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I let an irresistibly hot stranger pleasure me with my purple toy—and then he ghosted me.

So, imagine my shame when I find out he’s my new boss.

And I’m moving into his guest house… as his son’s nanny!

Okay, just because Atlanta Fire's star center knows how to handle his stick doesn't mean I'm going to let him out of the penalty box.

Sebastian Blue is a walking mistake in a hockey jersey.

Sinful smirk? You bet.

Dedicated single dad? Of course.

Relationship phobic? Just my luck.

But he's eager to become my knight in shining skates…

When I need a fake date for my ex's wedding (the same ex who told me I'm bad in bed), Seb is only too pleased to "prove the SOB wrong”—by teaching me just how good spice can be.

I'm trying not to lose my mind every time he kisses me like I’m his next big score, turning every steamy lesson into something that feels dangerously real.

And for a gal who can't have kids of her own, this family is starting to feel like my home team.

So the question is, when the final buzzer sounds, will I just be another move in his spice play—or something more?
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PLAYERS

Abelman, Anthony: Defense

Adamos, Ulysses: Goalie

Addaway, Bryan: Center

Blue, Sebastian: Center

Books, Jesper: Left Wing

Brown, Griffin: Defense

Clark, Justin: Right Wing

Connor, Kalen: Defense

Dubois, Pierre: Defense

Fournier, Beau: Defense

Grimaldi, Nico: Center

Jacobs, Leo: Defense

Kirkpatrick, Fabian: Left Wing

Lopez, Carter: Right Wing

Maxwell, Cole: Left Wing

Miller, Colton: Right Wing

Moreau, Xavi: Defense

Peters, Jackson: Center

Petroff, Roman: Goalie

Petrov, Alek: Left Wing

Reilly, Simon: Center

Smith, Luke: Right Wing

Sokolov, Viktor: Defense

STAFF

Brava, Naya: Nutritionist

Catarino, Callie: Physician

Cruz, Benjamin: Equipment Manager

Dawson, Aubrey: Massage Therapist

Dobson, Whitney: PR Manager

Edwards, Mathew: Owner

Graham, Michael: Investor

Long, Vivi: Social Media Manager

Martin, Zoe: Massage Therapist

McConnell, Casey: Head Coach

Montalban, Esai: Trainer

Boss: Strength Coach

SMOKEY'S

Brent, Annie: Smokey's waitress

Moreau, Gabriel: Smokey's Bar Owner
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Chapter 1



Nelly



With a half-empty margarita in my hand that was missing far too much of its salt, I stared down at my phone and the Instagram post that filled its screen.

A rock sunk into the pit of my stomach.

The bar's low hum faded away as the news sank in. I felt the urge to run, to leave my drink and bolt before Rosie came back with our second round. The feeling gnawed at me, making my legs twitch.

Morris was getting married.

It shouldn’t have bothered me. At least, not in the way that it did. But despite how awful of a person he was, it wasn’t exactly enjoyable to learn that my ex-fiancé was marrying my ex-best friend. It didn’t help close up any of those old wounds that had been taking their damn sweet time to heal. If anything, it tore at a handful of carefully placed stitches.

“Hello? Earth to Nelly.”

Pastel yellow nails waved between my phone and my face, dragging my attention away from the horrors on my screen. Rosie stood at the edge of the booth’s table, one hand on her hip, her dark, dyed red hair hanging over one shoulder as she stared at me with an uncompromising, flat expression.

“I spoke to you like five times. My card’s not working,” she said, her brows creasing as her gaze dropped lower to the image up on my screen. “Who’s that?”

“Doesn’t matter.” I powered off the screen and reached into my purse, searching blindly for my wallet. “What’s wrong with your card?”

“Think the bank put another hold on it. I need to call them, but the bartender already made our drinks and is getting annoyed with me for not paying. I can pay you back.”

I plopped my wallet into her waiting hand. “More late-night ordering from random Japanese sites flag it up again?”

Rosie’s nose scrunched up as her lips pursed together, her fingers closing around the black leather. “You know, when you say it like that, it makes me feel like you think I should be ashamed.”

“There’s only so many times I can feel bad for you being scammed.”

She scoffed and turned on her heel, returning to the bar as she thumbed through my wallet.

The temptation to unlock my phone and look at literally anything other than what I’d seen, purely to take my mind off it as I sat there alone with nothing but my thoughts, was maddening — but I’d shut off the screen with the image still up. I’d have to look at it the moment it recognized my face.

Morris was one of those men who wormed their way into your heart when they had no good reason to. He wasn’t a great partner, he wasn’t some walking, talking god that made every woman stop and stare, he wasn’t some prince charming that had swooped in at the right place and right time to whisk me off my feet. But he was someone I’d given five years of my life to, from the moment we met my freshman year of college until days after my twenty-third birthday. He was someone I grew with, someone I learned with, and in the two years that had passed since we’d broken off our engagement, I’d had to repair myself brick by brick.

And Ruby’s engagement to him felt like someone had just slammed a giant wrecking ball against all the hard work I’d done.

“You can’t be that sour about me using your card. I said I’d pay you back,” Rosie said, her words breaking through the building storm in my head. She hoisted herself back into the raised booth after setting my second margarita in front of me, her fingers wrapped tight around a Long Island iced tea. She plopped my wallet back onto the table between us, the leather sticking to the epoxy atop the myriad of different printed images of newspapers.

“It’s fine.”

She rolled her eyes and placed her hand over my phone instead, dragging it back to her with a squeaking sound as my phone case rubbed against the tabletop. Across the bar, a group of men erupted into a fit of cheers, and the large screen played a slow-motion replay of someone scoring a touchdown from a million different angles. It snagged my attention just long enough for her to swipe open my phone and type in my password.

“Rosie…”

“Jesus,” she breathed, the sound barely cutting through the noise of Smokey’s Bar. The light of my phone screen lit her face and reflected off her red curls, and all I could manage was a sigh. “Why didn’t you say that Morris was engaged?”

“Because I’m still processing it.”

“Wait, is that…” With her thumb and index finger on the screen, she spread them, zooming in. “Oh my God, that’s Ruby, right?”

I nodded. Rosie had met both of them briefly before I’d called everything off — I’d only just started working for her in the last few months of our relationship, and since then, we’d grown increasingly close. She knew pretty much everything about me and Morris and what had gone down. She’d helped me pick up the pieces when I was still just a fresh face at her nannying business.

“Do you want me to kneecap him?” Her lips wrapped around her straw innocently as she passed my phone back, blinking as if she hadn’t said something utterly deranged.

“No, but thanks for the offer,” I chuckled half-heartedly. “It just feels a bit like a stab in the chest, you know?”

“Understandable. He’s a fucking asshole.”

“I mean, on one hand, yes,” I sighed. “But on the other, he wanted kids, and I couldn’t give that to him. Is it my fault he didn’t believe me? I wasn’t what he envisioned. We never should have been engaged in the first place.”

Rosie blinked at me as she sucked from her straw, the cocktail slowly disappearing from her glass. “Nell, no.”

“What?”

“You’re defending him again.”

“I’m not.”

She rolled her eyes dramatically, her fluttering fake lashes lowering over her eyes in irritation. “You told him at the start that you couldn’t get pregnant. Correct?”

“Yeah, but…”

“He strung you along for five years, having blind faith every time you brought it up. He pretended he was fine with the idea of you not being able to have children without medical intervention because he didn’t believe you. And the moment he tagged along to one of your gyno appointments, and they asked if you’d be considering IVF after the wedding, he lost his goddamn mind because his fragile view of reality was smashed to pieces.”

The disgust was evident on her face, from how her brows furrowed to the slight curl of her upper lip.

“And instead of being a man and admitting he’d fucked up and didn’t want to pursue things any further, he started sleeping with your best friend. And now he’s marrying her. You have every right to be upset about this.”

I bit back the urge to down the entirety of my margarita in one gulp. I’d been trying not to remind myself of every little detail, but here we were. I settled for licking the salt off the rim and downing half, trying my absolute best to appear fine.

But I wasn’t fine. It felt like a hurricane was brewing inside of my chest.

“If anything, Rosie, it all just makes me feel inadequate.”

————

Rosie had insisted on celebrating instead of wallowing. She’d also insisted on starting a tab so she wouldn’t have to keep feeling bad about taking my card every time she got us drinks.

But that meant that when her Uber arrived earlier than expected, and she had to run, I was left to wander up to the bar tipsy and alone to settle the tab.

It was fine. I was fine. The alcohol and the chats and the shit-talking had calmed me down enough, but there was still a part of me that feared going back to my apartment alone and the weight of it all crashing down on me, submerging me, drowning me.

“I just need to settle my tab. Table…uh…” I turned to glance behind me, hopeful I could see the little number embossed on the edge of the table, but my eyes were tired, and my contacts were starting to scratch, and the moment I thought I had a clear enough view, a waitress covered it with her body as she started cleaning it down.

“Eighteen,” the bartender said, dragging my attention back to him as he absentmindedly polished a glass. “You’re the only one who started a tab this evening.”

“Oh.”

“Tuesday nights aren’t exactly popular for long stays.” The cash register popped open and he plucked my card from one of the slots, handing it back across the counter.

I tried not to let his words rub me the wrong way — it wasn’t my fault that Rosie and I mostly worked weekends lately. Weekdays were our best days to go out. “Your total is eighty dollars and twenty-seven cents.”

The bar stool creaked beside me, and a second later, as I slid my card into the reader, an unfamiliar voice filled the space from my right.

“Weak tab.”

I chuckled and typed my pin behind the shield of my hand. “Yeah, well, there were only two of…”

Oh my God.

I hadn’t even noticed him sitting there when I walked up, but the timbre of his voice, low and smooth with a touch of humor, had intrigued me enough to turn the moment my card slipped from the machine — and I swear, I knew how to breathe, but it was like my body somehow forgot.

He leaned forward on the bartop, one hand casually holding up a short glass of something amber, looking entirely too comfortable in his own skin. Brown waves of hair fell around his temples effortlessly but somehow deliberately, like he’d taken the time to style it in that way that looked the right amount of messy, framing a face that could have been carved by Michelangelo himself — sharp and angular jaw, high cheekbones, and those fucking lips curved up in a slight, knowing grin. But it was his eyes that roped me in, held me like a vice grip for half of a second too long, their warm, blue depths catching the dim light of Smokey’s just enough to make them glisten.

The rest of him was somehow just as demanding. Broad shoulders with built arms that strained at the leather of his jacket, the faintest outline of muscles beneath his white tee, the way… Christ, the way his jeans hugged his thighs and told me they could probably break a watermelon between them like I’d see that guy online do. He looked like he could hold his own without even trying, without even lifting a fucking pinky.

“You good? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he laughed. Shit, even that sound was pretty.

Oh my god, Nelly, stop staring, stop staring, stop⁠—

“Yes, sorry, I, uh, I think I left my oven on at home,” I blurted, grabbing my purse from the bartop and frantically searching the inside for my wallet. I just needed to put my card away, check where my Uber was, and get the hell out of there before I did something absolutely absurd like stay and try to talk to this man. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

Apparently, the death grip I thought I had on my bag wasn’t nearly tight enough, and the dark brown leather satchel tumbled to the ground, knocking the flap open and spilling the contents.

All of the contents.

My wallet, my keys, my stupid handfuls of change, my business cards.

When I was seven, back when the world was easy, and I was still full of questions, my mom and I played soccer with these little makeshift cones as a goal in our front yard. She always wanted to be the goalie since I had so much more energy. I remembered a day in the middle of the Georgia summer heat, the weather so humid it made my hair start to curl. It felt like I was breathing in water at the bottom of a pool. I had kicked the ball a little too hard, and it bounced straight out of the storm drain and into the road. I’d run for it despite Mom’s shouts not to, and the moment I’d grabbed the ball, I came to the horrifying realization that a truck about four times my size was barreling straight toward me.

And I froze.

The truck had gone around me in the end, but Mom had spent the next few days talking non-stop on the phone to her friends about how her daughter hadn’t ended up with the fight response or the flight response.

No, I got the freeze response, and I’d never been able to kick it. And right there, in the middle of the emptying bar with one of the most attractive men I’d ever spoken to in my life staring at me, I froze as I stared down at the curved, deep purple silicone with fucking air pulse technology. It made me want to throw myself off of the Jackson Street bridge onto the solid, hot tarmac beneath it. It made me wish that the truck hadn’t swerved when I was seven.

The damn thing had the audacity to gurgle violently from the lack of suction. Something must have pressed against the power button as it tumbled out.

Every millisecond that passed felt like an hour felt like the world had tilted on its axis and I was slipping into frigid waters like the passengers on the Titanic. I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, could only feel my cheeks heat and heat and heat⁠—

A set of strong fingers wrapped around the silicone and held the top button to shut it off, and I wanted to fucking die.

It didn’t even have a power symbol. I couldn’t let my brain run wild with what that meant, with the idea that he’d held one before, used it, knew it well enough to know the buttons…

Jesus, I was hitting new lows tonight after the Morris bullshit.

“I-I’m…”

Trying to get words out was fucking pointless, but as I squatted down to take it from his hands, he was already down beside me, already shoving it into the opening of my purse. “It’s fine,” he said, but there was a lilt to his voice, an air of amusement that sent a shiver down my spine.

He started grabbing the rest of my things before I could stop him. “I’ve, uh, I’ve got hand sanitizer in here somewhere⁠—”

He laughed, his nose crinkling as I forced myself to look at his face. “Well, I mean, if it was used recently, then yes, please.”

“It…it was clean,” I choked, my hand absentmindedly searching for the little container at the bottom of my bag as he held my wallet with an absurd amount of patience. With one knee on the ground and the other bent, his jeans strained, and I had to force myself not to let my eyes drift. “I haven’t, uh, used it…recently…”

The Jackson Street bridge was on my way home. I could so, so easily convince my Uber driver to let me off there and let me end it all.

He sucked his teeth for a moment and deposited my wallet back into my back, holding out an empty palm for a dollop of Purell. But it was the words he spoke and the way his lips tilted up at one side that made every hair on my body stand on end, made my pulse skyrocket, and made the cogs in my brain come to a screeching halt.

“Maybe we should fix that.”


Chapter 2



Sebastian



Well, I couldn’t take that back now.

I wasn’t sure what it was about the woman who was on her knees before me on the sticky wooden floor of Smokey’s Bar on a Tuesday night. I was four beers deep, sure, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t handle my alcohol and needed to call it. I was barely on the border of tipsy.

Maybe it was the way she’d clearly been rattled when her eyes hit me — I hadn’t quite clocked if that was just from my physique or if she recognized me. Maybe it was the clear panic and the way her cheeks darkened against her tanned skin, hiding the smattering of freckles across her nose. Maybe it was the fact that she fit my type to a T, with rich brown hair and streaks of blonde running through it, with her not-quite-green and not-quite-brown eyes that seemed to soak up the light and reflect it back at me.

Or maybe I was just exceptionally needy tonight because none of my teammates had wanted to join me for a drink and I wanted to make the most of my free night off while my son, Matty, was being taken care of by my sister.

“You…you can’t be serious,” she said, nervous laughter making the words bounce as they fell from her lips. Slowly, she lifted herself from the floor, her loose-fitting jeans and black tee slipping across her body and back into place, and for just a second, I wanted to put my hand on her shoulder and push her back down.

Somehow, I resisted my base instincts.

“That’s, uh, certainly the most forward offer I’ve ever received,” she chuckled, her lower lip slipping between her teeth as I rose to my full height beside her. She barely reached my shoulders. “But my Uber will be here any second.”

“Stay,” I insisted. I leaned back on the bartop, patting the stool I’d been sitting on with my palm. “At least let me buy you a drink since you bought so many for your friend.”

Her lips parted on a hitched breath as she looked between my hand and the door, her phone clutched between her fingers. “I’ll have to pay a fee if I cancel my Uber…”

“I’ll pay it.” Am I really stooping that low for some company? “And I’ll pay for the replacement one later.”

Her plump, rosy lips rolled between her teeth as she tried to stifle a laugh. “Okay, now you really can’t be serious.”

I held her gaze as she flicked her eyes to mine. Hazel. That’s what that color’s called. “I’ll send it on PayPigeon right now.”

The first knuckle of her forefinger rubbed against the tip of her nose, making it bounce back and forth as she eyed me warily. “You’d need my number for that.”

I fought the muscles in my face, trying to keep my lips from turning up. “Did you think I wouldn’t ask you for it regardless?”

The shade of her cheeks only deepened.

She hesitated for a moment, mulling the options over in statuesque silence amongst the dull sounds of the bar, but then her thumb was moving, hitting the Cancel Ride button on her screen. A second later, she hoisted herself up onto the barstool beside where I stood.

Her initial reluctance told me everything I needed to know: she didn’t know who I was, and she wasn’t throwing herself at me like the puck bunnies, or flames, as we liked to call them. And God, that made her so much more likable.

“What do you like?”

Her lips popped open again, her eyes going wide. “Uh… I mean, that’s, wow, right to the point.”

“Right to the point?” I asked, taking a sip from my glass and raising a brow.

She tucked her hair behind her ears and avoided my gaze, those freckles becoming harder and harder to see as her face heated further. “Confidence, I guess, and external stimulation…”

I snorted hard enough that I could feel the burn of my whiskey in the back of my nose. “I was asking about drinks. So that I can order you one.”

