard gaze that means business.

      “What exactly are you asking me, Mr. Burkley?” I ask slowly, and wait with my breath held, my dreams just within my reach after all the years of working my way here with sweat, long hours, and blood.

      “I’m offering you a position on the team, son. Do you want to skate for Boston? The team needs you, Granger, and we only take the best of the best goddamn hockey players.” He extends his arm out for a handshake, and I reach forward to seal the deal without hesitation.

      “You have yourself a new hockey player, Mr. Burkley." I try not to sound too enthusiastic, and give him one last firm shake before letting go.

      Releasing his hand, he gestures to the stack of papers placed in front of Coach.

      "Since I know who your family is, I'd have them go over the paperwork in detail and get back to me as soon as you can. Looking forward to having you on the team." He pulls out a business card, and I reach for it slowly in a dream like state.

      In a daze, I stare at the card in my hand as Coach sees him out of his office. He returns moments later with a beaming smile as he adjusts his glasses. He scoots the paperwork over the desk with the logo of the Bruins on the front. It’s really happening. Right in front of me is my future, and I can’t wait to fucking share it with Kat.

      “Let’s go over this and what’s going to happen from here on out with your life.” He kicks his feet up on his desk, ankles crossed as he fiddles with a puck he pulled from his drawer. “I’m proud of you, Wilder. I knew the moment you stepped onto my rink that you were going places. Even when life took an unexpected turn, you slipped a little, but put your head back into the game,” he says in a gruff voice, and I realize that he’s been hard on me right from the beginning to get me here.

      “Thanks, Coach. I won’t let you down, and my last skate of the season will be me leading this team to nationals.” The promise is in my voice, and he gives me a single nod of approval before pointing to the papers in my lap.

      An hour later, Coach slaps me on my back and tells me to go shower. Everything is finally looking up, my head feels light as if I’m floating on my feet, and I think it’s a piece of calmness mixed in with excitement. Breezing through my shower in a rush, I have ten minutes until English lit lets out, so I can meet Kat outside of class instead of the café. Beast already left half an hour ago, giving me the bro nod when he saw me and Coach talking inside his office. I’ll just have to fill him in later when we meet up to celebrate.

      I’m running across campus with my hair still wet and freezing from the cold, but I don’t stop because I really need to hug my Princess and spin her in my arms until we’re dizzy and she’s kissing me with her pink, plump lips that were made for me. I just want to share the news with her because she’s my number one fan, and I know she’ll cheer me on along the way. I’m going to tell her about everything once she’s in my arms because she deserves to know the truth about a piece of my past that still affects me. I’m also going to ask her to be the real deal, my girlfriend, and tell her I fucking love her.

      Yeah, I’m an ass and grumpy sometimes, but one thing I’m not is an idiot about my own feelings. I think I’ve loved her since the first time I saw her skate with that wild pink hair flying around and those blue eyes that see past the tough skin I’ve had to harden over the years.

      My breath fogs the air as I jog around the athletic department and come to a halt outside the building where our class is located. Students pile out in groups, and my eyes scan for my Princess as I wait by the side of the stairs out of sight. I want to surprise her and hear her giggle as I place love bites all over her neck from behind.

      Finally, she comes out of the building, her head down and her lips curled in a smile. Before I can even step in her direction, she glances up and immediately frowns. I follow her gaze to see her staring at a man leaning against his Porsche as he looks at her with a smirk. She doesn’t glance in my direction at all, and something inside me tells me to not run up to her as she walks down the sidewalk towards this fucker. As I stand there, watching them talk like they’ve known each other for a while and then seeing him place a hand on her waist to help her inside the car…something inside me dies a little bit.  My phone pings seconds later with a text from her.

      “Can’t make it to lunch, will explain after your game tomorrow night. Mary needs a girls night. Miss you already.”

      Betrayal cuts me deep, right into my fucking heart, and it’s nothing like last time. It’s so much worse, and anger starts to take its place with every step I take back towards the rink. I skate, my stick hitting the puck with hard swings full of anger and heartbreak. Time doesn’t seem to matter, sweat coats my body and every muscle hurts as hours pass. Eventually, I realize it’s not good for me to be out here because of the game tomorrow. My heart may be split in two from the one girl who’s actually gotten through and destroyed it, but my future is getting the fuck out of here and never looking back.

      Focus on the game, Granger, and harden your weak ass bitch heart.
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      “You guys are skating out there like a bunch of pansy asses! Where the hell are your heads at? We’re only a few games away from getting into nationals, and you step out onto my ice tonight with your thumbs up your asses, completely forgetting all the practices we went through this week!” Coach yells, pacing back and forth in front of the whole team in the locker room as we wait for half time to finish up.

      I don’t look up from my seated position as my chest rises and falls rapidly with sweat rolling down my temple. Tonight's game has been a shit show, and it’s my own fault. My head is not in the game at all. Every thought is on the girl I still love, even after being betrayed.

      I didn’t call or message her back all night, ignoring every message that came through from her. The moment my blades touched the ice tonight, I saw her like a pink beacon in the crowd, her foam finger waving as she chats with Mary at her side. But what floored me is my parents sitting on the other side of her. They're at my game for the first time ever, and everything is going to shit. I keep reflecting on what happened yesterday—maybe what I saw wasn’t what it seemed? Why would a girl do all this for me, only to cheat on me? Why convince my parents to show, knowing how much it means to me? I’m confused, and I need to talk to her, to face this, even if it kills me.

      “Get your asses back out there, and for the love of God, win this game.” Coach’s voice booms around the locker room, and my teammates holler with shouts as we make our way back down the tunnel towards the rink filled with the student body and fans.

      My blades chip away at the ice, the crowd cheering as we circle around and pass the puck around to get them rowdy. My eyes unwillingly take a quick glance at the bleachers as I pass by and connect with her gaze. She looks upset, her blonde brows furrowed and her crystal clear blue eyes are narrowed at me, but damn this girl because she’s wearing my jersey. Every second of every day is counted, and I fucked it up the moment I glanced away from her with guilt eating through me for ignoring her. She knows something is wrong, and I’m handling this the wrong way. She’s going to break up with me before I can even ask her to be my girlfriend. Fuck my life.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            25

          

          

        

    

    







            Kat

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      He didn’t call me and ignored all my texts through the night. I know this because the moment I hit send, it read that he saw the message. Why do I get the feeling that we’re moving backwards? Mary convinced me to go to the game, saying men like to throw little fits, so I should talk to him instead of worrying when it could be nothing. So, here I am, cheering him on as he glides across the ice with his jersey on my body and chatting with his mother as she leans into my side. The way he looked at me when the second half was done, it was a look of betrayal and closed off. I can’t think of any possible reason why he’d shut me out.

      “Look at him, it’s the most energetic determination I've ever seen in him. Why does that one player on his team keep shoulder checking him? Oh my, one minute until the game ends!? How is he going—oh my, he’s skating so fast! He just slammed into that player like bulldozing through a brick wall! Go, Granger, go!” His mother is a ball of anxiety, sheer excitement on her face as she shouts and pumps her fist in the air alongside her husband.

      The buzzer sounds, and the Terriers win another game with seconds to spare as Granger slap shot the puck into the net with Beast demolishing the opposite team like it’s a piece of cake. Granger’s dad has his arm over his wife's shoulder with a beaming smile as he keeps yelling, “That’s my son!”