“Oh my God.” Her elbows came down on the bar, her face slumping into her waiting hands.

I tried to bite back the rising laughter in my throat, but I succumbed, something between a chuckle and a cackle escaping as I pushed my glass on the bartop toward her elbow. “It’s fine. It was cute.”

She shook her head, her forearms moving side to side, and when she finally lifted her face just an inch from her hands and peeked at me through her lashes, her lipstick had smudged across her cheek from her palms. “No, it’s insane.”

“It really isn’t,” I laughed. With the buzz of alcohol lowering my inhibitions, I slipped my hand between hers and her face, cupping the soft line of her chin with my thumb and fingers. Her breath hitched when I turned her head to look up at me. “You’ve got lipstick on your face.”

“Like lipstick in a place that it’s not meant to be? Or are you just being observant?”

“A bit of both.” Pushing her hands out of the way, I used my thumb to swipe at the smear while keeping her locked in place. Shit, I made it worse.

She eyed me warily, her brows narrowing as her gaze flicked between my arm and my face. Her pulse thrummed beneath my fingertips, heavy and fast and unsettling, and the way her lips parted just enough to see a hint of her teeth had me imagining all the filthy things I wanted to use her mouth for.

I didn’t even know her name.

“Hold still,” I instructed. Bringing my free hand to my lips, I dropped my tongue, dragging my thumb across it on instinct like I did for Matty when he got food all over his face.

She leaned back, breaking my grasp, and I stilled. “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” she laughed, but her gaze dropped to my lips, hovering. “Do not put your saliva on my face. Who knows what kind of diseases you’re carrying?”

“Don’t act like you weren’t considering options that would involve my saliva in far more nefarious places,” I deadpanned.

She swallowed.

A little mirror appeared almost out of thin air, and after she’d wiped the smudged lipstick from her skin with a precision that held me captive like I was watching the greatest movie ever filmed, she dropped it back where it must have come from — her purse.

I hadn’t stopped thinking of the toy she kept in there.

“I’ve been having margaritas,” she said slowly, finally answering my question from before with the slightest hint of a quiver in her voice. “But I like whiskey, too. I’ll have one of whatever you had.”

————

It took an hour for me to convince her to tell me her name. I’d called her everything in my arsenal until that point — sweetie, darling, cutie, princess, kitten. Hell, I’d even thrown in baby, which wasn’t something I let slip from my tongue easily.

But none of them felt as right between my teeth as Penelope. Or, rather, Nelly for short.

“Come on,” Nelly grinned, pushing back on the bar and making her stool lean back on two legs. “I told you mine. It’s only fair that you tell me yours.”

She’d sipped at two doubles of whiskey, neat, like a fucking champ, over the time we’d been chatting. Somehow, in that time, we’d learned almost nothing useful about each other.

She’d told me her favorite board games as a child and that her parents lived on opposite sides of the country. She told me that she played soccer in high school and talked endlessly for about twenty minutes straight about some of the wildest college drama I’d ever heard from her time at UCF.

I’d told her about the time I broke my shoulder falling off the monkey bars as a child and I told her about the time we’d buried someone else’s cat in our backyard by mistake when I was ten and how we only realized when Otto came walking in two weeks later. I also told her about the teacher I’d had in seventh grade, whose last name was Miss and how confusing it had been for everyone trying to call her Ms. Miss.

And I didn’t talk about hockey once.

“Have you earned it?” I teased, downing the last of my glass and swallowing past the burn.

Her lower lip jutted out in a pout, and God, she was so fucking cute. The two legs of the stool that hovered slammed back into the wooden floor. “How have I not?”

She didn’t flinch when my finger hooked under her chin, and I tilted her defiant little face up to me, but that heat in her cheeks came back with a roaring vengeance when the words slipped past my lips. “You haven’t taken me home, Nelly.”


Chapter 3



Nelly



It was stupid.

Horribly, dangerously, recklessly stupid.

Simply thinking about letting him use my vibrator on me had been the lowest I’d imagined I’d go tonight, but somehow, I’d reached new depths among the pebbles of rock bottom.

Part of me was thankful that I’d only moved into my apartment complex about two months ago. I hadn’t spent enough time there to become friendly with any of my neighbors, so I at least didn’t need to worry that one of them would spot us walking through the lobby on the way to the elevator.

But that also meant that no one would think it was out of place for me if this unnamed man did, in fact, decide to murder me.

How the hell had I let Morris’ upcoming wedding affect me to the extent of bringing a full-on stranger whose name I didn’t even know yet to my apartment? Sure, he’d given me three times the amount we needed for the Uber, but that didn’t make him trustworthy. I’d kick myself for it tomorrow if I survived this.

Shoving the key in the top lock of my door, I turned it, releasing the latch with a click. But I didn’t open the door.

“Surely, I’ve earned your name by now,” I said, shooting him a glare. I kept my hand perfectly still against the wood panel of the door.

His lips quirked upward. “You haven’t let me inside yet.”

“Counterpoint — I’m not letting a stranger into my house even if I’m tipsy.”

He chuckled as he leaned against the door frame. “Oh, come on, Nell. I told you about Otto and Ms. Miss. I’m hardly a stranger.”

A warm, wandering hand gently fell on the side of my waist, and it was as if little electric currents radiated from it, making my hair stand on end and goosebumps break out across my skin. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not opening the door,” I said, but his touch undermined the confidence I was trying to exude, and a choked squeak broke through in the middle. This is insane. You are insane, Nelly.

“I’ll give you a hint. It starts with an S.” His hand felt heavier on my waist as his fingers played with the hem of my shirt, lifting it and slipping just barely beneath the fabric. Skin ghosted across skin, and my breath hitched, betraying me further.

His smirk widened, and he leaned down, bringing that impossibly attractive face far too close to mine before changing course and diverting, his lips hovering against the shell of my ear. His scent enveloped me instantly, invading my nostrils with a scent that could only be described as a forest of cedarwood right by the ocean.

And when he spoke again, the words were raspy, weighted, and so quiet it made his breath fan across my cheek.

“You’d better guess it before I undress you right here in the fucking hallway, Nell. The clock’s ticking.”

Oh my God. The breath I drew in was shaky at best, and while his fingers slipped further beneath my top and skirted the edge of my bra, I hastily threw out a guess. “Sam,” I breathed.

A single finger hooked the elastic just beside the cup. “Incorrect.”

Another, from his other hand, slid under my belt loop. I nearly choked on my saliva as he pulled me impossibly closer. “Spencer?”

“Do I look like a Spencer, Penelope?” he laughed, but it was far too heavy to sound casual. His thumb thrummed against the button of my jeans, playing with the little tabs of fabric and threatening to pop them open.

My heartbeat pounded in the back of my throat. “Simon?”

More digits slipped under the elastic of my bra, hovering just at the edge of my cup, dragging across my skin and sending my blood pooling down below. “You’re so bad at this.”

I swallowed. “Please just tell me.”

“No, I like this game.”

His teeth came down on my earlobe, just gently, and I nearly lost my mind and turned the handle. “Asshole,” I squeaked.

“That doesn’t even start with an S.”

“Steven?”

His fingers worked in tandem. All at once, they moved, grasping the hooks on the back of my bra and popping them open, closing in on the button of my jeans and dislodging it. “You’re running out of common S names.”

The unmistakable sound of the hallway doors opening made my pulse skyrocket. “Please don’t tell me it’s one I’ll never think of.”

“It’s common,” he said.

His lips met my neck. I struggled to keep my breathing under control.

“Your skin is on fire.” Tooth by fucking tooth, he inched my zipper down. “Maybe we should get you out of these clothes to cool you down.”

“Shaun? Seth? Shane? Scott?”

My shirt rose high enough that I was dangerously close to being struck with a public indecency charge, and the moment his palm cupped the underneath of my breast, my hands shot out, gripping the fabric of his shirt — and oh my God, the muscles beneath. Rock hard.

Somewhere behind me, someone’s apartment door opened and closed, and all I could hope was that it didn’t mean another person was entering the hallway and instead meant the coast was clear. “Sawyer? Saul? Sebastion…”

Fingers grasped the flap of my zipper and pulled my hips right up against him as he pushed his pelvis forward and the… fuck, the rigidness beneath his jeans.

“Atta girl,” he rasped, his teeth scraping against the soft spot beneath my ear. I couldn’t breathe. “Now open the fucking door.”

Sebastion.

It fit.

I pushed the handle, and the door swung open, and without a second of hesitation, he walked me backward over the threshold while he lifted my shirt clean off my body. My bra, hanging open and hiding absolutely nothing, dropped to the floor as he kicked the door shut.

There was no time for a formal tour, no time to show him my array of painted plates with the royal family’s faces on them that someone had gifted me four years ago and I’d displayed on my walls as a joke, no time to catch my breath and freshen up, no time to second guess.

Sebastion’s hands were on me. And he was ravenous.

He walked me back against the countertop of my kitchen island just beside the door frame, with one hand hooked on the top of my open jeans and the other snaking around the back of my neck. I hadn’t even had the chance to turn on the lights yet, but I could feel his heavy breathing against my skin as he moved his head lower, hovering around my collarbones.

“Alexa, turn on the kitchen lights,” I croaked.

She did a little hum, and the lights flicked on. The way he looked up at me as his fingers dug in at the base of my skull was fucking sinful.

Half-lidded blue eyes blinked up at me, a hint of mischief dancing in them, and he kept them locked on mine unnervingly while he palmed the waistband of my jeans, pushing them lower.

And lower.

And lower.

How the hell had I gone from fully dressed to wearing nothing but my underwear when he was still wearing all of his clothes?

“I’m not going to fuck you,” he said. My breath stuttered when his hand trailed back up my now bare thigh, hooking on the bottom hemline of my boyshorts. An inkling of disappointment blossomed in my gut — I may not have the most confidence in the bedroom after everything with Morris, but God dammit, I’d been through a dry spell and was hopeful this would end it. “But my offer still stands.”

“Your offer?” I swallowed.

A single finger dug in harder on the back of my neck, urging my head to turn toward the counter beside me — right where I’d left my purse.

Oh, God.

That offer.

“Get it out,” he ordered.

His lashes fluttered shut, and just as I hesitantly moved my hand toward the bag, his mouth closed around the most sensitive part of my breast. Heat blazed in me instantly, spreading like wildfire from that one point of his lips outward, across my chest, down my abdomen, settling between my thighs. His tongue lashed against my nipple over and over, sending that rippling blaze over me again and again.

Goddammit, I wanted him to touch me. Really touch me.

Hands shaking, I fumbled with the flap of my bag until I could flip it open. My fingers wrapped around cool silicone, but I wished they were wrapped around something else instead, something warm and rigid and velvety…

His grasp on me changed in an instant. Suddenly, I was no longer held around the back of my neck, and instead, his fingers were digging into my rear, lifting me up while pulling my boyshorts down with a precision that left me unable to breathe.

My bare ass met the cold linoleum of my countertop, and my jeans that had sat pooled around my ankles fell to the ground along with my slip-on shoes and boyshorts.

This man, Sebastion, had me completely fucking naked.

Almost reluctantly, he detached his mouth and wiped his lips with the back of his hand, taking a small step back. His eyes raked over my body, starting at my heated face and dropping lower, down to my chest, which rose and fell erratically, down to my breasts, my stomach, and the little crease just beneath my rib cage, down to my hips and what lay between them, down to my thighs, my calves, my dangling feet.

“Fuck,” he breathed, so quiet I almost didn’t hear it.

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. Does he not like what he sees? “What?”

“Nothing. I’m just burning this image of you into my brain.” He closed the distance again, his hand wrapping easily around the smallest part of my wrist and lifting it from my bag. “So fucking pretty. But I can guarantee you’ll look even better with this against your clit.”

Sebastian plucked the vibrator from my hand, one finger coming down on the little power button, and it roared to life.

“Tell me, Nelly, are you a long buzz or a pattern kind of girl?”

A loose wave of brown hair fell forward into his eyes as he smirked down at me, his hips slotting themselves between my parted thighs resting on the countertop. “People actually use the pattern settings?”

He shrugged. “I haven’t met one, but someone must if they include it on these things.” His free hand hooked under my chin, tipping my face up toward him and pulling my gaze from the buzzing and gurgling toy in his hand. “Get your thighs on my hips.”

I bit my lip and did as I was told.

“Tell me if I do anything you don’t like. Understand?”

“O-Okay.”

Fingers splayed across one side of my neck as he released my chin, and within a fraction of a second, everything was overwhelming. His hand snuck between our bodies and placed the mouth of the toy exactly where it needed to be, forcing my muscles to contract and pleasure to radiate from the setting he’d picked. More than anything, however, it was the way his head lowered, the way his stupid, perfectly proportioned lips ghosted mine, the way they pressed in as a shaky breath rattled his chest.

He kissed me. God, did he kiss me.

He delved between my lips just in time to catch a gasping moan from my mouth, devouring it and dulling the sound. He tasted like the whiskey we’d been drinking, and through the haze of the pleasure and the alcohol and the chaos of what I was doing by even allowing any of this to happen, all I could do was try to keep up.

Vibrations roared to life against my clit, accompanying the onslaught of air pulse technology, and I had to grip his chest to keep from slumping back against the countertop.

“I was right,” he mumbled against my lips. “You do look better like this.”

“I want to see you.” My words were breathy and lilting, interrupted and languid. “Please.”

He shook his head, his mouth ghosting against mine. “If my clothes come off, I would be doing some truly unspeakable things to you. Taking you. Ruining you. Better to leave them on.”

Every passing second with the vibrator on me made it harder and harder to think straight. “That… sounds perfect.”

“Mmm, but I came here for your pleasure, not mine, Nelly,” he teased, pressing a kiss against my chin. “I do need to be inside of you, though.”

“Yes.” It came out gasped, desperate. “Yes, please, yes.”

His lips tightened and pushed together. “Hold the toy.” I shifted my weight and let go of his chest with one hand, dropping it between us instead. I went to take it from him, and he released it before gripping it again. “Don’t fucking take it off, just use it yourself.”

I blinked. Right. Yeah. That made more sense.

His hand disappeared, leaving my pleasure in my care, and for once, it didn’t feel like enough to send me over the edge. I wanted him to do it. I wanted him to do everything.

But then a sensation rippled through me from my entrance, and before I could put two and two together, his hand fisted the hair at the nape of my neck and tugged down, forcing my chin to raise as he looked down at me.

“What do you like, baby?”

The unmistakable feeling of a finger sliding into me told me he definitely wasn’t talking about drinks this time. My mouth popped open with a gasp, but he kissed it shut, giving me a moment to mull over his words.

“Anything,” I finally managed once he gave me the air to breathe again.

He chuckled deeply and darkly, his eyes twinkling in the low light like they had back at Smokey’s Bar. “You’ll have to be more specific. One finger? Two? Three?”

“As many as you can fit,” I mewled.

His nostrils flared, but he gave me what I wanted — albeit slowly. A second finger slipped in, and slowly, mind-numbingly, he started to thrust them. “Rough? Or gentle?”

My mouth went dry as I tried to pluck up the courage to answer that one. Morris had always looked down on me for what my answer to that question would have been, and the temptation to lie overwhelmed me, begging me to let the wrong word past my teeth to hold on to a shred of dignity. “Gentle,” I lied.

A single brow quirked upward. “You’re lying.”

My head was swimming from the endorphins and pleasure raking over me, but that cut right through. “Excuse me?”

“You tightened around me when I said rough.”

Oh, my God. “Are you using my vagina as a polygraph test?”

His laughter broke the calm, determined mask he had on, but he kissed me again, a genuine grin spreading across his cheeks despite his attempts to hide it. “Yes. So answer me honestly.”

“Rough, then.”

“Thank fuck for that.”

Another finger slid in, and the burn of the stretch that his large hands were causing morphed from pain to pleasure. “Shit,” I gasped, nearly losing my grip on the vibrator as I struggled to stay focused, stay with it. I could already feel myself building, but I didn’t want this to end, I didn’t want him to go. “More.”

The last one slipped inside, and he lost his resolve.

His thrusts turned harder, became more demanding, more intense. They curled up at the tips, and as he pushed me further back with his body crowding over me, the angle changed, hitting exactly where it felt the most electrifying. I couldn’t stop the sounds breaking free from my mouth, couldn’t stop the building pressure in my lower stomach, couldn’t stop the end.

“Fuck, that’s it,” he said to me. His fingers knotted tighter in my hair, pulling hard enough that little pinpricks of pain sprouted across the base of my skull. “You sound so pretty for me. Keep going.”

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so full from something I wasn’t doing to myself, and it was just his fingers that were filling me. My mind spiraled, drunk on the pleasure and tipsy from the drinks, imagining what he hid beneath his jeans and what that would feel like instead. I imagined him fully bare, imagined him on top of me, inside of me, all over me. “Fuck me,” I whimpered. “Please. Please.”

He didn’t answer my plea. Instead, he kissed me again, absorbing my words and sounds and keeping his pace with his fingers.

But I was so close. So, so dangerously close, and I didn’t care that I barely knew him or that Morris said I was fucking shit in bed. My inhibitions were at rock bottom, and I wanted Sebastian to join me there.

“Please…”

“You keep talking, and I’ll put your mouth to good use. Do you understand?” he growled. His teeth sunk into my lower lip, tugging at it as his eyelids fluttered open, his gaze piercing and unwavering. It took every bit of concentration I had to nod. “Good. Now come around my fingers like a good fucking girl or so help me, Nelly, I will paint your ass bright red with my palm.”

The mental image of him bending me over his knees was enough to send me into orbit.

Every part of me broke at once, every muscle seizing and releasing, every breath a gasp — and I fell apart beneath him, twitching and convulsing and barely able to hold the vibrator against me as he thrust his fingers into me over, and over, and over, dragging me through every punishing wave of my orgasm. He drank in the sight of me, watching like a hawk as my chest rose and fell sporadically and my expressions contorted, probably memorizing it all.

But then it ended.

His slick fingers retreated and covered mine, pressing the button on the top that shut the toy off just like he had when he’d picked it up for me. He gave me more space as I slowly returned to Earth, his body retreating just enough that it seemed final, but not too far that I felt alone. But it was the way he looked as though he was reconsidering everything, with his averted gaze and his parted lips and the way he mumbled, “I should probably go.”

“You…you just got here,” I heaved, pushing myself upright and invading his space this time.

“Mmm. You shouldn’t have strangers in your apartment, though, Penelope,” he chuckled half-heartedly, his gaze flicking back to mine. “Didn’t your parents teach you better than that?”

“You’re not a stranger. You’re Sebastian.”

His head tilted to the side. “And you’re Nelly.”

I swallowed through the disappointment as he took a step back, fully removing himself from my vicinity. Is he seriously just going to leave after that? Maybe Morris was right. “At least let me give you my number. I mean, come on. I wasn’t that bad, was I?”

His brows knitted in confusion as he pulled his phone from his pocket with his clean hand. “I don’t know how any girl could have been bad at that in particular, but no, of course you weren’t. I just need to get home,” he said, the words calm and normal but spoken like they were avoiding stepping on eggshells. “What’s your number?”

I rattled off my phone number as he typed it into his phone, but that feeling of inadequacy was back, whether he was covering up his disappointment or not. It stung, but the full ache of it didn’t hit quite as hard in the comedown from what was arguably one of the best orgasms I’d had in my life. Regardless, though, I still found myself trying to cover my breasts and stomach, the sudden shift leaving me self-conscious.

“I’m Nelly Moreno,” I said. “For your, uh, contact information.”

He gave me a soft smile as he slipped his phone back into his pocket. “Sebastian Anthony. Thank you for this. Genuinely. But I have to go.”


Chapter 4



Sebastian



“You’re late.”

I hadn’t even gotten the door shut behind me before Dani’s nagging hit my ears. “Sorry, Sis,” I called, just loud enough that it would travel through the foyer to the living room but hopefully quiet enough not to reach the second floor where my son should have been sleeping. It was nearing one in the morning, and although Dani was pretty laid back about timing, I’d told her I’d be home two hours ago at the latest.

In my defense, I’d gotten considerably distracted with Nelly.

“Don’t you have to be at the rink in, like, seven hours?” She appeared around the doorframe between the foyer and living room, her light green sundress abandoned in favor of pink silk pajamas. Her long, wavy black hair was tied up messily in a bun, and not a speck of makeup covered her pale skin. Guess she was staying over tonight.

“Eight, if I want to be there early,” I said, rolling my eyes at her. Despite being my younger sister, she still liked to boss me around as if she’d had any hand in raising me. It was as if she hadn’t been born two years after me but instead a whole fifteen years before.

She could complain all she wanted, but tonight was my night to blow off steam and recenter. It had been a shame that no one else from the team had wanted to join me, but I couldn’t blame them — I was rusty, off my game, and an all-around irritation to be near as of late. Coach had hoped that if I took a night to myself and forgot about the rest of the world, it would give me the boost I needed to focus. But somehow, after what had happened tonight, the world only felt more turned on its axis.

“Matty go down okay?” I asked, breezing past her and beelining for the kitchen.

“Yeah. Read him a story that he hated, so he made me make one up instead.” She trailed behind me, her nose wrinkling as she stepped around me to block the fridge. “I suck at thinking of that stuff on the spot. No idea how you do it. I told him about some trolls that live under the Jackson Street bridge and paint graffiti when people throw pebbles at them.”

A hoarse little chuckle rumbled at the base of my throat. “I guess that’s one way to answer his nonstop questions about graffiti.” I tried to reach toward the handle of the fridge in the hopes that her body would move, but of course, Dani stayed in place and shoved my hand out of the way. “Can you not stand in front of the fridge? I’m hungry.”

Her arms crossed in front of her chest, and her bright blue eyes narrowed. She’d gotten hers from Mom — bright and summery and as blue as the Gulf Coast’s waters. Mine had come from Dad and were dull and dirt-like at best. “At one in the morning?”

“I ate dinner at seven. I’m allowed a snack, Dani.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek as she stared me down, her weight shifting from foot to foot. “How’s the search for the new nanny going?”

So that’s what this is about. It wasn’t about my late-night snacking or Matty’s grumpiness about going to bed without me, it was about her reluctance to continue watching my son when I needed her to.

In fairness, I understood. My time was significantly absorbed with hockey, and my schedule could be hectic — that’s why, even when I was with Taryn, we had someone on retainer that we could call when we needed someone to look after Matty. I wasn’t even the going-out type. But practices could be inconsistent, and away games and nights spent at the rink weren’t ideal for a five-year-old. For Dani, being that port of call when she had her own life and ambitions and friends wasn’t easy. She’d only just hit thirty.

“I’m trying to work in time to figure it out,” I grumbled. I rested my hand on her shoulder, opening my mouth as if I were about to add something along the lines of a genuine apology, and instead physically moved her to the side so I could get to my goddamn leftover Panda Express.

“Was tonight not an ideal time for that instead of going out drinking?” she teased, her eyes rolling so hard I worried they’d cement to the back of their sockets while she found her new footing beside the fridge. “I can smell it on you.”

I plucked out a Styrofoam container and dislodged the plastic fork from the holes it had created in the bottom. “Coach insisted I take the night off from everything to reset.”

“Still can’t believe you’re struggling that much with basic technique,” she grumbled, her tongue clicking on the last word as she plucked a single piece of orange chicken from my container with her fingers. “What did you call it? A forward over cross?”

I moved my food out of reach and leaned back against the black marble countertop, staring her down in the dim light. “Forward cross over,” I corrected. “I’ve never been great with my edges, but apparently they’re dogshit now.”

“I’m not going to pretend like I understand what that means.”

“You don’t have to.” My words were muffled around a mouthful of cold Chinese food.

She took a deep breath as she tightened the knot of hair on the top of her head. “Look, I know you’re having a rough time, but I’m serious. I can’t keep watching him at a moment’s notice. I love him, and I love taking care of him, but I can’t be your nanny and his aunt and keep my job in check.”

I swallowed down a chunk of chicken that I should have chewed more, coughing slightly past the giant lump as it traveled down my esophagus. “I know,” I said.

Fishing a glass from the cupboard, I filled it with water from the fridge dispenser, cursing my inability to use the ice machine at this hour for fear it would wake Matty. “I’ll talk to some of the guys tomorrow, okay? See if anyone has any recommendations. I’ll figure it out.”

The majority of my time lately had been spent trying not to blame myself for all my shortcomings, whether that was in hockey, my attempts at being a good father, or my relationships with my friends and family. But in truth, as much as I wanted to blame everything on Taryn, plenty of it was my fault. I could be handling things better, practicing harder, using every second of my free time to sort out childcare, eating better.

If I had a full-time nanny, something I’d had brief glimpses of in the short weeks I’d had a handful of them before they inevitably failed at their job and I let them go, I could get to the rink seconds after the Zamboni finished its run and do warm-ups, could get to the gym earlier, could spend more time solving my problems on the ice so I could have less of them off it.

But Taryn had made that hard.

It had only been a few months since our divorce had been finalized, but we’d been separated for two years. The one person I’d ever been happy to share a forever with had decided she needed to go on a journey of self-discovery the same month I’d finally made it out of the American Hockey League and into the NHL instead, and that swiftly turned into her needing her own home, and then her needing to go on vacations to desolate portions of the world to synchronize, and then finally, abandonment and divorce papers.

Apparently, finding herself meant she no longer wanted anything to do with her husband or son.

But a part of me, until a few months ago when I’d received the papers in the mail, had some kind of blind faith that she’d come back after going to monasteries and eating bugs and connecting with the “core of the universe” or whatever she’d called it. I’d been struggling to handle it since that version of my reality came crashing down, and although I still hadn’t figured out a way to tell Matty that would make sense for him, I worried that a part of him knew. He was five, but goddammit, he was smart, and he hadn’t seen his mother in over a year.

And not once had he asked about her since.

“If you’re staying, can you…?”

Dani sighed as she turned on her heel, her feet beginning to carry her to the staircase. “I’ll take him to school in the morning.”

————

“Run it again!”

Coach’s booming voice carried over the ice, reaching all the way to the net I leaned against as I spoke to one of our left-wingers, Fabian. Not everyone on the team had kids, I’d quickly learned in the last few months since I’d been signed to the Atlanta Fire, but Fabian definitely did.

“Can you text me some recommendations after drills?” I asked, popping my mouthguard back in.

“Blue! I said run it again, not run your fucking mouth!”

I turned, watching as Coach stepped onto the ice with his arms crossed, obscuring his grey Atlanta Fire hoodie. I held up a hand in apology, but he skated straight toward me, a hard look of determination on his face as he easily pulled off the one thing I’d been struggling with just to irritate me — a fucking forward cross-over.

“Is there a reason you’re yapping away to Kirkpatrick instead of paying attention, or do you genuinely not care enough this morning to be here?” he snapped.

Coach, or rather, Casey, was one of the more intense coaches I’d played under since I’d gotten my start back at the college level. He cared deeply for every member of the team and had a heart of gold, but my God, on the ice, he was like a dictator. I was used to coaches being hardasses, but Casey was hard on us to the point of frustration sometimes.

I popped my mouthguard back out. “Sorry, Coach,” I sighed. “I’m just trying to work out childcare.”

The hard lines of his face softened slightly, no longer matching the silver tones of his hair. “Last nanny didn’t work out?”

“Not after she tried to steal a Rolex,” I chuckled.

He nodded to himself more than me, pushing a single hand through his hair as his eyes stared off into the stands behind us. “Christ. You have the worst luck with that shit,” he grumbled. “I’ll send you a link to the agency my daughter uses.”

“That would be wildly helpful.”

“Mhm. Just get your fucking act together and focus, Blue, so we can get this drill over with and run your cross-overs,” he snapped, but the words were still soft, his eyes flicking quickly to me before he started to reverse. “We need you focused on the ice when you’re here, so I’ll help. Now get your speed up, Bluesy, or else we’re not going to make it into the playoffs this year.”


Chapter 5



Nelly



The fact that I’d spent the last week imagining Sebastian’s hands on me every time I touched myself was something I would be taking to the grave.

But that hadn’t stopped me from googling him, and finding absolutely nothing.

No one on any of my socials who looked remotely like him had the name Sebastian Anthony in the greater Atlanta area. Part of me wondered if he wasn’t from here and was just passing through, but the other half of me wondered if everything had been a lie or if he was simply not the kind of person to have social media. It wasn’t like he’d given me his number in return so I could text him, which I probably wouldn’t have done out of sheer embarrassment, but the option wasn’t even there.

And he hadn’t followed up with me, either.

I tried not to let that bother me. It was harder said than done after Morris had practically drilled into me that I was terrible in bed, but I tried nonetheless. Thankfully, Rosie had assigned me to a new client — someone who was offering full-time work for once, with somewhere to stay on their property in one of the superbly nice areas of Atlanta. I’d been trying to get my hands on something full-time for months now, and finally, Rosie had been able to snag me something after the last job had fallen through.

All I knew was that it was a single-father situation and that he played hockey professionally for some local team. The child’s name was Matty, and he was five — a perfect age for me. Little enough to still be adorable and chaotic but old enough to tell me what they need and when.

I took the final few sips of my take-out sweet tea before kicking open the door of my red 2005 Chevy Silverado. It was a hand-me-down from my dad that he’d given me on my sixteenth birthday, and by some miracle, I’d managed to keep it alive for almost ten years.

I’d never set foot in the Peach Arena, but there was a first for everything.

I was only ten minutes early, but Rosie had warned me that the dad I was meeting might be late because of practice, so I was content to sit in the stands if they’d let me and wait around. I’d never once watched hockey — I didn’t even know we had a hockey team, considering how hot and muggy it was here.

I walked through the entrance without any hiccups, and no one even turned in my direction. But it was the man standing outside the double doors that were shut behind him, the ones that lead into the ice rink, that gave me pause. He was clearly security from the earpiece on the side of his head and the uniform, but it was the way he glared at me as if I was trouble that had me second-guessing myself. I’d been told to meet him inside, so surely…?

“Uh, hi,” I said, coming to a stop in front of the stern-faced man with blonde hair and a five-o’clock shadow. “Can I go in?”

“Closed practice,” he said.

I opened my mouth but couldn’t find the words I wanted to say fast enough.

“No puck bunnies.”

My cheeks heated instantly, spreading little fires throughout my face. “I’m not—look, I’m here to meet one of the players.”

His expression fell flat, disappointment radiating from him.

“Not like that,” I insisted, pulling my phone from my purse haphazardly. “I have a meeting.”

“You’re press?” he scoffed. “Your organization should have known better. They don’t do interviews during closed practice times. You’ll have to reschedule.”

“No, I’m not press,” I huffed. I pulled up my email from Rosie about the meeting time, looking for anything in it that would give me information about what to do here, but I came up short. Instead, I turned my phone around to show him instead. “Sorry, I’m not trying to cause a problem. I’m just supposed to be speaking to one of the players about nannying for them, and they asked me to meet them inside.”

“What’s your name?”

“Penelope Moreno. Or Nelly.”

He pulled up his walkie-talkie to his mouth, speaking almost too quietly for me to hear. “Can you check if someone named Penelope Moreno, or Nelly, has been added to the list?”

The list? How fucking exclusive is this?

I didn’t hear the reply that fed straight into his earpiece, but his mouth turned into a hard, flat line as he stared at me. “You’re not on the list.”

“Can you just ask them to ask if any of the players are expecting me?” I asked, flashing him the nicest smile I could muster since nothing else seemed to be working. “I’m sorry, I really don’t want to interrupt, but…”

The security guard sighed exasperatedly as he raised his walkie-talkie back to his mouth, his fingers tweaking the line to radio what I could only assume was a different frequency. “Casey, can you ask the guys if any of them invited someone to practice without clearing it first?”

I could hear the words shouted inside those doors, and despite how muffled they were, they were loud enough to make them out.

“Which one of you didn’t clear a visitor again?”

The security guard pressed the button to speak again. “Her name is Nelly…”

I wasn’t sure why he was cut off, but a few seconds later, he moved out of the way, motioning soundlessly for the door.

I took that as my invitation.

I pushed open the heavy door, the temperature inside dropping dramatically from the rest of the Arena. I was coming in at ground level, so although I couldn’t see much of the actual ice, I could see about ten men in helmets zooming across the ice in different directions and one older man in the center with a whistle between his teeth.

“Blue, one more set before you leave the ice,” he barked.

I walked my way to the stands as a handful of guys stepped off the ice, pausing at the gate to pop some kind of rubber on the bottom of the skates before walking across the floor expertly on a single blade. Just the ability to balance on them was insane on its own.

One of the few men still on the ice, covered head to toe in black workout attire and a helmet on his head, spat out his mouth guard. “For fuck’s sake, coach…”

The guy’s blue helmet turned in my direction, and I froze halfway down into a seat.

Even across the ice, the familiarity hit me, knocking the wind from my lungs. Shit. No, no, no, no⁠—

“One more set,” the coach said again. “Ten more laps of forward cross-overs, and you can get off the ice.”

But that blue helmet stayed locked in my direction.

What felt like minutes but was likely only seconds later, Sebastian cursed something under his breath and spun away from me, taking up position on one side of the rink and setting off. His skates crossed over the other, over and over, kicking up shredded ice every time he changed direction. From where I sat, it looked clean, but the man with the whistle kept shouting words I didn’t understand at him as the pit in my stomach sank lower and lower.

I could only hope that whoever I was meeting would approach me before Sebastian got off the ice.

“Your fucking edges, Blue!” the coach yelled. “Lean harder, let the momentum carry you!”

He went around.

And around.

And around.

Over and over, the maneuver looked the same in my eyes, but the coach's shouts became less frequent and less aggressive, so I could only imagine there was some form of improvement.

Over and over, I waited patiently, trying not to look like I was obviously staring at the man on the ice.

Over and over, I told myself that whoever I was meeting was probably just getting changed first and would be back out any second to speak to me.

But by the end of the final lap, Sebastian was taking off his helmet and pulling plastic from his mouth, shooting a glare at the coach who gave him the weakest thumbs-up in history as his player skated toward the exit.

The same exit that was directly in front of me.

“Hello, Nelly,” he huffed, stepping off the ice and putting that same rubber covering on his skates as the rest of the guys. His dark hair was soaked and plastered against his forehead, drops of sweat dripping from his chin. “Guess it’s time to chat.”

I wanted to throw up and climb him like a tree all at the same time.