      Mary yells in my ear that she’s going back to her dorm to change into an outfit just for Beast and will see me later…much much later. Granger’s parents and I wait for the crowd to thin down, then we start moving along the steps so we can get to the tunnels before the team leaves the locker room. Mr. Wilder places a hand on my arm to stop me from walking into the crowded tunnel filled with cheering fans.

      “We aren’t bad people, Kat, we just didn’t know, even when it was right in front of us. I hope this hasn’t made you look at us like we’re terrible parents. I always wanted what’s best for my son, and after seeing the passion he brought out there tonight…I can admit I was wrong. We’re happy he has someone like you in his life that will speak up for him and doesn’t stop trying until we hear you,” Mr. Wilder says, tears filling his eyes and clearing his throat while pulling his wife under his arm.

      I don’t know what to say… Granger deserves parents who will support his decisions and dreams, so the natural thing to do was make them see that, even if it meant sharing a piece of myself I’d rather people not know. It wasn’t easy telling them my story, how meaningless my life has been, but I got my point across because they showed up tonight. It might have taken a while, but they’re here now.

      “In my opinion, I think it meant the world to Granger to have you guys here, and that’s all that matters in the end.” I bite my lip, feeling like I’m losing something all over again and it’s all going to come into a burning crash any minute.

      “Thank you, my dear. He has our support, even if it saddens us he won’t be coming into the family business as a lawyer, but we see where his heart lies. We wanted to give you something in return after you told us about your home life and for opening our eyes.” She looks up at her husband and after his nod, she pulls out a folder from her purse.

      “We did a little digging, and to say it was hard to come by is an understatement. We knew your mother and father in passing, because they used our lawyers at the firm, but I—we—want you to know that your ‘little inheritance’ isn’t as small as you may think. Your mother’s family came from very old money, and she really did love you, dear,” Mrs. Wilder says, concern written on her face as I take the envelope with shaking hands.

      “Don’t read it here, wait until you're in a quiet place to process all this.  When you're ready, we’re here to do whatever it takes to help you,” she says, blinking away tears and wiping at them with the monogrammed handkerchief her husband pulls out of his breast pocket.

      “We’ll be right here waiting for you two to join us after he comes out. Men like to see their girl first before the parents,” Mr. Wilder says with a wink, and leans back against the cement walls to wait with his wife.

      With a shaky breath, I head down the tunnel with a million and one thoughts on my mind. I really just want to see Granger. He has a way of calming the storm that races inside of me, and I’m hoping we’re going to be okay. Reaching the back of the crowd blocking the way to the locker room doors, I stand on my tippy toes to see over their heads for Granger, but instead, my gaze captures angry brown eyes heading my way.

      Great, just great. Another person I’d rather not run into, but it seems she’s on the warpath and I’m the destination. Victoria reaches me in seconds and comes to a halt in front of me with her hands on her hips, blocking my way.

      “You don’t belong here, whore. Just go back the way you came, and I’ll take care of Granger. He needs a real woman in the sheets, someone he has a special bond with,” she gloats, flicking her red hair over her shoulder, and steps closer to whisper in my ear, “Did he tell you yet?”

      I’m almost scared to ask. The whole time I’ve known Granger, I’ve felt like he was holding himself back, keeping something to himself that left deep scars on him. I’m beginning to think it wasn’t just her cheating on him.

      “I don’t care what you have to say. If Granger wants to tell me something, he’ll do it himself,” I tell her and try to look around her, but she blocks my way again with her body.

      “Oh! He hasn’t told you. You see, Granger and I have this special bond that no one can ever compete with. After all, I was going to have his baby, but it just wasn’t the right time since he’s being scouted for the pros.” She implies everything that’s on my mind by rubbing a hand over her flat stomach with a dreamy look on her face. “You didn’t think he would actually want you, did you? Granger needed his space, so I gave it to him. Jeff was just a way to pass the time.” She laughs in my face and smirks over her shoulder at whoever is behind her, but I’m barely paying attention as my eyes never leave the hand placed over her stomach.

      Tears fill my eyes, running down my cheeks as everything comes crashing down. He told me he never loved her, and yet I know she’s telling the truth. It would explain why he doesn’t want the distraction from hockey and why he wanted to use me as a shield to keep other women away, just so he can go back to her. He told me that he’s only ever used protection during sex, but that had to be a lie too. Something to make me feel like I’m the special one and no one else mattered but me. Everything was a lie.

      “So nice talking to you, Kathleen! But I have to go break the news to Jeff that we aren’t a thing anymore, officially this time, since Granger is going to be needing me,” she says gleefully, and then slides away into the crowd. I hardly see her leave, because the one man I’ve ever loved, who broke my heart, is standing five feet in front of me.

      He flicks his gaze over to Victoria as she walks away, then glances back to me. The look on his face says it all. Maybe he’s been trying to tell me this whole time that he doesn’t want to see me anymore, but I’m just the pathetic girl that clung to him and he felt bad for poor me. My God, I was a charity case. As each tear falls from my cheek, he just stands there staring at me without saying anything. My heart bleeds open, and I don’t think it’ll ever recover again. He tries coming closer, but I hold up a hand and ignore the people around us starting to stare. I’m about to break in front of him, but I won’t give him that. I’m done with people breaking me inside and out over and over again.

      “Kat…I can explain. Just let me explain, pleas—” He starts to talk, finally, but I cut him off because I can’t be here and deal right now.

      “Just stay away from me, Granger. I’m done,” I tell him in a harsh, broken tone as I turn around, but he grabs my wrist with a desperate, wild look in those green eyes I’ve come to love.

      “Kat, it’s not what it seems. Just let me explain! If you trust me, even a little bit, you’ll stay and let me explain,” he begs, and there’s a plea in his deep voice. His eyebrows draw together as he tries to make me stay, but I yank away from him. I’m taking one step at a time before I stop and turn back to him to look him in the eye one last time.

      “I can’t trust you, Granger. Everything was a lie.” My voice cracks, and I watch as his face closes off, his eyes turning cold as he shakes his head.

      “A lie. I’ve never lied to you, but you have to me. You said you were at Mary’s last night, Kat, but I saw you. I watched as you got into some guy’s car.” He swallows hard, and I could swear his eyes start to water, but he just blinks, shaking his head again with a hurt look until it’s gone.

      Right from the beginning, he’s really never trusted me it seems, and he just comes to conclusions without asking me or trusting in me. Maybe this was a mistake from the very start, but I still love him, even as I feel like every breath is killing me just being near him.

      “I’m done, Granger. Jus-just leave me alo-alone.” I suck in a watery breath and dodge around people as I take off running down the tunnel towards the exit with blurry eyes.

      I ignore his parents calling my name and him shouting mine, my only purpose is getting away. Once I’m alone, I can cry and get it all out, if it ever stops hurting. I’ll still have to see him around campus, class, and every place we’ve been together… What if I’m not strong enough?

      I don’t stop running until I’m at Mary’s dorm. She opens the door with understanding and open arms without a word as tears trail down my cheeks. I don’t stop crying, even when my eyes are dry and my body feels numb. Heartbreak really does kill you inside and out.
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      We won the game, I’m going to be skating for my dream team starting mid summer for training, and my parents finally came to watch me skate a few days ago. I should be celebrating all these achievements, but the funny thing is, that I feel anything but happy. My fucking Princess was supposed to be here with me, tucked close to my body and by my side where I always want her. I fucked up big time, and her face the last time I saw her said it all.

      I’m lost without her, and I can’t think of a way to fix it. I could blame Victoria for all of this, talking to Kat and telling her about the pregnancy before I ever got a chance, but the thing is…there were plenty of times it could have come up, but I was a coward. By her facial expression the moment Victoria told her, I just fucking knew it was all going to go downhill.