Chest heaving, he set his… stick against the clear divider between the stands and the rink, one hand grabbing a fistful of the bottom of his black shirt. He lifted it, inch by inch of his abdomen suddenly wildly on display as he raised it to his face and used the fabric to wipe away the downpour of sweat. Everything was out — his abs, his pecs, his nipples, oh my God.

He was built like some kind of Greek god, like Achilles himself.

“Cat got your tongue?” he asked, but the playfulness I’d seen on his face last week was gone, hidden behind a mask of irritation.

“No, I just…”

“Did you stalk your way into getting this gig?” he laughed, but it sounded angry, as if he was disappointed and frustrated with me, even though I’d done nothing other than show up to a meeting that was requested of me. As if he wasn’t the one who had taken my number and never followed up. As if he wasn’t, apparently, the reason I was here.

The realization that he was the single dad in question was starting to click in my head, and nausea climbed my throat. “What? No. Of course not.”

“Mmm. Seems unlikely, Moreno,” he said, his lips pursing as he dropped his shirt back into a normal position and saved me from staring at his body.

“I work for Rosie,” I insisted. “I have for two years. I didn’t even know I was meeting you here. I wasn’t told a name or anything, and I’m assuming you weren’t either. She just assigned this to me. Do you seriously think I’m so insane that I would have followed you around for a week trying to figure out who you were and somehow wormed my way into a job you needed filling?”

He shrugged. “It wouldn’t be unheard of.”

“I’m more than capable of taking a hint when someone doesn’t call. I wouldn’t do that,” I snapped, and dear God, I immediately regretted it.

His nostrils flared wildly as he stared at me, looking like a bull about to charge. Everything about him seemed less inviting than he had been last week, every part of him oozing irritation, exhaustion, and just general unease, to the point that I almost wondered if he’d been replaced by a carbon copy of himself with a worse attitude.

“Look, I can just go,” I grumbled, pushing up off the seat and nearly startling myself as it folded back into itself. “If this is even an inkling of what it would be like to work for you, then I’m not interested.”

A damp, sweaty hand wrapped around my forearm — the same hand whose fingers had been buried inside of me eight days ago. I stared down at it, trying not to imagine what they’d looked like as he slid them out, trying not to picture the clear lines of sticky fluid holding them together.

Even though he was a dick, it was harder than I wanted it to be to push those images from my head.

“Stop,” he huffed. “I’m sorry, it’s been a shitty practice, so I’m not in the best headspace right now, and you appearing out of thin air threw me off even more. I do need a nanny. Desperately.”

“Right. You just wish it wasn’t me,” I deadpanned.

His mouth opened but closed almost immediately, his jaw clenching. “I’d need you more than full-time. Round the clock most days, last-minute calls, evenings, and weekends when I’m playing out of town. This wouldn’t be a steady schedule. I’m offering exceptional pay in exchange. Can you do that?”

I blinked at him, surprised by the amount of detail he was willing to just drop on me after accusing me of stalking him. “I don’t have any other clients right now.”

He huffed out another exhausted breath. “So that’s a yes?”

“How much are you paying?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“Six per week.”

I snorted. “Six hundred a week? For that much work? That’s not exceptional⁠—”

“Six grand.”

What?

I froze, my gaze locked on his light blue eyes as he stared me down. The lightest bit of stubble coated his jawline, a new addition since I’d seen him clean-shaven the last time, and as the thoughts ran wild in my mind of everything I could do with six thousand dollars every week, I didn’t know what else to say.

“Six… grand?” I choked out.

“Per week,” he clarified, as if he hadn’t already said that. His fingers tightened around my arm, almost hard enough to bruise. “That exceptional enough for you, Nel?”

I swallowed down the pooling saliva in my mouth. “Yeah.”

“I need you to start immediately,” he added, his eyes flicking between mine as he moved just an inch closer. How the hell is he so stable on skates?

“I don’t have any plans,” I said. “Like, ever.”

He nodded, his mouth contorting as he sucked his teeth. “I need to clean up and pick up Matty from school. Meet me at my house in a couple of hours. You can meet him, see if you two mesh.”

Shit. That was immediate. “I don’t know where you live⁠—”

The side of his lips tipped up just barely in the smallest smirk as he raised to his full height, towering over me with an extra few inches added due to the skates. I was barely level with his pecs. “Not a very good stalker, then, are you?”

I didn’t have the chance to reply as he grabbed his stick and maneuvered around me, taking off in the same direction the rest of the guys had gone.

He glanced back at me over his shoulder. “I’ll text it to you.”


Chapter 6



Sebastian



Luke and Nico were the only two who hadn’t made it to the showers yet by the time I got back into the locker room. Instead, they sat on the tiled ground on either side of a long bench between lockers, their palms interlocked as they stared each other down while they arm wrestled.

“Do you two just enjoy being covered in sweat, or is there only one shower left and you’re trying to figure out who gets it?” I quipped, plonking myself down on the hard metal bench beside them and starting to unlace my skates.

“Smitty bet me a hundred dollars I couldn’t beat him,” Nico said, his hand moving slightly closer to his side but not quite passing the middle. “So I’m proving him wrong.”

Luke, or Smitty, as we sometimes called him, had a look of pure determination on his face as he took back what little advantage he had. “You’re failing. Will you sing me a celebratory song when I win?”

I chuckled as I kicked off one skate, my feet practically screaming at me from the amount of crossovers I’d run. Nico’s side gig that he’d been doing since he was a teenager was opera, of all things, and in fairness, the guy was pretty goddamn good at it — but he also made a point to sing at anyone that would listen for almost any reason.

“I’ll sing myself one. How’s that?” Nico snapped, a vein bulging through his forehead as sweat started to drip.

Luke yawned as I threw one leg over the bench, pretending to be the referee as I turned to face their joined hands. “Coach said that girl who came to meet you is named Nelly,” he said, sending me a knowing look as he took another inch from Nico. “If I remember correctly…”

“Shut the fuck up,” I snapped, “or I’ll take Nico’s side when he loses and say he won.”

“Hey!” Nico shot me a glare, and, in doing so, lost yet another inch, bringing him dangerously close to being unable to recover. “I’m not gonna lose.”

I’d told Luke and only Luke about what had happened that night at Smokey’s and how it had ended, and all at once, I was thoroughly regretting that choice. “She just happens to have the same name,” I said, staring him down as if to say don’t fucking bring it up.

He winked at me, his brown hair falling into his face and little streaks of blue beneath the top layer popping out. “Either way, she’s cute.”

“She’s hopefully going to nanny for me,” I clarified. “So, as cute as you think she is, don’t get any ideas.”

“I wasn’t! She’s not really my type.” Luke shrugged and took another inch as if it was child’s play for him. “But knowing you, she’s absolutely yours⁠—”

Moving on base instinct, I wrapped my fingers around their joined hands and pushed, my strength joining Nico’s and easily regaining every inch he’d lost and every inch he needed to win. Luke’s hand slammed into the metal on the other side, his calm and playful demeanor slipping immediately into frustration.

“Fucks sake, Seb,” he snapped. “That doesn’t count.”

“I didn’t need your help,” Nico pouted. “I could have done it myself.”

“You were seconds away from losing. Be happy. Sing yourself a fuckin’ song,” I grumbled, pushing up off the bench. “Smitty, give him the hundred.”

“Hell no! That was rigged!”

“Was it?” I said, throwing a shit-eating grin in his direction. “I’m pretty sure you lost fair and square. Pay up.”

————

I couldn’t admit it to anyone else, but I was fully able to admit it to myself. I was rattled.

With the top down in my black Porsche 911 Carrera Cabriolet, I popped my sunglasses on and tapped my fingers against the steering wheel in the silence that would soon be filled with screeching children and honking horns. The line of cars ahead of me seemed content to wait another five or so minutes for the kids to be released, and on any other day, I probably would have joined them.

But this wasn’t any other day.

Nelly had plagued my mind for eight days. Eight ruthless, unending days. And she’d shown up today in one of the worst coincidences life had ever thrown my way.

Countless times, I’d pulled up her name on my phone. Countless times, I’d written out a text to send her before deleting it. I’d imagined the way her mouth had popped open in a perfect O as I slid my fingers into her, imagined what it would have felt like if I’d replaced those fingers with something far more destructive. I’d thought about her soft, heavy breasts, thought about her wide hips and little waist, thought about the little crease just beneath her ribcage, her tanned skin, her plump lips.

She’d wormed her way into my brain. And I knew within seconds of her agreeing to take me home that I couldn’t go further than satisfying her and her alone — I’d find myself in far too deep, and I’d sink like a stone.

I wasn’t celibate. I’d slept with a handful of people since the divorce was finalized. But none of them had struck me the same way she had so quickly, and I knew myself well enough to know that I couldn’t cross that line with her. Not when I knew I could get attached, and not after what had happened with Taryn.

It didn’t matter if I found out down the line that she was the best person I could have asked for and never did a thing wrong. I didn’t know that now, and I couldn’t give myself the opportunity to, for my own wellbeing and especially for Matty’s. He’d already lost a mother figure, and I wasn’t going to ever put him through that again.

I didn’t want to ever go through that again.

But if this worked, if she was the nanny to end all nannies and could get the job done like Coach had claimed the people working for Rosie Justice could, I didn’t know what the fuck I was going to do. She’d be around me constantly.

The doors of the school opened, and children started pouring out, the cars in front of me roaring back to life one by one. The moment I saw a little head of brown hair and a Spiderman backpack, I knew what I needed to do.

I had to compartmentalize and put the idea of Nelly into a neat little box, tucking it away in the deep recesses of my mind where I couldn’t touch it. Just like I’d done with Taryn.

I could do that.


Chapter 7



Nelly



Sebastian’s home was… large. Just like him.

My truck idled in the long driveway, his white house taking up almost the entirety of my view from the windshield. It was Southern-inspired but modern, all angular with a flat roof and harsh sides, but complete with wood shutters on the outsides of the windows that likely doubled as hurricane protection. Manicured hedges lined the sides of the home, with a pristinely laid cement walkway leading straight to the front door. An all-black convertible sports car sat beside my out-of-place truck in the driveway, and I had a brief recollection of seeing it parked in one of the front spots at Peach Arena.

My phone buzzed in my hand.

Sebastian: You planning to just sit in that heap of junk all afternoon? You’ll cook yourself alive.

I scowled at his message. My truck might be a heap of junk, but it was my heap of junk, and no one else was allowed to think that. Even if it was unreasonable.

Me: Don’t insult my truck.

Sebastian: Drive something nicer, then.

Cursing him, I shoved the door open and hopped out of the truck, nearly catching the cuff of my jeans on the broken bit of plastic that used to be a step beneath the door. I slammed it shut and walked up the fancy concrete path, spotting a little handprint baked into the corner of one of the slabs along with a poorly written Matty beside it, and for a moment, the cuteness of that was enough to cut through the irritation.

Just for a moment.

The door opened before I could knock. Sebastian stood there, the stubble from earlier gone, fully clean and wearing a pair of black joggers and a white shirt that hugged the muscles of his arms. “If my truck is an eye-sore for you, you could buy me something different,” I said by way of greeting. “You clearly can afford to.”

He rolled his eyes and stepped aside, motioning for me to come in. “Believe me, I’m already tempting. I could hear you coming down the road. Exhaust pipe fall off?”

“Shut up,” I grumbled, crossing the threshold into his immaculately clean and decorated house. Stained wood flooring ran throughout, with dark grey painted walls curving around every corner. At first glance, I’d have no idea that a child lived here, but the longer I stared, the more evidence I found. A handful of childish drawings were stuck to the fridge in the kitchen at the other end of the foyer, a single plastic building brick was sticking out of a plant pot, and the unmistakable sound of cartoons slowly filtered into my ears.

“Matty! Nelly’s here!” He shut the door behind me with a soft click.

“You sure you want me to do this?” I offered, eying him warily as he stepped around me. “I can still leave before he sees me.”

“No point,” he said. “Pretty sure he’d hear your truck leave.”

The temptation to grind my teeth struck me just before a boy, who was no more than four feet tall, poked his head around the corner.

He looked like a miniature version of his dad.

Brown wavy hair, just a little bit longer than Sebastian’s, fell around the apples of his cheeks. Bright blue eyes watched me warily, a hint of curiosity twinkling in them. His skin was a touch paler than his father’s, but he had the same build, the same long torso and legs. He was slightly taller than I’d expect for a five-year-old, but then his dad must have been somewhere north of six feet, so it wasn’t surprising.

“Hi, Matty,” I beamed, giving him a small wave. I wouldn’t approach him — that wasn’t how I rolled. I wanted to wait until he felt comfortable enough to come to me to bridge that gap. “I’m Nelly.”

“She’s nice,” Sebastian said, but the look on his face told me he didn’t fully believe that. Thankfully, Matty wasn’t watching his dad and instead had his eyes locked on me. “She won’t bite, Mat.”

“Are you gonna fire her too?” Matty asked.

Sebastian sucked air in through his teeth as he squatted down. He took Matty’s hand in his, his thumb rubbing back and forth across his little hand, and every feature of Sebastian’s face smoothed as he looked at his kid.

It was almost… humanizing. Almost.

“I know you liked Angela, bud, I’m sorry,” he sighed. “But Angela did a bad thing, and that meant we couldn’t keep her around.”

Matty’s lower lip jutted out. “It was just a watch.”

Sebastian bit back a scowl. “It was a Rolex.”

His last nanny tried to steal a Rolex? My God.

“So?”

“So, that’s very, very expensive, and it meant that we couldn’t trust her anymore,” Sebastian explained, pulling his son’s hand until the boy stumbled into his waiting embrace. “I’m sorry. But I promise, Nelly is just as fun and a lot nicer.”

“Pinky promise?” Matty asked, pulling back his arm to hold up a single pinky. His gaze shifted to me briefly, a little blush spreading across his cheeks.

Before Sebastian could offer up his pinky, I broke my silence, squatting down beside the door despite Matty being a good fifteen feet from me. “I’ll do you one better, squirt,” I said, offering out my pinky. “I’ll pinky promise you. And if you take it, I’ll give you the treat I brought for you.”

His eyes let up, almost twinkling under the rays of sunlight streaking through the window, and the moment Sebastian released him, he ran at me, slotting his pinky into mine and biting down on his thumb. I glanced over at his dad, a look of utter surprise painting his features, and he raised his thumb to his mouth to bite down, too, a silent instruction for me to follow along.

I did.

Matty giggled and released his thumb, his grin spreading wide and revealing a single missing tooth along the bottom row. He was positively adorable. “You brought me a treat?”

“I did!” I adjusted my footing to keep my balance in my squat and opened up my bag, pulling out a single, carefully wrapped cookie from the bakery I’d stopped at on my way over. Matty squealed in excitement.

Sebastian shot up to his full height, his face falling as he took a hasty few steps toward me, his mouth open like he was about to speak.

“There’s no peanuts,” I said to Sebastian. “Don’t worry.”

He paused halfway between where he’d been and where his son and I were, his brows knitting.

“It was in the paperwork you filled out for Rosie,” I said, answering his unasked question and slipping the cookie into Matty’s eagerly awaiting hands.

“I…” He hesitated, folding his arms across his chest. “Sorry, I just assumed I’d need to fill you in on that. Thank you for checking it.”

I raised a single brow at him as I helped Matty unwrap the treat, little chunks of chocolate dotting the top of the cookie. I’d already eaten two cookies of my own in the car. “Of course I’d check it,” I said. Surely, that was an obvious thing to do. “I always check. Snacks are an easy way in with kids, and I don’t want to accidentally send one into anaphylaxis.”

“Right,” Sebastian mumbled. “Matty, how about you eat that while you watch your show, and I’ll give Nelly a tour around the house. Sound good?”

“Okie dokie!” Matty chirped, and a second later, he took off back into the room he’d come from.

————

The house was three stories. On the ground floor, there was the living room, a sitting room, a kitchen, a powder bath, and a pool bathroom with a door on both the inside and the outside. On the second floor were Matty’s room, Sebastian’s room, three bathrooms, and two guest rooms large enough to fit at least half of my apartment inside of them. And the third floor, spanning across almost the entirety of the footprint of the home, was a home gym with every kind of equipment one could think of. There was also a small office and a bathroom on the third floor.

The house itself was gorgeous — white trim ran along the tops of the walls, and plain but decorative rugs ran along the stairs and some of the walkways. Each room came complete with deep black leather furniture and dark marble countertops. It was a drastic difference from the stark white exterior, and it made it almost more cozy and inviting than I’d been expecting.

Sebastian made minimal small talk with me as he showed me around, and I didn’t dare push him on that. I knew I’d either get a snarky response or a comment about my truck or another accusation that I’d been stalking him.

By the time we’d finished the house tour, Matty had finished his cookie, and Sebastian sat down beside him on the sofa and pulled him into his lap. “You, sir, need to get your shoes on so we can go show Nelly the guest house together.”

God, he was so much nicer to Matty than I expected after what had happened earlier. I’d worried that the side I’d seen of him last week was some kind of blip, but his genuine side slipped out so easily around his kid, even if it immediately went away the moment he spoke to me.

Matty’s little eyes widened with excitement as he kicked his feet. “Can I show her my goalie?”

Sebastian snorted. “If you want to give her nightmares, sure.” Matty squealed and went to move, but Sebastian kept his hold on him. “Hold your horses, bud, shoes.”