      During half-time, I had decided to talk to her and not jump to conclusions about her getting into a car with another man. To hear her side of the story and for one goddamn time in my life, learn to trust her because she deserved that. But no, I had to open my mouth and accuse her of practically cheating on me, even if it wasn’t official between us yet. She looked so hurt and betrayed that my mouth couldn’t form words. I don’t even know if she knows the full story, I just caught the end of Victoria telling her about the baby.

      Three long, miserable nights have passed, and I deserve every lonely moment because I’m a screw up. Finding love for the first time and watching it walk away really does something to a man. It’s like someone took a knife to my chest, cut my heart out, carved their initials into it, and then stuck it back in so I have something to remember them by.

      I really miss my Princess, but then again, she might be better off without me. How can she love me when I’ve hurt her? She’ll move on in no time, and I’ll be just a memory of college years. The thought alone of her with another man makes me want to chew them up for breakfast and spit them out. I really need to get myself together and maybe stop coming to the bar off campus, but I can’t stand being at home, where her things are, where the memories eat me alive every waking moment.

      “Can I get you anything else to drink?” the bartender asks, and for the life of me, I can’t remember his name. My mind can’t focus on anything. I’m pretty sure he’s told me three nights in a row, but I’ve decided to call him Joe, and he’ll be a Joe until I get my head on straight.

      My phone chimes in my pocket, and it’s probably my parents again. Since the game, they’ve been calling non stop, asking if Kat and I made up yet because they like her. I mean, who wouldn’t? She’s talented, smart, funny, and so damn beautiful, she makes my eyes sting like looking into the sun. My parents knew about the whole mess last year with Victoria, and yet they wanted me to go chase after Kat, saying she isn’t someone you let run away when you just found them. The question is, if I caught her, would she want to stay in my arms? These thoughts drift through my head as I stare down at my half full drink, hunched over the bar and ignoring everything else around me.

      “No, Joe. Not right now. Maybe in a little bit,” I grumble grumpily under my breath, and glare at the shiny wood surface of the bar top as if it holds the answers to my problems.

      A hand clamps on my shoulder with a pounding of his palm before he pulls out a bar stool next to me. I don’t bother looking over because I know it’s Beast. You could hear his stomping feet a mile away, plus he’s been coming here just as much as me every night. Kat is holed up with Mary in her dorm, and apparently, Mary’s not answering for anyone, even the moody giant next to me.

      “How many has he had, Jake?” By his wary tone, you’d figure I’m three sheets to the wind, but it’s not like that at all.

      Hey, at least I got one thing correct. I knew Joe’s name started with a letter J.

      “None. He’s been sipping on Pepsi all night again,” Joe who is now Jake says with an exasperated sigh. He’s probably shaking his head at my pathetic self.

      “Bro, you have to man the fuck up and go get your girl. It’s not just killing you, but me too. I haven’t been able to see my Latino goddess in person for three whole days. But I’ve had a tongue lashing over the phone every single day,” he says in a gruff voice, turning towards me on his stool to look at me.

      My hair is unkempt, there’s dark circles under my eyes from lack of sleep, and I feel bone tired. I’ve only been able to make it through class and hockey practice by some miracle, but the moment I stand still, it all comes back. Grabbing my glass, I swirl around on my seat to look at him fully, and almost feel bad because he doesn’t look so good himself.

      “What the fuck am I supposed to do? She hates me. I couldn’t—didn’t tell her about everything, Beast, and she might never forgive me for that. She’s already been through so much, and I just added to it.” My voice comes out deeper than usual, emotions climbing up my throat so it makes it hard to talk.

      “Do you love her?” He stares me right in the eyes, telling me to not bullshit him.

      “Yes.” My answer is simple and matter of fact. I’d have to be the dumbest motherfucker to not love that girl.

      “You’re a dumb motherfucker. You're sitting on your ass in self-pity when you could be at her door, begging for forgiveness and praying to God that she takes you back. Take back what’s yours and never let it go, before it’s too late.” He steals my drink out of my hand and drains it in one gulp before slamming the glass on the bar.

      Standing, he slaps me on the back and tells me to stop being someone I’m not before he walks out. Dropping a few singles on the bar, I walk out the door with one destination on my mind. My hands shake as I rake them through my hair, and my stomach drops down to my ass with nerves.

      That son of a bitch is right. I’ve always been a man to go after what he believes in, and I’ve believed Kat was meant to be by my side since the moment I saw her skating on my ice. A small smile comes over my face at the memory of her telling me off that day, putting me in my place before gracefully walking away from me like the princess she is. Even if she doesn’t love me back, I at least want her to know the truth and hope she doesn’t slam the door in my face before I’m finished telling her everything.
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      The door slams in my face, but not by who I thought would be shutting me out. A growl of frustration climbs up my throat, but I hold it back with a deep breath. An idea comes to me, so I pull out my phone and text the son of a bitch to get his ass over here and calm his woman down.

      “You got some nerve showing your face here, fucker.” Mary’s muffled voice comes through the door as I repeatedly smack my head against the door frame. “Are you happy? I hope not, you broke her heart! I should rip that baby making penis off and stick it up your butt,” she shouts, then goes silent when I don’t respond.

      Seconds later, the door cracks open with her tan face peaking through and hostile eyes glaring at me. She tries to slam the door in my face, but I place my hand against the wooden door and plead with my eyes for her to hear me out.

      “Please, Mary, I have to see her and explain.” She must hear how I’m barely hanging on by a thread because she rolls her eyes and opens the door wider to let me through.

      “She’s not here by the way, but you look… You're miserable too. Tell me why I shouldn’t kick your butt out of here and convince Kat to move to another school far away from you?” She crosses her arms, leaning back against her desk as she looks me up and down.

      My pale faces at the thought of Kat leaving because of the fucked up shit I did and never being able to see her again. I look Mary straight in the eye, inhaling deeply so I say the right thing while standing in the open doorway.

      “I don’t have a baby and never did, Mary. I need to tell Kat the story first before you, she deserves to hear it from me. Where is she? I’m just going to talk to her, and if she never wants to see me again…I’ll leave her alone, even if it kills me.” She tilts her head to the side as she stares at me for a long moment and sighs, striding to stand right in front of me.

      “You love her.” It’s not a question but a statement.

      “Why does everyone keep asking me that tonight?” I mumble under my breath, wondering if there is a love struck sign on my forehead or something.

      “Who asked you?” she questions, placing her hands on her hips before looking behind me with a slight twitch of her lips.

      Beast really needs to learn how to walk without stomping.

      “Beast did, and he told me to man up, which I should’ve done three goddamn days ago.” She nods her head like she agrees with me, and walks past me to grab the front of Beast’s shirt to pull him down for a passionate kiss.

      I’m trying not to interrupt their moment because I want to be on her good side, but dammit, I need to see my Princess.

      “That’s my guy,” she says to Beast with a dazed smile, then she gestures to me without looking away from my friend, who starts to walk her backwards into her room with one thing on his mind. “You break her heart again, and I’ll be taking the bat that’s behind my bed to your hockey knees. She’s at the rink in the athletic department. She left half an hour ago after I kicked her out to get fresh air. Go easy on her…she’s not doing so good today,” she says, just before she shoves me out the door and kicks it closed in my face.

      I can only shake my head as I hear giggling seconds later, but good for Beast getting his Latino goddess back. Glancing at my phone, I find it reads fifteen minutes before midnight, and unlike Cinderella's story…I’m going to actually keep my Princess before the clock strikes midnight.
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      With my hands tucked under my cheek as I lay on my side on the bed, I stare at the envelope Granger’s mother gave me. I’ve been doing this for three nights straight, but I don’t have the energy to move. I’ve been holed up in Mary’s dorm room, taking over her space and living in her bed like a hermit.

      The first night, I got it all out of my system. Spilled every word Victoria told me to my best friend, who didn’t say a word until I was finished. Then she handed me an ice cream container and told me to cry into the bucket while I ate my heartbreak. That’s what best friends are for. She’s been yelling at Beast over the phone, and I kind of feel bad because he didn’t do anything to deserve that, but the thought of having him around just reminds me of Granger.

      I miss Captain like crazy, and I’m not sure how that’s possible after all the lies. It’s still running through my head, and I don’t get how he could accuse me of seeing another guy, but it was plain as day on his face that that’s what he thought. Day two, I called Nadia and told her I have the flu so I could skip figure skating practice along with work, and curled up in the dark. I don’t have class until Wednesday, which should be fine as long as Jeff leaves me the hell alone, but Friday is going to be difficult. Being in the same room as Granger and wanting to be near him with every fiber in my being is going to be hard. I should hate him, but I don’t. In the back of my mind, I realize I should’ve let him explain, but maybe I’m just not ready to hear what he has to say. Sometimes you just need time, and I hope one day I can open myself up to him.

      So here I am, locked away in a dorm room where I’ve overstayed my welcome, hiding from the world, and staring at an envelope that scares me. What the heck could be in there that my father is hiding? The last piece of my mom probably. That thought saddens me, but it's time to move forward. With a groan, I roll out of bed and grab the envelope with trembling fingers. Sitting crossed legged on the bed, I slowly peel it open and pull the contents out. Tears gather in my eyes, spilling over as I recognize Mom’s handwriting. She left me a letter.

      Hi sweet child,

      You're probably older by now, since you’re reading this instead of me getting a chance to tell you myself, and I’m no longer, well, here in a sense. Since before you were born, I’ve always wanted what’s best for you. I prayed for a miracle child to love and hold close in my arms. That moment when you opened those blue eyes and looked at me so silently, content as we stared at each other for hours, it was as if you knew I was going to be your mother always.

      I’m still here, Kat. I’ll never leave your side, even when you can’t see me. Just place your hand over your heart and think of me. I just want you to know you are loved. I tried to show you every day I could, and it may not show the same way as me, but your father cares for you in his own way. I care for your father, I always will, but the truth is I entered a marriage that was loveless from the beginning. I gave your father a chance because I think he cared for me in his own way too. But in the end, I had you and that’s all that mattered to me. I want you to do me a favor, to keep going after your dreams, even when you feel like falling down. Most importantly, and never forget this…don’t give up trying to find the love that steals your breath away. Those chances only come into our lives once in a lifetime. Chase after it… hold it close… And love with your whole heart, sweet child.

      In this Will, I give everything to the one person I’ll always love, even when I’m gone. You're my everything, and I need you to remember that.

      Love you, sweet child of mine,

      Mom

      Clutching the letter to my chest, I sob until I can’t any more. A whimper escapes my mouth as I look through blurry eyes at the document right next to the letter. She left me everything, every last piece. Then the years of being alone come back at full force. The lies, the abuse, the hateful words my father threw at me just because of this small little piece of paper.

      The door unlocks and Mary’s dancing footsteps enter the room, but I can’t look away from my letter. She rushes over to my crouched position on the floor, grabbing my shoulder until I look at her, and I wonder when I ended up here on the floor.

      “My God, Kat! Are you okay? What happened? Is it that Captain butthole? I’m going to kick his ass!” She starts to rise, but I grab her hand and pull her down until she’s sitting next to me.

      Wordlessly, I pass the documents and letter over to her. She looks confused but quickly starts to read, her brows climbing up her forehead and her eyes narrowing the longer she reads. The letters drop into her lap, and she just sits there with me, staring at nothing for a long time.

      “Here’s what you're going to do. Tomorrow morning, we’re going to go downtown and get into Mr. and Mrs. Wilder’s office and have a chat with them. Then you're going to take that bastard's money away from him until every last cent is gone. But first, go.” I glance at her in confusion, watching her stand up and grab my skates. “Get the hell out of here and go skate right now. You need this.” Her voice leaves no room for arguments.

      And I’m really not going to disagree, because she’s right. I can’t think clearly after everything that’s happened, and the only peace I’ll find is on the ice.

      “I’ll be back in a little bit.” Once the idea is in my head, there's no stopping me. The ice is calling to me to let go and skate.
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      Surprisingly, the athletic department was open, but old country music is blaring in the back where Bob’s office is, so he must be here. I wish I’d brought him some coffee and wonder what he’s doing here so late at night. Heading back to the maintenance shop, I knock on the open door so I don’t startle him.

      “Bob?” At my voice, he sticks his head around the hood of the Zamboni with a happy smile on his wrinkled face. “The front entrance door was unlocked… Is it okay if I skate for a little bit?” I ask, shuffling on my feet as he gives me a knowing look, wiping his hands on a greased rag.

      “Of course, Kat. I was just working on this old hunk of a machine. Old girl’s been acting funny, so I thought I’d get her ready before the team shows up in the morning. Take as long as you need, and holler if you need me.” He chuckles, patting his beloved Zamboni on the side and waving over his shoulder as he bends over the hood again.

      I practically run to the bleachers to put my skates on. A few lights are shining on the rink, begging me to slide across the ice until my chest stops aching. The moment my blades touch down, I’m taking off in a smooth glide with the sound of my skates chipping away at the ice and my labored breathing in the cold air. It’s freeing with my hair down, blowing behind me as my feet move left and right at a slow pace.

      I tip my head back and start to close my eyes with my arms wide on either side of me, but the banner above catches my attention before my eyes drift closed. Granger’s intense green eyes stare down at me in the photo, and it’s right then that I realize he’s not smiling in the picture. He mainly only smiles when he’s around me…like I truly make him happy. My groan echoes around the quietness as my thoughts confuse me. What if what we had was really real and not fake? The possibility of Victoria lying is high, but the baby truth wasn’t, I could tell by how guilty he looked when he could hardly glance at me in the eyes.

      What the hell am I doing? Why do I have to find a way to make myself miserable, as if I don’t deserve happiness? I need to see him, to find out the truth. To look him in those green eyes I love and just know if what we had is real.

      I keep skating until I’m short of breath, my feet hardly touching down as the anger melts away with each flying leap. My leg bends and my right foot taps the ice at the pick, causing my body to leap off the ice with every small swirl. I repeat this until my throat is sore from the cold and my shaking legs collapse onto the ice, the cold surface seeping into my calves. With my hands braced on my knees, I only feel pushed this hard because I’m missing something in my life I’m supposed to be chasing. I need to look at Granger in the eyes right now, and I don’t care what time it is. We need to talk. To get it all out before it’s too late.

      With that decision, I quickly exit the ice with clarity for the first time in a long time. I’m chasing after him and not letting go, because I need to believe…believe in him. Not bothering to untie my laces, I tug my skates off with desperate yanks and hop from one foot to the other in a rush as I slip into my shoes. As I’m running past the tunnels to the exit, a male shadow that looks like Granger turns the corner into the locker room. What are the chances Granger is here too? Very likely, because we always seemed to bump into each other as if destiny had a plan to make sure he was placed into my life.