Maneuvering around his son, he leaned over the edge of the sofa, grasping the little red sneakers sitting on the ground near them. He popped them onto Matty’s feet.

“Remember how to tie them?” Sebastian prompted, holding up the laces for Matty to reach toward. He grasped them in his little hands, putting one over the other and looping it through before tightening it down, and then staring hard at the laces as if they’d unlock the memory of what to do next. “You’ve got to make the little loop, remember? Then around and through and pull—no, not like that.”

“Do you know the rhyme?” I offered, moving closer on instinct. I sat down beside them on the leather. Matty shook his head.

“There’s a rhyme?” Sebastian asked, his brows coming together as he turned to look at me.

“Yeah! It’s super easy. Watch.” I offered my hands for Matty to give me the laces, and the moment he did, I undid his work and set us back to square one. “Bunny ears, bunny ears, playing by a tree. Criss-crossed the tree, trying to catch me.”

I made the motions as I half-sang the rhyme, tying the first bit that Matty had nailed. Then, I made two little loops on either side.

“Bunny ears, bunny ears, jumped into the hole,” I continued, looping one over the other and pulling through. “Popped out the other side, beautiful and bold!” Tightening it down, I motioned with both hands toward the perfect little lace tie. “See? Easy! You want to try? I’ll say it with you.”

Matty nodded excitedly and picked up the laces on his other shoe as his father eyed me over his head. “Bunny ears, bunny ears, playing by a tree. Criss-crossed the tree, trying to catch me,” Matty and I said in unison while he performed the first tie perfectly yet again. “Bunny ears, bunny ears, jumped into the hole…”

Matty struggled to make the two little loops and we both paused while he maneuvered it. He stared at them, but it was like something clicked, and he put one through the crossover like I had before, and pulled them tight.

“Popped out the other side, beautiful and bold!” We finished together, and Matty’s grin spread across his cheeks like wildfire as he kicked excitedly.

“I did it!”

“You did! See? It isn’t hard, you just have to remember it,” I said. “Sometimes I still have to sing it to myself, you know.”

“Really?”

“That’s the first time he’s managed to do it completely on his own,” Sebastian said, cutting through the elation and leveling a stare at me that I couldn’t quite read. It made a shiver run up my spine. “Wild.”

I tried to laugh it off, tried to hide the minor discomfort he made me feel, but he just kept watching me, just kept picking me apart beneath his gaze. I couldn’t tell if he was actually happy I’d helped his kid with something or annoyed that I’d intervened.

“I did it, Dad,” Matty said again, this time leaning back in his father’s embrace and peeking up at him upside-down.

“I know! Good job, bud.” Sebastian grinned, his hands moving to either side of his son’s abdomen and squeezing just enough to get a squeal out of the kid.

Matty was so cute it actually hurt, like when you see a baby bunny and just want to squeeze it close to your chest and never let a single thing harm it. The thought raised questions in me that I normally didn’t think about with single parents — like where his mom was, if she was in the picture at all, if the last nanny’s departure had hit him so hard because maybe he didn’t have a mom. I’d looked at a handful of photos up on the walls as Sebastian had walked me through the house, and not a single one included anyone other than him and Matty and a woman who looked so much like Sebastian that the only logical conclusion was that she was a sister.

“Right, let’s show her the guesthouse and your goalie so that Nelly can decide if she wants to work for us sometime before the sun goes down,” Sebastian chuckled.

I’d already decided, but I wanted to see it all regardless, so I kept my mouth shut.

Together, the three of us went through the sliding glass door in the kitchen, stepping out onto the deck. A massive in-ground pool spanned part of the yard, with a small white fence around it to keep Matty safe. Beside it, under the cover of the roof, was a hot tub with a cover on top. A pathway led from the deck to a building that looked like a full-on little house.

But before we could get halfway there, Matty took off running into the grass, right up to…

I cackled. Full, belly-breaking cackled.

A scarecrow, of all things, sat between a smattering of hedges and plants, a helmet on its head and a hockey stick somehow secured to its hand. It wore a blue and gold jersey with Atlanta Fire written across it, and beneath that were mounds of what I could only assume were shoulder pads and other protective gear.

“Ah, I see you’ve met Carl, the house goalie,” Sebastian said, coming up behind me.

“Carl?” I laughed.

He shrugged. “I don’t know, Matty named it.”

“Why did you put a scarecrow up? This isn’t a farm.” I chuckled, trying to keep my laughter at bay as Matty ran circles around it excitedly.

“I took Matty to Home Depot and he wouldn’t let me leave without it. He insisted we needed it for protection,” Sebastian said, stuffing his hands in his pockets. But that corner of his mouth quirked up again, and I could tell I’d hit on a soft spot for him. He also thought it was funny enough to break through his composure, at least a little. “I swear, sometimes I look out my window at night and think there’s a person out here. Scares the shit out of me.”

Something in what he said clicked — he’d left my apartment hastily last week and said he needed to get home. That made far more sense now that I knew he had a kid, and for a second, my guard dropped, that overwhelming feeling of being inadequate abating just a hair. But there was still the question of why he hadn’t bothered to call me, and why he was acting so differently now. Could I genuinely handle being around someone this much again who made those shitty feelings flare?

“At least it keeps the crows at bay,” I offered, snickering to myself.

“It doesn’t. They just perch on the helmet,” Sebastian chuckled, and I had to do a double take — he was actually chuckling while speaking to me again. Okay, this is an improvement, even if he is an asshole.

“Nelly! Meet Carl!” Matty chirped, nearly tripping over himself.

“Hi, Carl!” I called, waving at the scarecrow enthusiastically.

Sebastian shoved a key into the glass doors of the guesthouse, turning it and sliding them open. “Come on,” he said, motioning for me to follow without looking back.

I entered after him. The space was large, larger even than my apartment. It was decorated exactly like the main house — stained wood flooring, dark grey walls, and black leather furniture made up the living room. The kitchen was finished with black marble countertops and dark wood cabinetry, and the fact that it was a full kitchen with an oven, dishwasher, fridge, and cooktop was a dream. I only had a microwave and convection oven back in my apartment.

The bedroom had an en-suite bathroom with a full walk-in shower and a luxurious jet-filled tub, and the four-poster bed made me wonder if there was a similar one in Sebastian’s room. He hadn’t taken me in when we’d passed it, only motioned toward it vaguely and said that one’s mine.

On the other side of the guesthouse, a little office jutted off the living room, and behind it, was a smaller home gym.

“So, there’s a pathway that runs behind Carl and goes around to the fence on the side of the house. On your days off, if you want to stay here, you’re welcome to use that to come and go if you don’t want to go through the house. Otherwise, you’d be welcome to go between the main house and this one whenever you want,” Sebastian explained, his eyes locked on Matty out the glass doors as he did cartwheels in the yard.

“That sounds great,” I said carefully, my gaze flicking between him and the view he was watching.

“Sounds like there’s a but coming.”

I sighed. “But… are you sure you’re happy about me working for you?”

His gaze snapped to mine instantly, his nostrils flaring out. “Why would you say that?”

“I just mean that it could be… I don’t know, awkward for you,” I explained, fidgeting with the bracelet around my wrist. “I don’t want you worrying that I’m some kind of… what did that guy call it? Puck bunny?”

His mouth formed a hard line. “I can handle a bit of awkwardness, Penelope. It’s fine. I just need someone to reliably watch my son, and if you can do that, then we shouldn’t have any problems.”

I rolled my lip between my teeth, tempted to bring up what had happened as a thing to point to and say this probably wasn’t a good idea. But I didn’t. I needed the money, even if we ended up hating each other. I could laugh and joke my way through it and be a good nanny for Matty. “And you’re serious about the pay?”

“I am.”

“Then I’ll take the job,” I said.

Sebastian held my gaze, his eyes flicking between mine. “You’re happy with the hours?”

“Yes.”

“And you like Matty?”

I grinned up at him. “How could I not? He’s adorable.”

He nodded slightly, letting out a breath I didn’t know he was holding. “All right,” he sighed. “You’re hired.”

“Oh, there is one thing I should tell you, but you’ve already hired me, so I guess it’s fine,” I smirked, pushing the glass door back open and letting in the sounds of Matty’s idle chatter to Carl the Goalie. Sebastion’s eyes narrowed.

“What? What is it?”

“I’ve stolen, like, a thousand Rolex watches,” I said, stifling a laugh at my own joke as I stepped through the door.

He rolled his eyes at me. “If I have to live with bad jokes, then so be it.”


Chapter 8



Sebastian



Nelly turned up at my front door at seven in the morning exactly.

The goal was a trial run — two days of her coming and going without moving in, just in case this didn’t work out for some reason. At least then, she wouldn’t have to move all of her things out immediately.

I’d spent the night going over in my head all of the reasons this was a horrible idea. The main one, the one that flared wildly every time I saw her and still burned annoyingly bright when she wasn’t around, was the unending temptation to bend her over my kitchen counter and fill her with my cock instead of my fingers.

Why did she have to be so fucking sexy?

Matty ate his bowl of cereal quietly in the living room as he watched cartoons, already dressed for his day of school, as I poured myself and Nelly a cup of coffee each.

“School starts at eight, but if you need to get him there early for any reason, they can be dropped off from seven onward,” I explained, sliding a mug across the breakfast island for Nelly. She stared down at it with a strange expression, her mouth tightening. “What?”

“Uh, do you have any… creamer? Or even milk, maybe? And sugar?”

I groaned in exasperation as I took her mug back. I pulled out the gallon of milk from the fridge and started rummaging through the cabinets, looking for the bag of sugar I kept somewhere.

“Do you have a spare car seat so I can install it in the truck? I have one at home, but I think Matty’s a little too big for it.”

I snorted as I pulled the bag of sugar down from the cabinet. “You’re not driving my kid to school in that death trap. You can take my Porsche for now. I’ll take the Audi.”

“It’s not a death trap,” she snapped. “It’s perfectly reliable.”

“It sounds like it’s about to explode,” I deadpanned, dropping a spoonful of sugar into the coffee. I raised a brow at her, challenging her to ask for a second, but she shook her head. “I’ve already gotten complaints about it from two of my neighbors.”

“You have not,” she grumbled, watching with precision as I tipped milk into her cup. “Stop! Yeah, that’s enough.”

“I have,” I said. I set her cup back in front of her, noting the lack of a thank you in the bad-idea column. “You’ll take the Porsche. No exceptions.”

“Fine. What time does he finish school?”

“Three on Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays. Two on Wednesdays,” I explained. I watched as she flicked open a little notebook she’d brought with her and clicked her pen, jotting down notes. “Believe me when I say the lunches at his school are better than the things I could make here, so you don’t need to worry about packing him food. And if you need to pick him up late at any point, they have an after-school club until four every day. You’ll just need to call ahead and tell them, or he’ll be waiting outside.”

“Am I cleared to do that? I won’t need to today, but just so I know ahead of time.”

I nodded. “I called them yesterday after you left. You’re on file.”

She hummed softly as she jotted something else down, underlining it a few times while she sipped her coffee. “Okay. So, we’ve gone over Matty’s schedule, unless there’s anything else I need to know with that. But I don’t know yours.”

I scrunched my mouth up to one side as I mulled over her words. “Mine changes pretty frequently depending on practice schedules, if I need to stay late, days before games, and the games themselves. This Sunday, for example, we have an important game, and I won’t be home for half of Saturday and most of Sunday. But that’s not every weekend.”

“Okay… and I get days off?” she chuckled, clicking the pen against her lip.

“Of course,” I clarified. “Two, at a minimum, per week. My sister can watch Matty if something urgent comes up, but ideally, they’ll be taken on the days when I can move my schedule to handle Matty. But if you have special requests, we can always figure it out if I know in advance,” I explained. My coffee burned my tongue as I sipped at it. “I’ll add you to my calendar so you can see my schedule, and I’ll be as transparent as I can about anything that deviates from it.”

She set her mug down and leaned back in her chair, the fabric of her loose black tee conforming around her breasts. Still, she played with that fucking pen, clicking it incessantly against her lower lip and staring at the paper before her. I wanted to take it from her to stop the clicking, but I wanted to put it in her mouth even more, wanted to watch the way her tongue curled around it, wanted to see what she was capable of.

“Can you not?” I grumbled.

“What?”

“The clicking.” And everything else.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, flipping the pen between her fingers. “I was just thinking.”

Me too. “About?”

“Does Matty ever get to go to the rink?”

I blinked at her. “Yeah, of course,” I said, setting my coffee aside and deciding that it was, actually, too hot to drink and I wasn’t just weak for not wanting to scald my tongue. “Most of my on-ice time is when he’s at school, but occasionally we’ll have later practice sessions. You’re welcome to bring him whenever you want, just keep a handle on him and make sure he doesn’t try to get on the ice.”

Her nose scrunched up in confusion. “Obviously. Why would I let him do that?”

“One of my previous nannies let it happen once. Thank fuck someone noticed before I did and got him off the ice. I had my back to that entrance, and had I seen it at the time and not just been told after…” I shook my head, irritation bubbling in my veins, but all she did was look at me with wide eyes and a slightly open mouth.

That fucking mouth.

“Anyway, yes, he’s welcome to come to the rink. He loves coming to games, so I usually let him if it’s not a school night since they run late,” I said, talking mostly to keep myself from picturing her on her back. “And you don’t need to worry about cleaning. I like doing most of that, and I occasionally get a cleaner in when I’m too busy to make time for it.”

She let out a breathy chuckle as she leaned forward, tucking her hands somewhere in her lap, but the counter obscured it. I tried not to let my imagination run wild and quickly made a mental note to take a shower the moment she left so I could relieve myself. “You like to clean?”

“Is that weird?” I challenged, crossing my arms over my chest.

“No, it’s just… most men have to be asked.” She held my gaze, her lips pursing together and parting again, and fuck, I needed a shower now, not later. I told myself it was just because it was the morning and I hadn’t had the chance to take care of myself yet, but I’d folded the moment I clocked her in Smokey’s. “What’s your schedule for today, then?”

“I’ve got to be at the rink at nine. Practice starts at eleven, and then I’ll need to do drills and my post-workout, so I’ll probably be home around three. Normally, on days like today, I’d take Matty to school and pick him up, but if you’re happy to, it would be good for you to familiarize yourself with all of that. And since he’ll be at school most of today, you can hang around until after dinner if you’d like to spend some one-on-one time with him.”

We went back and forth for a while longer, me explaining the ins and outs and the importance of making sure that if she did anything with him outside of school that involved food, it didn’t have peanuts in it. By the time I’d finally gotten around to starting on my coffee, she was helping Matty finish packing up for his day at school. My eyes were glued to the two of them like a hawk.

By the time I was passing her my car keys and sending them off, I was fucking desperate for a shower.

She was only gone for about thirty minutes, but in that time, I managed to finish my coffee, get upstairs, and douse myself in water hot enough to scald my skin.

With one hand on the tile wall and the other wrapped around the base of my throbbing, aching length, I did everything in my goddamn power not to think of her, of the way she’d sounded when I touched her, of the way her pretty fucking mouth parted and begged me to fuck her, of the way she smelled of lilies and sunflowers and whiskey.

I didn’t succeed.

As the evidence of yet another desperate attempt to get her out of my head washed down the drain, my phone chimed with the sound I’d set to let me know when the front door of my house was opened.

————

“When you set me up with the nanny, were there any others who had availability?”

Coach looked me square in the face as he stood beside the Zamboni, his silver hair swooped to one side and gelled in place. “What do you mean?”

“Is there someone else that I can swap to?” I pressed, shifting from foot to foot in my skates.

The moment I had seen her when I’d come down the stairs to leave for practice, I’d known. I’d known far too well that this wasn’t going away, not even after taking care of myself. No amount of touching could cancel out how fucking sexy she looked in a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, and nothing, nothing would stop me wanting to reach out and grab her.

It was stupid, and it was primal, and I didn’t know what the fuck to do about it.

“It’s been less than a day,” Coach said, crossing his arms across his chest as those lines on his forehead deepened. “You can’t be serious. What has she done wrong?”

I steeled my jaw, my pride too high to tell the truth. “Nothing.”

Coach rolled his eyes as he took a step back from me, leaning onto the side of the Zamboni. “Whatever it is, unless she does something that is a serious issue, you can’t swap her out willy-nilly. There’s no one else at the company who had the hours, and your contract with her runs through the team. Give it time and you’ll be fine.”

Fuck.

The temptation gnawed at me to manufacture a situation that would lead to a serious issue, but I couldn’t, wouldn’t, stoop that low.

I’d just have to keep my distance from her, emotionally and physically, as much as I could.

Which was just fucking perfect when she was going to be living in my fucking house.


Chapter 9



Nelly



Matty sat on the carpeted floor with his legs crossed, his little eyes staring straight ahead at the giant pane of glass that separated us from the largest tank of water I’d ever seen in my life.

He’d finished school roughly thirty minutes ago, and after our day had gone so well yesterday without a single issue, I wanted to reward him for being a trouper during the awkward phase of getting to know the new person who’d be taking care of him. So, I’d decided a trip to the Georgia Aquarium was top of the list, and considering Sebastian wouldn’t be home for another hour, it wasn’t like I was keeping him from his dad.

“This is amazing,” he said quietly, his eyes traveling along with the giant whale shark that passed by the glass.

A manta ray floated happily somewhere higher up, and I tried to keep my attention split between Matty and the ray, not wanting to miss anything but not wanting to risk Matty sprinting off in an unknown direction. I sat down on the floor beside him.