      “Granger!” My shout echoes as my feet start moving to run after him, hearing cupboards close on the other side of the locker room door once I stop at the entrance.

      Pushing the door open, I peek my head around the corner to make sure I’m not walking into anyone changing. You never know. Another shuffling noise comes from the back of the room, and I follow through the maze of lockers with only a few lights on. The shape of a man is crouched before a locker that is definitely not Granger’s, and he isn’t as tall or broad shouldered as him.

      “Oh! I’m so sorry! I thought you were someone else! Sorry!” I squeak out as the male shape rises from his crouched position and slowly turns towards me, stepping into the light.

      “Kitty Kat, you can’t seem to stay away from me, huh? Don’t worry, babe. You don’t need to chase me because I’m right here for the taking.” Jeff stands impossibly close, making me wish I didn’t chase after a male into the dark locker rooms at midnight.

      I’m so stupid. What the hell was I thinking? Granger was on my mind, and I relied on fate or destiny that he would be here. My gut churns, a bad feeling coming over me as Jeff stares down at me without blinking.

      “I-should-um, go, yes go! I thought you were someone else… I’m sure Victoria is waiting for you, and Granger is expecting me, so see ya!” My voice comes out shaky, and I curse silently at the smirk he’s throwing my way, knowing I’m bullshitting.

      He quickly grabs my wrist and walks forward in front of me until my back hits a locker cubby, digging into my spine as he crowds my space.

      “We both know it wasn’t Granger you wanted. It’s me. Come on, Kitty Kat, I’ve seen the way you stare at me. As for Victoria…that never meant anything. Granger wanted her so I took her, and it did its job of making him look pathetic until you came along,” he sneers, gripping my wrist tighter and trailing his other hand up my waist.

      My heart pounds, the blood rushing through my veins in fear, and I wonder how loud I have to scream so Bob can hear me. I have to keep him talking and find a way to distract him so I can get away from him.

      “You cheated with another team player's girl just because he had what you wanted?” He’s crazy and delusional if he thinks I want him.

      “Granger gets everything he wants without having to work hard. The captain position, the money, the girls, but I did take his girlfriend and got her pregnant. You should have seen his face when he found out. I destroyed him in seconds, and I can’t wait to see his face again when he finds out I’ve had you to myself.” He smiles with a far away look, then glances down at me with a leer as he moves his hand up, covering my breast with a grip that makes me whimper in pain, before letting go to move his hand to my shoulder where my loose sweater hangs off.

      I can’t believe this is happening. My body is frozen in place, fear making my scream lodge in my throat as he bends down to get into my face.

      “Say you want me instead,” he demands angrily, releasing my wrist to grip my jaw so I can’t look away as he tries wedging my shirt down over my shoulder to get access to my bare skin.

      “You are sick in the head, Jeff! Get your hands off of me!” I scream out finally with my lips trembling, then dip my chin to latch my teeth into the skin between his thumb and index finger, and instantly, it starts to bleed.

      “You bitch! You’ll pay—” He removes his hand that was trying to rip my shirt and swings his arm back with rage contorting his face, as if to smack my face with the back of his hand, but he never makes it that far. Masculine, strong fingers wrap around his wrist to stop the movement, and my watery gaze follows the arm up to bulging biceps I know so well. My eyes connect with green ones that hold pent up rage but are flicking over my body with worry, then he turns his attention back to Jeff with murderous intent flashing through his eyes.

      My knee connects with Jeff’s balls as he starts to turn to Granger with his other bleeding fist raised and I have the slight satisfaction of watching his face morph, screwing up as the pain registers. He drops to his knees, cupping the front of his pants, and doesn’t see the large fist coming towards his face. Granger grips the front of Jeff’s shirt in his other fist, making sure he sees him as he clocks him over and over in the face until blood pours from his nose.

      I feel along the wall behind me, blindly wobbling on shaking legs, until I’m far enough away from the sounds of fists connecting with flesh. With tears blotting my vision, I slide down the wall in a collapsed heap. I can’t hold myself up as the reality of what just happened sets in. Someone touches me on the shoulder, and the scream I let out has Granger whipping around, dropping a dazed Jeff from his hold. Looking up, Bob is gazing down at me with worry, before turning his attention to Granger with a nod.

      “I already called the police, so just sit tight, Kat. I heard you scream at the same time as your young man, and knew in my gut something was wrong.” Bob shakes his head in disgust when he looks over at a groaning Jeff on the floor. “You did good, my boy. I’m going to wait right over here until the cops come so this slimeball doesn’t go anywhere. Maybe get her out of here and wait in the arena for now,” Bob gently whispers to Granger, and goes to stand over Jeff with his arms crossed as he stares down at him with a hard glare.

      Two strong arms wrap around me and carefully lift me off the floor like I’m made of glass. With my nose pressed into a soft t-shirt that smells of fabric softener and Granger, my body melts against him as I realize I’m safe.

      “I got you, Kat, and I’m not letting go ever fucking again,” he whispers into my temple, and tightens his arms around me as each of my tears splash against his neck.

      He cradles me as sobs rack my body and holds my hand with a reassuring grip that says he’s not going anywhere when the cops show up.

      He doesn’t once let go or glance away from me, even when the cops ask him questions about what happened tonight. Bob tells the same story about what transpired, and I feel relieved that we had someone else to witness what happened. I don’t want to be that girl who walks around campus being told I’m a liar for being sexually assaulted without anyone seeing, or Granger being kicked off the team for getting into a fight. The moment we’re cleared to leave, after Jeff is hauled out in handcuffs and our statements taken, Granger simply picks me up and takes us home without another word.

      The reality of what happened soaks in, and I’m just glad Granger is here to hold me as I’m torn apart inside because I know this man… He’ll put me back together, just like he did before.
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      What happened tonight was the scariest moment in my life. Her scream is still echoing in my head, and the urge to hold her in my arms forever is strong. We weren’t even through the front door before she was tearing at her clothes frantically.

      “Granger, help me. I need out of these clothes. Help me,” she gasps, her breathing harsh as she tugs at her shirt with desperate movements.

      I help her strip in the foyer as soon as I set her down, letting her know I’m here for whatever she needs, that she’s not alone. Standing in just her underwear, I scoop her up into my arms again and carry her to the bathroom to place her under the hot water in the shower. She looks so lost as she glances up at me with wide blue eyes, water dripping down her face. She leans towards me the moment I step forward, and I close my eyes with my forehead against hers, breathing in her hot caramel scent.

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to be just outside the shower door. Take your time.” Placing a tender, lingering kiss on her temple as I pull away, she stands frozen under the water, just watching me with lost eyes.

      Not bothering to close the glass door, I slide down to the cold tile floor with my back facing her as I lean against the glass wall. I’d give anything to hold her in my arms right now, but I’m not sure my touch would be wanted now that everything is coming back at once for her. The only thing I can hear is the water hitting the floor and her slowly starting to move under the spray as the shower steam makes my clothes stick to my body.

      “Talk to me, Princess.” I’m desperate to hear her say anything, to let me know she’s going to be okay.

      “I thought it was you. I was skating and saw a silhouette of a man that I assumed was you. In my head, I thought fate brought you to me, because I was thinking about you the whole time we were apart. We always seem to be in the same place at the same time, like destiny.” She takes a deep breath, her voice shaking. It’s killing me inside to not hold her. “Granger, I’m sorry,” she sobs out, and at that point, I say fuck it. She needs me.