“This is where I like to come when a lot is going on, and I need to make sense of it,” I explained. “I think a lot is going on for both of us. Right?”

He nodded his little head. “Mhm. We should bring Daddy here. He likes those ones,” he said, pointing vaguely toward one of the hundreds of fish behind the glass.

“Which ones?”

“Those ones,” he clarified, but all he did was point a little harder.

“Oh, right, of course,” I relented, knowing damn well there was almost no chance I’d know exactly which ones he was talking about unless one came right up to the glass and he showed me directly. “We can check in the gift shop on our way out. Maybe they’ll have something with one of those fish on it!”

Matty’s eyes lit up as he turned to look up at me. “There’s a gift shop?”

I nodded. “There is. And you know what I have?” I smirked, slipping the little card out of my front pocket. “Daddy’s credit card.”

Matty burst into a fit of giggles as he leaned in toward me. “We can buy everything!”

“Within reason,” I chuckled.

In truth, Sebastian had given it to me the day before he’d left for practice, ensuring that I understood that I could use it for anything and everything related to Matty. But I wasn’t about to spend thousands buying out the entire aquarium.

“I’m surprised your daddy hasn’t brought you here before,” I said, rubbing his little shoulder as he leaned his weight against my side.

“We do lots of things together! Maybe he doesn’t know about it,” he pondered, tapping his chin like they do in cartoons. Everything that kid did was adorable, but I loved when he emulated what he saw on TV, tapping the side of his head or his chin when he was thinking and doing the whole lightbulb moment pantomime. “Or maybe he was saving it for when I’m older!”

“What kinds of things do you guys do together?”

“Sometimes he takes me to the rink and lets me skate around when no one’s there,” he beamed. “Or we’ll go out for ice cream, or to the park, or to Six Flags. My favorite, though, is when I get to see him play.”

I thought about it for a moment, considering my options when it came to Sunday’s game. Matty would have school the following day, but maybe there was something we could do, maybe an exception that Sebastian could make. “I’ll talk to your dad about Sunday’s game,” I said. “Don’t get your hopes up, but maybe he’ll let you come even though it’s a school night.”

Matty’s little mouth popped open in an O, his hands squeezing tight and shaking in front of his chest. “Yes, please!”

We sat in fairly comfortable silence in front of the glass for a few moments, watching as the fish and rays and sharks swam in circles and came back across time and time again. It was surprisingly easy, being with Matty — I’d dealt with problem cases before, dealt with babies and pre-teens. But Matty was just… easy. He was easy to excite, easy to please, and easy to care for.

“What kind of things does your dad like?” I found myself asking, the thought falling out of my mouth before I could think better of it. I told myself it was because I could appeal to those things to get him to loosen up around me, but I knew, I knew it wasn’t.

“Hockey,” he chirped. “And me!”

“Obviously,” I chuckled. “What else?”

“Peanut butter ice cream, but I’m not allowed to have that,” he pouted. “And old episodes of some boring show with people on an island where they vote each other off. He likes those fish. He likes coffee, Girl Scout cookies, cleaning spray, and his Porsche.”

His Porsche. The one he was letting me, or rather making me, drive. “Oh, is the show Survivor? I like Survivor, too.”

Matty shrugged. Fair enough, I wouldn’t have cared about Survivor at his age, either.

“Does your daddy ever bring people over to your house?” I asked, secretly wondering if maybe, just maybe, Sebastian had a girlfriend. I dreaded the idea of it — mostly because I wasn’t the kind of person who could just keep my mouth shut if I knew he’d cheated on someone. But a part of me was curious if he was even the type of person who could commit to anything.

Matty shrugged. “Sometimes his teammates come over. And Aunt Dani. That’s it.”

It shouldn’t have surprised me. The man was clearly a player, and I’d fallen into a trap.

“Is it just your daddy who takes care of you?” I asked, trying to raise the question in the softest way I could manage. I’d considered asking Sebastian about it, but I didn’t want to cross any lines with him, especially not this early on.

“Mhm. Daddy says mommy is on a journey of self-discovery,” he said, putting on a thick, deep voice for the last few words that had me trying desperately to stifle a laugh, but when he spoke again, it shut me up entirely. “I haven’t seen her in a while.”

Shit.

“Daddy doesn’t really talk about her anymore.” Despite the heavy topic, he kept his eyes glued on the whale shark, watching as it swam past the back of the tank.

“How long has it been since you saw her?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t really remember her.”

An ache blossomed across my chest, and I rubbed his shoulder a little more, wishing I hadn’t brought it up. But he seemed unfazed for the most part, and all I could think to do was buy him as many things as I could that could be sold as reasonable purchases to Sebastian.

I hoped they had something with Sebastian’s favorite fish on it. Whatever it was since I still didn’t know.


Chapter 10



Sebastian



Not only was just Nelly plaguing my thoughts, but now the goddamn gigantic manta ray stuffed animal they’d gotten me from the aquarium yesterday was, too.

I leaned back on the sofa in front of an early 2000s episode of Survivor on the TV, my body aching from practice. I’d taken a brutal fall this morning, and although I’d been able to shake it off and get right back into drills, I was severely paying for it now.

Matty played quietly on the floor beside me, sticking together Legos brick by brick and building some kind of tower for a princess, apparently. He had on a set of over-ear headphones I’d bought him, and in front of his tower, Aladdin played on his tablet. But it was the padding of footsteps that came from the hall behind me that had me suddenly becoming less comfortable in my seat, and the moment her voice filtered through the air around me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to regain any sense of comfort.

“Oh my God, is this the season with Rupert in it?” Nelly asked, plonking down on the opposite end of the couch from me. She’d changed out of her dark jeans and white shirt, opting instead for a loose, oversized band shirt and a pair of leggings. Her long brown hair was braided along both sides of her head, showing off more of the blonde highlights that ran through it, and in her hands was a mug of… whipped cream? “It is! There he is,” she exclaimed.

“What is that?” I pointed toward the mug in her hand, my right arm practically screaming at me from the motion of lifting it.

She lifted a single finger to her lips. Hot chocolate, she mouthed. I could only assume she didn’t want Matty to hear and beg her for one. She pointed toward the cup with the same finger that she’d held against her mouth. “With peanut butter,” she added aloud.

Well, shit. Now I wanted one.

Thankfully, Matty’s allergy wasn’t severe enough to be set off by airborne triggers, so we could still keep it in the house and I could eat it to my heart’s content. I just had to be careful with what he ingested.

It had been truly wild to see how easily Nelly was picking up on things like this, how easily she was slotting in with Matty. He’d never been overly quick to open up whenever someone new walked into his life, and especially after the spectacular shitshow that ensued when I had to fire the last nanny, I worried he’d struggle to get used to another one. But when I’d warned him that Nelly would be staying the night tonight for the first time, he’d done nothing other than squeal in excitement.

And part of that, I think, was because he was growing and learning and getting better with these things and was struggling with it less and less — but part of it was Nelly.

“So… the game tomorrow,” Nelly said, taking a sip of her hot chocolate and coating her upper lip in whipped cream. Her tongue darted out, gliding across her lip, licking every bit of it away before slipping back into her mouth. Oh my God. “I know you said Matty doesn’t go to games on school nights⁠—”

“He’s not coming to the game.” The words came out a little too harsh, a little too rushed.

Her eyes met mine as I turned my head toward her, wide and so angeringly blue. “I think it would be good if you let him.”

“He has school the next day. Out of the question.”

“Maybe he can play hooky,” she offered, lowering the mug down to rest it on her knee. “Look, I’m not trying to push the things you think are bad for him, honestly.”

“Really?” I scoffed. “Because that’s two things you’ve now suggested that I’m not exactly open to when you barely know him.”

Her eyes narrowed in my direction, determination already glinting in her gaze. “This adjustment period is going to be weird for him. I’m trying to give him moments of joy and excitement to counteract that. He wants to go to the game. So what if he’s up a little late?”

“He’ll be exhausted in the morning if he goes to school. And he’ll miss a whole day of learning if he skips it.”

“One missed day of school won’t make that much of a difference,” she insisted. “I can call them, ask what they’re covering that day, and go over it with him at home. He just wants to see you play, Seb.”

Something about that, the way she spoke, the way she said the shortened version of my name, hit my ears like a fucking knife. Has she called me that before?

“No,” I snapped, but I lowered my voice, eyeing Matty’s tablet and feeling a sense of relief when I realized they were mid-song. He couldn’t hear us. “He’s not coming to the game, and that’s final. He can come to the next one that isn’t on a school night.”

“You’re being unreasonable,” she scoffed. “Look, I’ve nannied for plenty of kids, and rewarding them during the early stages makes the transition period easier. But fine. I won’t tell you how to parent him.”

“I said it’s final, Nelly.”

————

It wasn’t final.

After taking a couple of ibuprofen, I’d calmed down significantly, the pain in my right arm dulling to a mild annoyance. And I’d relented about the game.

She’d taken her leave nearly an hour ago after I’d told her, reluctantly, to bring Matty on Sunday night. She’d stared at me as if I’d told her that the sun had exploded and held her tongue. Whether she thought it was best to stay quiet out of a desire not to argue with me or if it was due to a worry about me changing my mind if she spoke, I wasn’t sure. But all she’d done was nod once before saying, I’ll be in the guest house if you need anything.

Those words played over and over and over again in my head as I stood in front of the agonizingly hot blast of water from one of the three shower heads. It was aimed directly at my right shoulder, the mode swapped to the jet function. The water beat against my muscles, loosening them and distracting me enough from the pain that I could find relief in more ways than one.

I’ll be in the guest house if you need anything. Fuck, how literal was she being?

This was getting out of hand far too quickly.

And annoyingly, the pull I felt toward her wasn’t just physical. I knew myself well enough to pick it apart in my mind and separate that out, but it was there, clear as day — she was great with Matty, she wasn’t a pushover by any stretch of the word, and goddammit, she just had to like Survivor. I wished there were parts of her that genuinely angered me, parts that made me want to walk away from her, but they just weren’t there or hadn’t shown themselves yet.

And I was swimming in her.

I hadn’t felt this trapped in my own house with the last nanny, or the one before that, or the one before that. And maybe it was because I was actively trying to beat down the fact that I was stupidly, annoyingly into her that made it feel far more intense than things had been with the other nannies. She just felt so… present.

I’ll be in the guest house if you need anything.

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t enjoyed myself that night I’d met her at Smokey’s. I had. Probably far too much, despite not letting her touch me where I’d been aching for it. The way she’d come apart in my hands haunted me so thoroughly that I worried I’d never get those images out of my mind. Had I never seen her face again, I’d have bet money on being able to wipe her from my mind after a bit of time had passed, but she was here. She was on my goddamn property, being “protected” by Carl the House Goalie, as Matty had put it. She was in my phone, in my home, in my head.

And I’d be the worst liar on earth if I tried to say that I’d felt like that about every woman I’d touched since Taryn.

But I had more than enough self-control to deal with this. I had to. I wouldn’t get out of the shower, wrap myself in a towel, and storm down the stairs at eleven at night, just so I could cross the yard and catch a glimpse of her. I was better than that.

And I didn’t need to anyway. I could see the guesthouse’s living room from my bedroom window.

————

“It’s Nelly!”

I tried to contain the creeping laughter bubbling up my throat as I stared down at the image Matty had drawn on printer paper. There were two houses, one much larger than the other, and four stick figures in front of them. The one to the far left, tall and wearing what looked somewhat like my jersey, was colored in with a peach crayon for my skin and a brown one for my hair. The smaller one beside me, wearing the same jersey and much, much shorter, was colored exactly the same. The far right was what I could only assume was Carl the House Goalie with his arms out wide and a helmet on, and then smack dab in the center, in front of the smaller house, was… Nelly, from what Matty had said.

Except he’d colored her in with a deep brown crayon.

“Matty, this is great,” Nelly snickered, pointing out the yellow marks in her stick figure’s hair. She sat on the floor beside him in the middle of the kitchen, her pajamas still on, the brown waves of her hair falling around the sides of her face from where they’d come out of her braids in the night. “You even got my highlights!”

Part of me wanted to applaud my son and encourage him, but another part was screaming at me to correct him. “He colored you in with⁠—”

“I know!” Nelly grinned. “It’s cute. I love it, I look like I’ve got a tan.”

I nearly choked on my coffee as I squatted down beside them, my body still flaring with pain from the night before. “Yes, but⁠—”

Nelly shot me a glare over Matty’s head that said, without a doubt, don’t push me on this.

Matty’s brows creased just barely in the center as he looked from Nelly to the paper in front of him. “I didn’t have a light brown,” he said.

I’d never opened the Amazon app so quickly in my life.

“That’s okay,” Nelly chimed, that smile breaking across her cheeks the moment she looked away from me and back at Matty. “I still love it. If you want more crayons, though, I’m sure we can talk your dad into buying you a better variety pack⁠—”

“I’m already on it,” I grumbled.

I added the largest pack of crayons to my basket, along with a pack helpfully labeled Colors of the World, and tried not to balk at the price before hitting the quick checkout button and shoving my phone back in the pocket of my joggers.

“How about we hang this one on the fridge, hmm?” I offered, extending my hand to Matty. I glanced over his head at Nelly, catching her gaze briefly as I added, “We can call it a truce gesture.”

After spending half the night imagining the ways I wanted to take her, I told myself that I needed to make the current situation work and decided I’d plow on and put up with the temptation. I needed this to work, needed a reliable nanny with the playoffs coming up and the hectic schedule that would inevitably follow, and I couldn’t risk losing another one or getting involved in any way, shape, or form with Nelly. I could do my best to be kind to her without throwing her over the counter and burying myself inside of her.

Matty squealed as he ran over to the fridge, one hand going flat against the front of it as he pointed up toward an empty space between the calendar and the collection of mismatched magnets. “Can we put it there?”

I nodded at him and picked out a couple of magnets to hold it in place, then secured it to the front.

“Truce gesture?” Nelly chuckled, leaning back against the cabinets with her rear still firmly placed on the wood floor. She looked up at me, her blue eyes practically twinkling in the morning rays of sun that poured through the kitchen window and spilled across her, painting her in an almost ethereal way. I couldn’t stop myself from wishing she was on her knees, instead. “So, you’re not going to be sour with me anymore?”

I sent a glare in her direction. “I didn’t say that.”

“Matty, why don’t you go finish your breakfast so your Dad and I can clean up?” Nelly offered. Her gaze flicked between me and my son, and the moment Matty chirped in agreement and ran back to the living room, a weight settled heavily on me and me alone. “Do you have a problem with me?”

Her unwavering confidence in those seven words felt like whiplash. “What?”

Heavy lashes blinked once. “Do you have a problem with me?” she repeated.

I struggled to think of something decent to say. What wanted to come from my mouth was a yes, I can’t stop thinking about fucking you and you get under my skin, care to fix that? But I couldn’t say that, no matter how much I wanted to let those words slip past my teeth. “I literally just hung a drawing of you on my fridge as a truce gesture. Why would you think I have a problem with you?”

“Precisely because you called it a truce gesture.” She crossed her arms over her chest and folded her legs in, sitting forward just enough so her face was out of the direct sunlight. “I was under the hopeful impression you were just having a few bad days. Is that not the case?”

I gulped down a mouthful of coffee to give myself time to think. Has she not considered that my irritation with her is permanent? “Does it matter, Nelly? I’m offering a truce.”

She rolled her lip together between her teeth, her gaze not averting once. “I need this job, so no, I guess it doesn’t,” she said, her voice a little smaller, a little softer. It shouldn’t have felt like a knife to the chest, but it did. “I guess I’ll just put up with your attitude.”

I took a deep breath in through my nose and said nothing but the truth. “I’m working on it.”


Chapter 11



Nelly



Warm water enveloped me as I sunk further into the bathtub. I’d left the jets off this time to keep the noise down just in case it was loud enough to be heard in the main house — I didn’t want to interrupt Matty’s bedtime routine with his dad.

Rosie’s voice filtered out through my phone’s speaker, cutting through the light sloshing sound of the water. “So, it’s going well, then?”

“I mean, I’m currently sitting in a bathtub with jet capabilities. So that’s an easy yes.”

A chuckle filtered down the line, a little tinnier than she normally sounded. “Yeah, I figured it would be a nice place once I realized he was a player on the Atlanta Fire and not just a staff member,” she said, the unmistakable sound of nail clippers breaking up the silence on her end. “I’ve only spoken to the dad once to get the basic information, but he seemed nice enough. I’ve mostly just been in contact with the coach. Casey, I think?”

“Yeah, Casey.” I leaned my head back on the little waterproof pillow, heat and weightlessness soothing my bones.

The temptation to mention that the dad she had spoken to was the same man I’d told her I had met at Smokey’s gnawed uncomfortably at the back of my mind. I wanted to talk about it, wanted to spill the beans to literally anyone who would listen so I could get a morsel of advice. But the one person I wanted to tell most was also my boss, and she had gotten me this gig in the first place.

The fear of jeopardizing the best-paying job I’d ever landed kept me from opening my mouth and letting the words fly out.

“Have you heard anything else about the wedding?” she asked, her tone a little hesitant as a much larger snap! rang out, followed by a mumbled, “Shit.”

“Trim too much nail?”

“Yeah,” she groaned.