      I’m under the shower spray in seconds, not caring how wet my clothes get as I gently pull her into my arms and swear she’ll never leave them again. She grasps my shirt into her fist and buries her head into my chest as her body shakes with sobs. Placing my cheek against the top of her head, I simply hold her to my body until her sobs turn into hiccups.

      “Princess, you have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the fuck up, I should have ran after you instead of standing there, watching you disappear out of my life in seconds. I’ve held myself back because I was scared, and not everything is as it seems,” I choke out in a deep, raspy voice, my emotions swallowing me whole. This is the moment where it’s all going to come out, and I’m terrified inside for us, for where it’s going to lead us.

      “I’ve been burned so many times that I guess in my head, I wanted what Victoria said to be true, because if not, it means you're the guy that I’ve been searching for, and I’m scared of losing you,” she mumbles into my chest, then she tips her head back to look at me with crystal blue eyes framed by long lashes, tears clinging to them. “I trust you, Granger. I have all along. It's the fear that made me run, but no more running for me.”

      “Kat, I want you to know the whole truth, but fuck if the thought of you never being in my arms again doesn’t scare me. What happened tonight… I should’ve been there right from the beginning, and all that wouldn’t have happened. If I only wouldn’t have thought the worst when I saw you get into the car with that guy. I don’t even fucking care who he is, I trust you completely. I’m sorry, Princess, for letting you down.” My eyes water, burning with the pain I’ve caused us both, and I close them when she reaches up to place her hand against my cheek, running her thumb back and forth over my cheekbone.

      “You're a good guy, Granger, and if I can’t see that, then I don’t deserve you. I was told once you find someone worth loving, to never let them go.” My eyes snap open to see she’s staring at me with a small smile, her bottom lip trembling.

      “I fucking love you, Princess. I started loving you the moment you glided onto my ice with that wild pink hair and called me out for being an asshole.” I hold my breath, my heart pounding like waves crashing against the sea wall during a hurricane as she stands on her toes and grazes her soft plump lips against mine.

      “Captain, I love you too,” she says quietly, her raspy voice bouncing off the tile walls. Her eyes flutter shut just as she closes the distance between us with a kiss that I feel down to my bones, erupting my world with thousands of stars bursting with each glide of her lips on mine.

      Eventually, we break apart for air as we pant for breath, our foreheads resting against each other’s, never once glancing away. The water starts to run cold, and she vibrates along my body once the chills set in, so I lean around her to shut the water off, only the sound of our breathing filling the quiet space.

      “Can you lie with me tonight? Just hold me? I need to feel just your hands on my body. Only ever you,” she whispers as I wrap a fluffy towel around her. I strip out of my own clothes before pulling her close again to absorb my warmth.

      “I’ll never let you go, Princess, I fucking promise.” The promise carries in my voice, my meaning in every word. I bring her into the bedroom where I pull her in close to cuddle her body along mine as she lays her head on my pillow, facing me.

      I play with her wild hair, staring into those blue eyes I love so much before she starts to fall asleep on my chest. My mind plays back everything that’s happened tonight as I watch her sleep, her face relaxing, and I’m just fucking lucky she’s in my arms.

      I’ve never been that mad before tonight, but it was like tunnel vision—the only thing on my mind was to tear Jeff to pieces for touching my Princess. I barely had control over the desire to cause Jeff unbelievable excruciating pain with my fist, but the thought of my girl being by herself held me over. I got my hits in before the cops showed, and knowing that he’s behind bars puts me somewhat at ease, but I’m worried about Kat. She’s been through so damn much, and I just wanted her to find happiness, even if that meant at the time that I wasn't part of it. But she said she loves me, and I’m going to prove to her that I’m worthy of that love.

      “Night, Princess. I’m here,” I whisper against her temple before my eyes start to drift closed.
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      “Yeah, Coach, everything is fine over here. She’s doing okay right now, andI’m watching over her. Thanks for calling to let us know. Okay, good. I’ll see you tomorrow to go over everything that happened, and if something comes up before then, I’ll let you know. Bye.” I tried to be as quiet as I could as I talked to Coach, before hanging up and walking back into my room to find she’s awake and sitting up in bed, waiting for me.

      Her hair is a crazy, bedhead mess around her head, just the way I like it, and her eyes are clearer, the sun coming through the windows turning them into a shining crystal blue. She smiles, her pink lips curling up at the corners, making it easier for me to breathe at seeing her smile. She scrambles to her knees and crawls to the end of the bed the moment she sees the cup of coffee in my hand before I hand the mug over.

      “That was Coach, he wanted to check up on you and to let us know that Jeff has been kicked off the team for good and is behind bars in the county jail. I’ll have to give my parents a call to help.” I blow out a breath, running my hand through my hair before going to sit by her side on the bed, as she places the cup on the nightstand. “I feel like all of this is my fault. I should have chased after you and kept trying to talk to you.”

      “I’m not blaming you for coming to conclusions when you saw me get into Donald’s car, because I did the same with Victoria. Donald is the man my father wants me to marry to merge his company together with theirs. He told me he had information on my father and mother, so I got in the car for all of a few minutes. Mary and Beast were my backup, and they met me outside the library to make sure he didn’t try anything. I was going to tell you everything after your game, since I didn’t want you to get distracted. As for your parents, they found out some information on my family as a thank you for opening their eyes,” she says, glancing up into my eyes and showing so much trust in me with just a single look. “I’m going to be okay, Captain. How could I not be with you right here? You’ve healed me in ways I didn’t know were broken when you showed me it’s okay to love. I can take it, place your trust in me.”

      Looking down at my hands, I’m not sure where to begin. It still scares me to tell her, but I know without a doubt that she’s not going to run.

      “Victoria did lie, but not about everything.” Her hand grasps mine with a reassuring grip, and it helps me gather the courage I need. “There was a baby. A baby I was told was mine, but it wasn’t. I didn’t know that, even after she told me she got an abortion.” My throat feels like it’s closing in on itself, and old pain nestles into my chest. That moment…I thought I was going to be a dad, and then it was gone.

      “Jeff…” She trails off with a horrified expression before anger takes place. “It was Jeff’s baby. She told you that it was yours, and then did that to the baby? Oh God, Granger.” She tightens her hold on my hand, and I look away to blink back the tears filling my eyes before glancing back at her to see tears trailing down her cheeks.

      It’s not out of pity that she’s crying, it’s for my own pain, and she’s still not running away from me. That realization is like a flood gate opening and everything spills out.

      “I think she knew I was going to end things with her, and she grasped at anything to hold onto me, even with the lies surrounding her and her indiscretion. She couldn’t keep up with her own lies, they mixed together until you couldn’t believe a word she said. I didn’t know until after the baby was gone that it never was mine. Beast told me about her and Jeff. Everyone knew, Kat, everyone but me. I wasn’t ready to be a dad, but I was going to step up and be a father to that baby no matter what. Jeff told her to get rid of the baby when word got around she was pregnant, and she did it without hesitating. I think she knew it was only a matter of time before I found out. I wouldn’t have wanted that for a baby though. I don’t know what I would have done, but anything but that. I think the most painful part in this is I thought I lost the baby just when the idea of being a dad was beginning to form.” My chest expands on an inhale as old scars cut deep, and she leans forwards to cup my cheek.

      “They’re the messed up ones for going behind your back. I wish you would have told me before, but I understand. After years of living with my father…all I knew was to bottle things up and trust no one. I’m here for you, always. You're not alone Granger,” she declares and cuddles into my side, showing she can carry a piece of my past with her and still be standing here, bearing the pain with me.

      Getting it out, talking to her about the loss, lies, and everything else makes me feel relieved, like a weight has been lifted off my chest.