“That sucks,” I sighed, slipping just a little bit further down. My chin touched the water, my breasts floating almost comically beneath it. “And no, I haven’t heard anything else about the wedding. I don’t think they’re insane enough to invite me.”

“Didn’t you introduce them?”

I wanted to turn on the camera function of this damn phone just to show her the annoyed expression I was sure was written all over my face. “Yes, Rosie, obviously.”

The levels of irritation and hurt that stemmed from their point of contact being me ran deeper than I cared to admit, and as the frustration slowly started to sink in and spread outward, I found myself mumbling a quick, “Just a second.”

I slipped beneath the surface of the water entirely.

Sound dulled as my ears filled, and I sat there, fully encased and holding my breath, letting the water scald my face and scalp. I introduced them. I was the genesis of my own trauma. Morris was a producer, Ruby was a wedding singer — it felt natural to introduce them when I did, it felt normal that they wanted to work on things together without me. It wasn’t a question in my mind when he started hanging out with her more and more after he’d come to my OBGYN appointment because, of course, he was upset, and of course he wanted to bury himself in work.

I just didn’t know he was burying himself in her at the studio.

And when he’d finally told me, when he felt bad enough about it eleven months after that appointment and almost a year into our engagement, I hadn’t had the guts to tell him to fuck off. I’d still tried to make it work, offered him couples counseling, offered to put the wedding on hold, offered to help him, as if he were the one who needed to be gently handled. The only thing I’d ever had a spine with was my job, and he knew that, took advantage of it, walked all over me in our relationship, and hedged every bet on it.

He controlled everything.

Morris made every decision for me. He bought me my clothes, he chose what was for dinner, he decided who was considered okay to hang out with and who wasn’t. He decided when we went to bed and when we woke up, he decided what apartment we would rent, he decided what classes were best for me at university. And deeper than that, he controlled the bedroom in every single way possible.

Wear this for me. Wear that for me.

Fuck, choke on it, you don’t need to breathe yet.

We’re trying anal tonight.

You don’t need a toy. Your hands should be enough.

Maybe you should get a boob job.

You’re doing it wrong.

You’re doing it wrong.

You’re doing it wrong⁠—

I pushed my nose and mouth above the water, taking the quietest gasp of air I could into my aching, burning lungs, and dipped back beneath the surface again.

There was a level of control in the bedroom I thrived under, and Morris had looked at that line in the sand and crossed it like it wasn’t there to begin with. Things had to be done his way, to his liking, with no regard for me or my enjoyment or my needs. And I’d let him.

And when he’d finally left me, when he realized that I wasn’t getting a hint and was just letting this happen, I hadn’t a single clue of what to do. I’d stood there, watching in freeze mode as he packed his things, unable to move. Just like that time when I’d kicked a soccer ball into the road. Just like when my stupid vibrator fell out of my purse at Smokey’s and gurgled on the floor from its air pulse technology.

I swallowed past the burning in the back of my throat, past my lungs that screamed for more air. It hadn’t been like that with Seb.

It was a thought I’d been avoiding for the last two weeks, but it wasn’t wrong. Seb had asked what I liked. Seb had checked with me every step of the way. Seb had been gentle until I’d relented and fessed up to my lie, and he hadn’t laughed and taken it way too far when I’d admitted to wanting it rough. He hadn’t even let me touch him — he just wanted to touch me.

I couldn’t remember a single moment in my relationship with Morris where I’d felt like the person in the driver’s seat. I wasn’t even sure if relationships could be like that, if sex could be like that. But if sex with Seb was anything like what he’d done to me that night…

I scrambled to the surface, gasping for breath again and knocking my phone clean off the edge of the tub.

I couldn’t think like that. Seb was my boss, and Seb clearly had some kind of problem with me. But God, I wanted to think about it, wanted to imagine it, wanted to feel him, and touch him, and see what was beneath his clothes. I wanted him to talk to me the way he had that night, wanted him to whisper the most depraved things in my ear, wanted him to push my buttons and find my limits and respect them.

Water dripped down my cheeks as I sat there, chest heaving, boiling alive in the too-hot bath.

I wanted to go inside the house. I wanted to go up to his room, wanted to not say a word, wanted him to grab me and throw me on the bed and show me what it could be like to have sex with someone who didn’t only care about themselves.

But I didn’t.

I couldn’t. For some reason, he didn’t like me anymore and maybe didn’t even like me to begin with. Maybe I was just the first person he’d approached that night that gave him the time of day. Maybe I was just an easy person to play with. Maybe I didn’t matter at all.


Chapter 12



Sebastian



Me: Out for a drink with the team. You okay with looking after Matty a bit longer?

Nelly: It’s my entire job, Sebastian. It’s fine.

I stared at her text for a little too long, a little too closely, a little too intensely. There were no emojis where there normally would be, and the periods made the message direct. Almost every interaction I’d had with her since she’d questioned me about having a problem with her on Saturday morning had been like this — short, precise, clipped. Even when she’d come to the game on Sunday night with Matty for an hour before he fell asleep in his seat, she’d been like this.

It was eating away at me. It made home life hard. It made focusing on the game hard. It made practice hard, and I was still fucking up my basic forward cross-overs.

It didn’t help that Bryan Addaway was here.

He was someone I avoided fairly frequently at practice. We played the same position—both centers—and we were often subbed out for each other, so we didn’t necessarily need to be at the rink at the same time. When I’d first joined the Atlanta Fire, we’d butted heads far too many times to count, and he’d pushed for me to be dropped from the team. Coach had tried to keep us apart as much as possible. But it was always around this time, always when we got close to playoffs and had to knuckle down, that we saw a lot more of each other.

And, of course, that meant he tagged along when we all ended up at Smokey’s after one of the hardest practices of the season so far. It didn’t matter that he’d slammed me into the boards earlier and nearly dislocated my still-aching shoulder.

“Coach,” Luke said, reaching out and grabbing Coach’s arm as he passed by our stools at the bartop. “You’ve got to speak to Addaway, man.”

For fucks sake. I didn’t need Luke fighting my battles for me.

“Why?” Coach questioned, raising one grey, fluffy eyebrow in Luke’s direction as he came to a halt in front of him.

“Don’t act like you didn’t see it at practice,” Luke deadpanned. “He’s getting uppity again with Seb.”

“You don’t need to do that,” I insisted, inserting myself before Luke could dig a bigger hole for me to jump into. Coach was already having enough problems with me not performing at the top of my game. He didn’t need another reason to consider me a problem. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine, man,” Luke insisted, narrowing his eyes at me before turning back to Coach Casey. “He’s targeting him again.”

Coach sighed exasperatedly, his eyes scanning the crowd of jerseys and women and landing on who I could only assume was Bryan. “I’ll talk to him.”

Luke finally released his arm, and Coach was off, moving through the sea of people as if it were nothing to him. Nico was likely around here somewhere, probably tucked up in a booth with a woman who was willing to listen to him rattle on about how opera is going downhill these days, and considering I wasn’t feeling wildly talkative, Luke was the easiest teammate for me to slot in with.

“That’s not the only thing that’s bothering you, is it?” he asked, glancing at my face-down phone before taking a knowing sip of his beer.

Well, I guess relative silence wasn’t exactly an option here.

“Don’t want to talk about it?”

I pursed my lips, mulling over whether it was a good idea or a terrible one to say anything at all. Lines could be drawn even if I didn’t say her name. “It’s not that,” I insisted. “I just… I don’t know. I’m having problems with a… woman.”

“A woman?” Luke chuckled. “Care to tell me who?”

“Maybe when hell freezes over. Or when pigs fly. Check back then.”

He rolled his eyes as he took another gulp of his beer, his fingertips tapping in time to the music against the countertop. “What exactly is the issue? You realize you’re surrounded by flames right now, right? You could pick up any one of them you want.”

He was right. I could, easily, and I’d practically been fighting them off from the moment I’d stepped out of my car. “That’s not the point,” I huffed. “Look, I’ve just… I’ve upset her, and I don’t really know what to do about it. Which sounds insane, because I was fucking married and should be able to handle an angry woman, but I feel like I’ve hit a brick wall.”

“Or the boards again?” Luke snickered.

I sighed. “Sure. Or the boards again.”

Luke knocked back the rest of his beer, swallowing it mouthful by mouthful, before setting it down on the counter with enough force that I was worried the class would shatter. “We should drink about it, then,” he said. “Shots?”

I dragged my tongue along my upper teeth. It wasn’t a good idea — not really, not when I needed to get home and let Nelly take a break. But I also needed to blow off some steam, and I certainly wasn’t able to do that with her around.

Not in the ways I wanted, anyway.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Shots.”

————

We were four shots deep, and hell was beginning to break loose in the best ways.

Luke clutched a microphone in his hand, standing before a television screen with the words to a Taylor Swift song flashing up as the intro started. He jumped from foot to foot, psyching himself up, drawing in a small crowd of players and flames as I stood in front of him, arms crossed, entirely here for the show.

And then he started singing, and I knew without a doubt that Nico would be shoving his way across the bar any second.

Luke was horribly off-key and out of time, every word a half a second too late and a half an octave too low. The blue streaks in his hair flashed with every little bounce he did, showing off just one of our team colors since he’d ditched his jersey and given it to a random flame.

He practically shouted the words down the microphone, and just as I opened my mouth to boo him spectacularly, my prediction came true.

Nico pushed past me, taking that single step up onto what was meant to pass as a stage. He took the mic off of Luke, his brow furrowed and angry, and lifted the microphone to his lips. “Luke Smith, you are the worst fucking singer I’ve ever heard in my goddamn life.”

Luke burst into a fit of laughter, and I followed close behind as Nico burst into song, perfectly in time and perfectly on pitch, putting that opera training to good use.

I was glad, at least, here among these idiots and without needing to worry about Matty, that I could find something to find an ounce of joy in that didn't feel like a precariously positioned Jenga tower about to topple over. I could enjoy this. I could find happiness in the goofballs that were my teammates, and it could tide me over.


Chapter 13



Nelly



“Where’s your car?”

I leaned against the counter in the kitchen, watching Sebastian down the long expanse of the foyer as he shut the door behind him. He glanced at me warily while he dropped his bag on the floor and stood to his full height, hands in the pockets of his thigh-hugging jeans, a white shirt clinging to his muscular upper body.

“I left it at Smokey’s,” he sighed, crossing the foyer and heading straight toward the kitchen. Toward me.

“Are you drunk?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. I didn’t want to consider what he’d been up to at Smokey’s, didn’t want to entertain the thought that there was a chance he’d done exactly what he’d done to me that night, but with someone else.

“No,” he insisted. He stopped in the doorway, his hand wrapping around the frame. The intensity in his gaze zeroed in on me, drinking me in from top to bottom. I hadn’t bothered trying to look presentable for him at nearly midnight, not when I’d handled bedtime with Matty, not when I’d waited up for him. I’d hung out in my bike shorts and oversized shirt since Matty had fallen asleep, and I wasn’t about to change out of them now. “I was earlier. I just wasn’t going to consider driving home since I’m still a bit tipsy.”

I shifted uncomfortably, stretching my arms down and holding my wrist. “It’s late⁠—”

“I know.” His nostrils flared as he watched me, the tendons in his arm flexing while he squeezed the door frame. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be out for long.”

Words died on my tongue before they could form, and I found myself just reiterating my point instead. “You said you’d keep me in the loop about your schedule⁠—”

“I know,” he repeated. His lips formed a hard line before he spoke. “I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t even text me⁠—”

He took a step toward me, releasing the door frame. “I know,” he said again, but this time it was deeper, rougher, grittier. My spine stiffened. “I’m sorry.”

There were at least ten paces between his towering frame and mine, and fuck, that felt like too few and too many at the same time. I didn’t know what he was doing, didn’t know how truthful he was being, and if he was actually tipsy or just fully drunk, didn’t know what his aim was here, didn’t know why he was moving in my direction. My heart rate spiked as he took another step, thumping away in the back of my throat. “Seb,” I said cautiously.

He froze. His eyes flicked between mine across the distance, trying to read something there, trying to pick up what I’d meant by that. But I wasn’t even sure myself, so if he came up with an answer, it couldn’t have been correct. “Yeah?”

I swallowed past the words that wanted to come out, and it was like something clicked, like I’d unlocked the door. “Why didn’t you call me?”

A flicker of something flashed across the hard lines of his face, and his jaw set. “If I’m being entirely honest, Nell, I didn’t want you to be angrier with me while I was drunk, and I wanted to handle this as sober as I could.”

“No, not… not tonight,” I clarified, the words feeling like sandpaper as they left my mouth. Though his answer was good to know moving forward, it wasn’t what I was looking for.

His lips pursed, and his gaze fell, that meaning clicking for him. Apparently, the floor was far more interesting to look at now. He hesitated before he spoke, the space between his throat and his chin moving, chewing words I wanted to hear. “I never said I would.”

I never said I would. Those words made no sense, and I found myself reeling backward enough to push the counter harder into my lower back. “You took my number.”

“I did.”

“Were you just…” No, no, no, no, this is so much worse, this is ten million times worse. My stomach dropped as the realization hit me. “Fuck, you were just being polite.”

His jaw ticked as he dragged his gaze up toward the ceiling, up to the little bulbs that dotted it and lit the room in gentle, low light. He pulled his hands from his pockets, absentmindedly running one up the length of his arm while his Adam’s apple moved, but not a single sound came out of him.

Bile churned over in my gut, thrusting up into my esophagus. I wanted to throw up. I opened my mouth to speak, but the words froze, and I had to push past it, had to stuff down that urge so I could get the fuck out of here and find privacy to feel shitty about myself. “Matty’s asleep,” I said, but the sound of my voice was wrong, croaky, and foreign. I pushed off from the counter and took a step to my right, toward the glass doors, toward freedom and Carl the House Goalie and the guesthouse. “I’ll take him to school in the morning. Get some rest⁠—”

He moved across the floor like it was ice, his hand wrapping around my wrist and catching mine before I’d even gotten another step in. “Nelly.”

“Please don’t,” I gulped.

“That’s not…” He let out a grunt of frustration as he released me, shoving that same hand that had held my wrist into his hair instead and pushing the wavy brown strands out of his face. “That’s not what I meant. Remember the name I gave you? Sebastian Anthony?”

Well, that just felt like another stab in my self-confidence. “Please don’t remind me that you gave me a fake name,” I faltered, taking a step back from him toward the glass doors. “The number thing is enough.”

“No, that’s not—fuck, okay, just let me start over,” he said, bloodshot eyes meeting mine in a flash. He looked flustered, stressed, anxious in a way that I hadn’t seen before, not even on the morning when he’d overslept and was nearly an hour late for practice. “You know who I am, now. You know what I do for a living. If you’ve googled me, you probably know a lot of half-accurate information about my life. And at the bar, you didn’t, or at least I was somewhat convinced you didn’t.”

I stared at him across the few feet between us. “I don’t under⁠—”

“The handful of times I’ve gotten involved with anyone since my divorce, they’ve either known who I am or they’ve quickly learned who I am. And every fucking time, Nell, they didn’t care about me or Matty or anything else,” he said, leaning just a little closer to me as he put one hand on the counter for stability. His brows lowered, his mouth formed a hard line, but then he was speaking again, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to run. I wasn’t sure what I wanted at all. “They cared about what I could do for them, what I could give them, how many season tickets they could get or how much of my money they could use, and how many images of their face next to mine would show up in the recaps the day after a game. None of them have ever been interested in me as a person.”

His jaw worked back and forth as he thought about the words he wanted to say, and I gave him that space. I wasn’t sure if it was my freeze response or a choice to stay at this point, but I wasn’t moving, wasn’t going anywhere.

“When that happens enough times, you start to expect it,” he continued. “I had no idea if you were just playing coy with me to try to weasel your way in. And then you showed up at fucking practice, and I saw red because that was all I could think. So yes, I took your number to be polite and didn’t call you because I’d made my peace with not seeing you again the moment I spoke to you. I gave you my middle name instead of my last. I’m sorry for all of those things. But I don’t know how to navigate being a regular person with this kind of stuff anymore, not since I made NHL, not since Taryn.”

Taryn? I wanted to ask who that was, but I thought better of it before the question could leave my mouth. Instead, I took a deep breath in through my nose and let it out through a tiny gap between my lips. I could understand what he was saying, could understand his reasoning, but that little flame in my mind that had sparked a wildfire of an overwhelming feeling of inadequacy was still burning, even with the worst parts doused and put out by his words. This made him more human, more real, and I almost wished I could have just taken the hit-and-run instead of hearing this.

This hit close to home on too many levels.

I’d had to watch Morris go through similar things. He was a music producer, and although he wasn’t anywhere as sought-after as Sebastian probably was, he was hounded by wannabe musicians and up-and-comers constantly. It made him not want to work with anyone he hadn’t reached out to personally, made him not want to allow talent to find him. They all wanted the things he could give them instead of wanting to work with him as a person.

But Morris was a piece of shit. And as much as I wanted to assume Sebastian was the same as Morris with everything else outside of the bedroom, it was looking more and more like he wasn’t.

And that was… unsettling.

Upsetting.

Attractive.

“It wasn’t because I didn’t enjoy my night,” he added softly, throwing emphasis on almost every word as he stared directly at me, searching me, reading me.