      “I love you. I’m sorry for everything, for every fuck up that separated us. No more secrets, Princess. We share everything from now on, and I’ll try not to be a grumpy asshole again. My heart is literally yours,” I grumble, smiling into her neck when I finally hear her laugh again.

      “I love your grumpy ass, Granger. I don’t want you to change,” she says before pulling away and handing me my phone. “I would call your parents and let them know everything that happened last night, but first, we need to make one stop with them at my father’s.”

      “Kat,” I say seriously, holding her gaze as I skim my thumb over her lips, “what can I do to help? Last night… What do you need?” My voice comes out gruffly, wanting her to know I’ll do anything for her to help her heal.

      “Never stop touching me. Tell me you love me everyday, and hold me always,” she whispers in a soft voice, her eyes flashing with pain. I pull her close by the back of the neck to kiss her lips so fucking gently, we’re hardly touching but she can still feel me.

      “I can do that. But first, I feed my woman… I made blueberry muffins the other night when I couldn’t sleep.” I pull away from her and laugh deeply when I see her eyes widen and her mouth drop open in shock at me baking shit by myself.

      Suddenly, I pick her up behind her thighs, enjoying her surprised squeal, and she wraps her long legs around my waist with a squeeze. She curls her arms around the back of my neck, playing with my hair with a pleased hum under her breath. It’s contentment.

      “You made muffins? Blueberry?” I don’t know why that surprises her, but it does. I bet she’s almost afraid to eat them, because of how her birthday cupcake turned out. Still, we ate that cupcake together in bed on her birthday and she said it was the best day of her life, so my baking is the shit.

      “I missed you, and it reminded me of you.” I shrug, almost dislodging her before smacking a playful spanking on her squeezable ass as I carry her into the kitchen, loving the sound of her laugh.

      At this moment, I know everything’s going to be okay. Not all can be forgotten, but I have a woman who will stick by my side through thick and thin, and remind me that I’m loved with just a simple thing like a kiss and calling me a grumpy asshole. That’s true love right there.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

        

    

    







            Kat

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hours later, with Granger by my side and his parents behind us on the front steps of my father’s townhouse, I ring the doorbell with my hand steady for once. Granger’s parents were willing to help without hesitation and brought a team of other lawyers and movers to help the process. They aren’t bad people by all means. I think they just needed that small push in the right direction, to show them that they have a son who loves them and he needs that same type of love in return. I’m just lucky to have them all here with me, being the anchor I need to get this done. It’s sad and yet relieving to be doing this. So many years of pain could have been avoided if I only knew then of everything my mom left me, but I think this has made me who I am today.

      My father answers the door in his business suit, well put together on the outside, but with a small hint of alcohol lingering on his breath and a monster hiding inside. His lips start to curl into a sneer at the sight of me before he drags his red bloodshot eyes over to Granger’s parents, who are holding the will and testament.

      “Kathleen, what is the meaning of this? You don’t have to ring the doorbell to your own home. Please, everyone, come in,” he says with a tight smile, feigning politeness in front of the audience, but his gaze twitches over to me with a look that says I’ll pay for this.

      “You’re absolutely right, Father. I don’t have to ring the bell of the house I own, but I’m glad I have your attention.” I turn to Diana, and she hands over the paperwork with a small nod, a sign of reassurance that they’re going to help me every step of the way. “I could never understand why you wanted me under lock and key when I was a burden, a child you never wanted, but it’s all clear now.” I give the copy to my father, and he snatches it out of my hand and reads it over, turning paler by the second before crumbling it in his fist.

      I step aside and let Mr. Wilder walk through the front door with movers carrying empty boxes as they spread out through the house. He starts directing them to pack everything up and disappears somewhere in the house to make sure it’s all being taken care of.

      “You can’t do this! This is my home, my stuff!” my father yells in outrage, turning an ugly shade of purple and swinging his gaze to me.

      Granger steps forward with clear intent that he’ll do whatever it takes to protect me, and I watch my father gulp with fear while glancing around with wide frantic eyes as it all comes crashing down for him.

      “Oh yes, she can. You see, Mr. Whitmore, I did some digging into your wife’s will and  testament. You’ve been hiding a lot from your daughter, like the fact that she’s the sole heir of the company you claim is yours, and the money from your wife’s family that should have been passed down to Kat the moment she turned eighteen,” Diana says with authority, and I can see why she’s a respected lawyer—she means business.

      “She has an inheritance, I’ve hidden nothing. She belongs home with me, and all she needs is here,” he replies desperately grasping at straws now.

      “I never wanted anything but for you to love me. All of this is getting donated to a good cause, some sold to the cancer society, and I’m taking only the things of Mom’s that matter to me. As for the business, you’ll be happy to know I’m striking a deal with Donald. I’m selling the company,” I tell my father, looking him in the eye and I realize that he’s not as big as I used to think. He’s no longer someone to hold power over me. He’s just an old man who only cares about himself, and I thank God that I had my mom while I did so I’m nothing like him.

      “You can’t do this! I’ll have nothing!” he shouts again, taking a swaying step forward, his bloodshot eyes filled with so much anger.

      “I can and I will. You see, I’m nothing like you, so I’m going to give you a small stipend. I hope you can make it last. This will be the last time you’ll ever see me. I hope one day you’ll wake up and realize you had someone in front of you all along who tried to love you, even when you were a monster.” My voice comes out strong and unshaking before I turn around, tugging on Granger’s hand that’s gripped tightly in mine. It’s time to get the hell out of here.

      “You're nothing without me, Kathleen! I’m your last family member! No one will ever love you! That money should’ve been mine!” Those are my father’s last words to me, yelled full of resentment towards me, but I don’t look back. I’m moving on and putting myself back together day by day.

      “Mr. Whitmore, I would suggest you stop right there before I call the authorities. Everything could be a lot worse if your daughter decided to press charges for breaking the law and stealing money that was rightfully hers. I’m tempted to throw your sorry ass in jail now for being a shit father,” Mr. Wilder suddenly announces, and I’m glad they can handle it from here.

      I don’t want to look back, to see the old pain pulling me in. Instead, I want to keep moving, letting my legs carry me and start living from this moment forward. I’ll never forget the past, but I can change how my future looks. Right now, it’s looking pretty perfect with this brooding, grumpy, lovable, hockey jock by my side.

      Granger tugs me into his body, his arm over my shoulder, and places a long, lasting kiss on my temple as we stroll down the sidewalk. I snuggle deeper into him, seeking his warmth against the chilly February morning, and send a quick text to Mary to see if they want to join us for breakfast. I know Beast is probably, most definitely, with her, and they’re most likely still in bed because they were separated just like Granger and I. I’m hoping one day my best friend wakes up and sees she can be tied down and still have her freedom with Beast. She hasn’t responded, so I’m guessing she’s still in bed with her Beast. I’m going to have to tell her everything that’s happened eventually, since I only sent her a quick text last night that I wouldn’t be coming back to her dorm. She just knew I was with Granger. It’s going to take me a long time to heal, to feel normal again after everything, but all I need for that is the reminder I’m loved and Granger’s touch.

      “I’m fucking proud of you. You're so strong, Kat. Sometimes I just look at you and realize I’m a lucky man to have you in my life. Being away from you and not having you in my arms was complete torture. I got picked up by the Bruins that day before the game, and the moment I found out about it, I wanted to celebrate with you. But when we were apart, nothing seemed to matter. I couldn’t find happiness because you weren’t there,” Granger says, pausing in the middle of the sidewalk to stare down at me. “That’s how much I love you, Kat. Hockey has been all I’ve ever known and cared about, but the moment my dreams come true…it didn’t matter, because I didn’t have the woman I love.”

      My lip trembles, emotions that never seem to be far away rising to the surface. I wrap my arms around his waist and look up into pale, green eyes that really see me.

      “Princess,” I say with a pout and point at my lips. “Kiss?”

      “Princess?” He bites his bottom lip, his eyes sparkling with laughter.

      “Yeah, I’m your Princess not Kat, Captain. I love you, and you have me,” I tell him, ignoring the city of Boston, the loud traffic jams on the streets, and the snow drifting down around us. Only the here and now matter.

      This is all I need.

      “Princess, I love the fuck out of you.” He gets all growly and yanks me into his hard chest before bending down to kiss me.

      “Let’s go celebrate, Captain. I’m right here,” I mumble against his soft lips with my eyes closed. I don’t ever want him to stop doing this—being here, loving me, and being a grump.

      He groans just as I slide my tongue along his bottom lip, and pulls back with a lopsided smile “I’d really like nothing more than to take you home and make love to you for hours until you're moaning my name. Fuck, let’s skip breakfast with our friends so I can make you feel so fucking good, Princess.” He places his forehead against mine, his minty breath fanning my face and making my stomach flutter with desire.

      “Yes, yes to all of that. Take me home, Granger.”

      He makes good on his promise, making me think of only his touch and never once stopping as he tells me over and over again that he loves me.

      Also, he finally asks me to be his girlfriend…how could I say no? I was his completely, right from the very beginning.
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      “Miss Whitmore is next in five minutes. Miss Kathleen Whitmore, five more minutes until you're on.” A coordinator with a headset comes rushing by and talks to Nadia, while my legs bounce non-stop as I sit here with my head bowed, trying to remain calm as nerves eat me alive. This is it.

      “Kat, you have practiced this routine for the last six months. Go out there, smile, and just skate with your heart. Remember to relax before the jump, and you’ll be heading to the Olympics next. One step closer, and your training for the Olympics starts next week,” Nadia says in her thick Russian accent, handing me a bottle of water to sip as we wait for my competition to finish up on the ice.

      I never thought I’d make it here. It was always just a dream Mom and I would talk about for hours. Not too long ago, it was just for me—skating in the dark, hiding from ever being seen. Now I’m here to skate for an audience.

      The coordinator talks frantically into her headset, then she comes charging back over to me and places her hand over her microphone before speaking.

      “You're on in two minutes, when the lights flash, please step onto the ice. Good luck,” she says in a rush, and then runs over to the next competitor with her clipboard.

      Where is Granger? Oh God, I don’t know if I can do this without him.

      “Princess, get those thoughts out of your head right now. You fucking got this,” he whispers in my ear from behind, and I’m out of my seat in a flash, leaping into his arms.

      “What if I suck? Maybe I’m not ready.” My voice is mumbled into his neck, and he grabs my shoulders to pull me back so he can look me in the eye, sheer confidence in his gaze.

      “You're ready, and I think you’ve been ready for a long time. It’s time, Princess. I can’t tell you to get off my ice, because this time, it’s yours.” His deep voice is for my ears only and never ceases to cause me to shiver with desire. He smirks when he notices my skin break out in goosebumps under the sheer sleeves of my skating outfit, and I melt on the spot, feeling calm as he centers me with just one look.

      It’s then I realize he’s still wearing some of his gear from training camp, his hair slightly wet from his shower but slicked back and highlighting his sharp features. He did promise to be here no matter what, and he must have left training in a rush to make it on time.

      God, I love this man.

      Looking behind him at the hushed whispers, I see half of the Bruins team has showed up to cheer me on at one of the most important moments in my life. He’s finally found a team that has his back, and even though the guys are rough, rugged hockey players, they’ve become family over the months. Granger’s been training on his own for months now before the start of the season, and I swear his muscles have muscles now. It never fails to get my body heated when he flexes for me.

      “It’s time, Kat. Go skate your fucking heart out and for the love of… Skate because you love to. I love you, Princess.” He pulls me into his arms and grabs my hand into his, placing it right over his heart, thudding in a sturdy beat that stills everything inside me.

      The lights start flashing, my cue to get on the ice before my song starts. Stepping back, I flash him a smile and slowly let go of his hand until only our fingertips are touching. I’m standing at the edge of the boards, my blades inches from touching the ice, but I have one more thing to say to him.

      Looking at him surrounded by his teammates with his arms crossed and that cocky smile I love, it reminds me of the first time I met him, how everything has come together, like it was fate. He was supposed to be on the ice that day, pushing my buttons until my guard dropped to push right back. I’m not the girl who’s afraid anymore. I’ve learned to love without the fear of everyone leaving me. I chased Granger and held on tight, and we’re healing together everyday.

      “I love you, Granger. Thanks for pushing me back, bringing my guard down and chasing after me always. We’ve overcome everything that was thrown our way, so I picked this song for us,” I tell him in a raspy voice full of emotion, blowing him a kiss and giggling when he pretends to catch it. He places my kiss against his chest with a lopsided smile as his teammates pound him on the back and razz him for being cheesy.

      I glance at Nadia, and she gives me a single nod that tells me to get out there. With a deep breath, I focus on my blades touching the ice. Every moment comes down to this, there is no turning back. I’m ready.

      The subtle sound of the crowd dissipates as they quiet in concert with the dimming lights, watching me take my first skate for nationals. I imagine the crowd holding their breath as I make my way over to center ice. The sound of my blades carving the ice echoes through the frosted air, puffs of fog escaping my mouth with each breath. Stopping, I face the judges at their podium with a soft smile and bow my head while I wait for the music to start. I inhale deeply and exhale a fog as the warm air leaves my lungs. My dress reflects off the surface of the ice, the sparkles of blues shining with the stoplight on me and complementing my pink hair. My eyes slowly close just as the opening of “Someone You Loved” starts to play through the speakers. My fingers graze over my racing heart as my thoughts drift to how I used to only skate to connect to Mom. Now I skate for both of us.

      This one’s for you, Mom.

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

      

      Thank you for reading For the Love of Skating!

      It’s been unreal, emotional writing Kat and Granger. On and off for a year until finally, their beautiful story came together. I wanted these two to get their happy ending and oh boy, I sobbed like a baby writing the end. It was like saying goodbye to two of my friends but I’m just glad their happily ever after has happened. Thank you for reading and cheering these two on. Big shout out to my betas for being there and supporting me through this journey. Danielle, Desiree, and Carli… couldn’t have made it this far without you guys. Much love. Meghan has once again worked her magic with edits and I would be lost without her. Of course Ashleigh for kicking my butt and telling me to finish the book. And Kayla, my bestie from far away and future co writer, you're the best for being a great friend and never stopped cheering me on. Thank you so, so, so much!
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      Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/270252770540820/

      Newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/MadelineFayNL

      Facebook like page: https://www.facebook.com/madelinefayauthor/

      Instagram:  http://Instagram.com/Madelinefay_author/
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      About Madeline Fay

      Madeline lives in rural Michigan in a castle with all her fur babies and husband. She loves to read, you’ll find her in her tower with her kindle and cup of tea. She has a few addictions, chocolate is her weakness and anything seventies related. She’s a hippy at heart. She has an evil day job, but at night she watches over her city in the shadows and calls herself batman. Not really but she keeps hoping it might come true one day.  She’s in her bat cave writing and plotting mad, evil genius, stories while sipping some wine.
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