Sebastian reached out again, almost hesitantly, as if I’d set him on fire, too, and slowly, gently wrapped his fingers around my forearm. Heat spread and consumed me from the point of contact, and my mind went blank, anything and everything I wanted to say lost and replaced with a black void.

He pulled, and my body moved, taking a step closer to him, and another, and another, until I was nearly as close to him as I’d been that night I’d met him at Smokey’s weeks ago. That scent of cedarwood and ocean salt invaded my senses, tempting me, testing me. Touch him.

“I wanted to call you,” he breathed, his hold on my arm turning softer and softer until it was practically featherlight. I could break free if I wanted to. “I forced myself not to.”

I wanted to call you.

God, this was so much worse. I could have made myself forget it all and stuff it down into a nice, neat box that I buried in the recesses of my mind if he’d just simply not had a good time and didn’t like me. Yes, it would have stung, especially after Morris’s constant battering of you’re shitty in bed, but I could have been fine.

I could have made sense of it.

But that wasn’t the case. Seb enjoyed himself. Seb wanted to call me. And now I was working for him, nannying his son, standing in his goddamn kitchen at midnight with no one else but him around. Now, I was standing beneath the intensity and heat of his tipsy gaze, and he was touching me, barely.

“That doesn’t explain why you seem to have a problem with me now,” I croaked. It was the only thing I could think to say, the only thing that still didn’t make sense. I needed to know, desperately, because if he hadn’t enjoyed himself, it would have been easy to explain — no one wants to be stuck in close contact with someone they thought they’d never have to see again. But from what he was saying, that wasn’t the case.

He huffed out a barely audible chuckle, his jaw working and ticking, and slid that featherlight touch on my forearm up. Fingers brushed across my upper arm, my shoulder, my collarbone, and I caught my breath the moment they touched my neck. His eyes followed them with precision, his lips parting just slightly. He moved them slowly until they settled just beneath my chin, tipping it up, forcing me to stretch my neck enough to still see his face as he took another step closer. I could feel the heat rippling off his body, could have put a single hand between us and touched him easily.

But his eyes didn’t find mine. They stared at my lips instead, light blue irises focusing in and making my mouth water.

“I don’t have a problem with you, Penelope,” he rasped.

My pulse thundered in my ears, my head, my throat, and he shifted his hand, his thumb taking over beneath my chin to keep my head up, his fingers splaying out across the side of my neck and taking up residence beneath my ear. His breathing was even and measured, too quiet as if they were shallow, but I could see his chest rising and falling, his shoulders shifting as he kept himself in place.

“I have a problem with fighting the urge to touch you every time I see you.”

As if chains had come unshackled and the world had finally started moving again, I regained an ounce of control.

I only wished it hadn’t shifted from freeze to flight.

There weren’t words, only actions — I took a step back, out of his hold, out of his scent, out of his warmth. Despite the strength he could have easily used, he let me go, locked in position as his eyes followed me.

Shakily, I pulled the glass door open.

He didn’t say a word.

Slipping from the house like a gazelle just narrowly outrunning a lion, I shut it behind me and walked back to the guesthouse in a blur, not even bothering to say goodnight to Carl the House Goalie.


Chapter 14



Sebastian



I’d lost count of how many times I’d hit the boards today, but the final one, spurred on by yet another clash with Bryan Addaway, had resulted in explosive pain from my bad knee after I’d failed to catch myself after the collision. The knee guards hadn’t been enough to mitigate the pain, and Coach had sent me off to the onsite nurse, who had sent me off to the team’s massage therapist.

I bit down on my knuckles as Aubrey worked at the muscle and sinew beneath the ragged scar I’d obtained almost twelve years ago.

“Does that hurt?” she asked, pushing in on a particularly tender spot as she looked across the massage table at me.

It didn’t bother me that I was half naked in front of her, laid out in my boxers and undershirt with half of my equipment still strapped to my body. But that, the poking at that specific spot, bothered me so badly that I nearly kicked her in retaliation. “Yes,” I gasped. “Fuck, ouch, yes, stop.”

“Sorry, sorry,” she mumbled. Her thumb dug in beside it, working the muscle there instead, but her face said she wasn’t getting anywhere with it. Her dark brown hair, straight as an arrow and braided behind her, fell over one shoulder as she pushed a little harder. “I need to work that spot. Can you try to talk through it to distract yourself? Or I can find you something to bite down on…”

I gripped the edge of the cushioned table. “Just work on it.”

“Are you sure?” Bright brown eyes batted in my direction, the worry on her face clashing horribly with the calm, serene music she had playing on a little speaker in the corner of the room.

I nodded once, and she started to get to work.

It felt like my fucking leg was being sawn off. “Fuck,” I bit out, desperately trying to keep myself from moving as she dragged the scar tissue around with oiled, deep brown fingers. “Okay, okay, shit — I need to talk.”

“Go for it, Seb.”

The first thing that came to mind was the only thing that had been on my mind for days — and weeks before that. I could keep it vague, surely, and just get shit off my chest. “I met someone,” I bit out, gasping as she pushed down even harder across a tendon, and the need for anonymity slipped. “And I can’t stop thinking about it, but they’re working for the team, and it’s, ah, fuck, unprofessional on a million different levels.”

Her hands stilled as she looked at me, her brows knitting uncomfortably. “What do you mean?”

I leveled a glare at her. “You can’t just push down on painful spots to get me to talk and then stop, Aubrey. You’re extending my torture.”

“Right, but…” Her eyes scanned across my body and settled on my knee, at her hand that rested on it.

I didn’t understand her hesitation to work on me, not when my knee was still screaming in pain and the constant onslaught of replays from the conversation I’d had with Nelly three nights ago was still running over and over in my mind. She’d avoided me like the plague since, keeping every forced interaction short and sweet and fake in front of Matty. I’d given her the day off last minute in the hopes that she’d use it to calm down from whatever panic I’d instilled in her, and Dani had been more than happy to handle drop off and pick up for Matty, but I had a sinking feeling that I’d crossed a line I shouldn’t have and fucked over the one thing I needed more than anything — childcare.

“Maybe I should get Zoe to do this instead,” Aubrey mumbled, staring down at my kneecap as her dark skin turned ashen.

Oh, fuck. “No—no,” I insisted, shoving myself upright on shaky hands. Zoe would make this ten times worse — she was our younger masseuse, freshly hired, and dear God, I didn’t want to freak her out with this, too. “It’s not you. Or Zoe. I’m sorry, I should have been more clear.”

She sat back in her wheeled stool with a sigh of relief. “Fuck, you freaked me out there,” she laughed, getting her hands back into position. “Sorry, you said working for the team, and I panicked.”

“No, no, I’m sorry. It’s not any of the women here.”

Her fingers dug in again, one dark brown eyebrow raising at me, and oh my fucking God, I needed to lay back down, needed to shove my knuckles back between my teeth.

“Fuck,” I hissed, the sound muffled from the back of my hand as she pushed down on the scar.

“They’re not a player, right?” she half-laughed.

I shook my head, not bothering to give that question any verbal response when my throat felt like it was closing up.

“Coach?”

The tip of her finger touched something, and she dragged it, eliciting some of the worst pain I’d ever felt since I took a skate to that knee my first year on the ice. A horrible, gurgled shout of pain ripped from me, barely muffled from my hand, and she stilled. My breathing came sharp, ragged, angry, but I’d be a liar if I tried to say it didn’t feel a minuscule amount better.

“Sorry—”

“It’s not Coach.” I gave her a bitter laugh, my eyes bleary, but focusing on the square tiles of the ceiling.

“Well, I need to pull that tendon a little more, so you can either tell me so you can talk freely, or we can keep playing the guessing game.” She took her hands off me, the sound of the little bottle of oil popping off telling me she was relubricating her fingers.

I swallowed and tried to calm myself down, taking a deep breath in and holding it for five seconds before releasing it. “If I tell you, will you keep it to yourself?”

Her hands met my knee again, but she didn’t push in just yet. “Of course,” she said. “Think of it like going to the doctor or seeing a shrink. I won’t tell anyone what you say in here. It’s confidential unless it’s, like, illegal.”

“Is it actually confidential?” I asked, looking down at my body where she perched by my leg.

“I mean, I’m a licensed physical therapist and a massage therapist, so yes,” she grinned. “I like to gossip, but I’m more than capable of keeping my mouth shut if I need to. So, go on, let it out.”

She started up again, and I could have sworn little dark spots tainted my vision. I closed my eyes to keep them at bay while she tortured me. “Fuck, okay, it’s Matty’s nanny,” I said through clenched teeth. “She’s living with us.”

“Ooh, that makes more sense. I didn’t know she was contracted by the team,” Aubrey said, glancing up at me to make sure I wasn’t about to pass out. Pain spread throughout my upper thigh, rippling, all-encompassing, and I knew I should have taken painkillers before this.

“Yeah,” I gasped. “I… I met her at Smokey’s a few weeks ago before we hired her. Went—fuck—went back to her apartment with her. I took her number, but I didn’t call, and now she’s living in my fucking house.”

“Wait, you didn’t call her?” Her hands paused again, and I wanted to shout at her, wanted to tell her to just get this over with so I could stop feeling the pain, but she started again as she spoke. “I thought you were into her?”

“I am. But I didn’t know if she was just a flame or if she was some random girl who happened to be at Smokey’s, so I didn’t risk it. But she—oh my God—wasn’t a flame,” I explained. The backs of my eyes burned as she pulled the tendon again, my chest heaving while I tried to steady each breath. “I can’t… fuck, I can’t stop thinking about her though, and I can’t escape her. I don’t want to fuck up the situation with Matty, but it’s like I’m surrounded by temptation every moment I’m at home and surrounded by stress every moment I’m—shit—here.”

“Big, deep breath for me, Sebastian,” she said, and I followed her instruction, taking in air until my lungs screamed at me and holding it there. She pulled, and something snapped, and a wailed, choked shout bellowed from me, using up every bit of oxygen I’d held. “There we go.”

I didn’t bother opening my eyes. I was positive all I’d see was black, anyway. Something told me I was going to be off the ice for the rest of the day. “Fuck,” I croaked.

“That seems like a sticky situation, Seb,” she said, her stool creaking as I assumed she lifted herself out of it. Her voice moved across the room, and the sound of the faucet switching on told me she was fully done and was washing the oil from her hands. “One of those things where something is already a problem, so working out the issues in it becomes even harder. Like your knee.”

“Yeah,” I grunted. I threw my arm over my eyes, content to just lay there in the low-grade pain that wouldn’t seem to stop.

“You should ice that tonight and skip leg day tomorrow if you have it scheduled. I’ll let Coach Casey know that you need a couple of days off from any leg-specific maneuvers.”

“Great, he’ll fucking hate that.”

She tossed my thick pants onto my stomach, a deep, audible sigh coming from her. “I’ll give you a few minutes to calm down and get dressed. I’ll be in the breakroom if you need anything else, okay?”

“Okay. Thanks, Aubrey. For the knee and for listening to me.”

————

Fully dressed and limping, I hobbled to the door, still lightheaded from the pain. I’d made absolutely zero headway on what I was going to do about Nelly in the fifteen minutes I’d laid on that table with my eyes closed, and I couldn’t imagine I’d come up with anything between that room and my car, but I could try.

But the moment I turned the handle and opened the door, a smirk-covered familiar face stared right back at me. Fuck.

Luke leaned against the wall opposite Aubrey’s room, his phone in hand, smug as could be. With his tongue caught between his teeth, he grinned at me, wide and unabashed — he’d heard it. He’d heard it all.

“Have you seriously been waiting out here for the last twenty minutes just to smile at me like that?” I groaned, shutting the door behind me.

He pushed off the wall and shoved his phone into his pocket, his hair moving just enough to flash those blue streaks at me. “Well, Coach wanted me to check how you were doing, and then I heard⁠—”

“Figured.”

“Is she who you were drinking over?” he asked, waggling his shoulders as if he were a cat about to pounce. “Or do you have multiple women with multiple problems?”

My hands balled into fists, half from the pain and half because I just wanted to fucking deck him. But I loved Luke, and even though he could be annoying as hell, I knew he wouldn’t go off talking about it. “Can we please not talk about it out here?”

“Yeah, yeah, I guess,” he chimed. “Just know you’re a loudmouth, and it was easy as hell to hear all that, so if you want to keep your nanny a secret, maybe don’t talk about it at the rink at all. These walls are thin as fuck.”

I pursed my lips as I turned, beginning my slow, hobbling journey down the hall. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


Chapter 15



Nelly



Walking in with Matty through the double doors that a security guard had blocked me from weeks ago felt somehow different, like I wasn’t stepping into a space that was completely unwelcoming, like I was doing something nice that wouldn’t result in an angry Sebastian accusing me of stalking him.

Seb had texted me that practice was running late today and that if I wanted to stop by with Matty after picking him up from school, I was more than welcome to bring him to watch. I figured it would be an easy way to entertain him, and considering it was public and he’d be surrounded by his teammates, I didn’t feel an overwhelming sense to run. There wasn’t anything he could do here.

“Daddy!” Matty shouted as I directed him into the lower stands, one little hand shooting up to wave excitedly at the men standing around on the ice. None of them were wearing their jerseys, so it wasn’t exactly easy to pick him out in their helmets, but the moment Matty’s voice carried across the stadium, a blue helmet turned toward us. Those piercing light blue eyes met us from across the ice, and Seb waved enthusiastically back at his son.

Coach Casey blew the whistle, and everyone glided into their formations, taking up their specific places across the ice.

Matty and I sat down two rows back from one of the exits on the ice, close enough that he could easily see and high enough that the walls of the rink didn’t impede his eyeline. He clutched a little stuffed phoenix in his hands, the same one he’d brought to the last game we’d attended, and I couldn’t help but wonder exactly how many times he’d slipped it into his backpack in the hopes he’d get to go to practice after school.

We sat and watched as the guys ran drills. Over and over, Seb took the puck, maneuvered it across the ice to the opposite side, and passed it off to someone else before they took a shot. He moved like lightning, but from the little bits and pieces I’d gathered from him, he wasn’t moving right or fast enough. But I didn’t understand the game beyond the basic get the puck in the net.

Matty babbled endlessly, talking me through some of the plays, explaining lingo that made absolutely no sense to me. I wasn’t sure if it truly made sense to him, either, or if he was just parroting words his dad had said, and the more he spoke about it, the more I found my mind drifting, wandering back to that night in Sebastian’s kitchen, and getting stuck when his hand cupped my jaw.

I’d panicked.

I’d run back to the guest house, locked myself in my room, and had a full-blown anxiety attack.

I didn’t know what I wanted. Part of me, the stupid, longing, aching part of me that wanted to feel attractive and sought after, the part that wanted to touch and be touched in the ways I wanted, had screamed at me to stay or run back and fling myself at him. But the sensible part of me, the one that had gotten me through the breakdown of my relationship and carried me through life, told me that was the worst idea I could have ever imagined and I’d only be complicating everything — as well as embarrassing myself the moment it came time for me to do anything other than receive.

You’re doing it wrong.

Why do you have to be so fucking bad in bed?

Jesus, Nelly, it’s not difficult.

Morris’s voice had echoed through my mind over and over that night, and the sensible part of me had won out with his influence. Even if Sebastian wanted that, he had no idea what he’d be getting: the worst lay of his life.

So, I’d avoided him. For over a week now, I’d kept things short in the hopes that we could both try to forget about it and shove down whatever was tempting us.

But seeing him there, on the ice, covered head to toe in black, figure-hugging workout gear and padding, did not help with quelling temptation. Not when he was playing beautifully, not when he held his stick in the air with two hands and did a little excited shake for Matty’s entertainment, not when he had one leg up on the wall and was squatting like that.

That man’s ass was truly on another level.

The thoughts made it hard to focus and absorb what was happening in practice, but the overwhelming scale of it all was on another level. It was one thing to be here during a game, knowing I worked for one of the professional athletes sliding across the ice, but it was another to be able to come and go as I liked during closed practices, to be able to see them like this, laid back and without their game faces on, with almost no one else in the arena.

“Daddy’s forward cross-overs are getting better,” Matty said, pointing directly at Sebastian as he pushed his way across the ice with nimble feet.

“Ahh, is that what maneuver is?” I asked.

He grinned up at me and gave me a little nod. “Mmhmm. You’ve gotta put one foot over the other, and push, I think.”

“Sounds hard. I don’t think I could do that,” I chuckled. “Your daddy is probably much better at that than I’d ever be.”

“You should learn!” he chirped excitedly. “Sometimes, after practice, before they bring the big Zamboni out to smooth the ice for the figure skaters, Daddy lets me put on my skates and takes me out on the ice. Maybe he’ll let you, too.”

I jutted my lower lip out a little too far, playing up my sadness. “I don’t have any skates.”

“I’ll ask Daddy to get you some,” he said, looking smug as hell as he sat back in his seat.

I chuckled, but the sound of something slamming into the wall in front of us made me jump, and the second I looked up, all I could see was the back of Sebastian’s helmet and his back against the lip of the wall. Another man, someone with sandy brown hair and tanned skin and a look of pure anger on his face, had Seb pinned with his shoulder.

“Daddy!” Matty shouted, his hands covering his mouth and his eyes going wide as he leaned forward in his seat. “Are you okay?”

Seb turned his head toward us, his mouth twisted up in pain, and for a second, I wondered if I needed to get Matty out, if I needed to rush over, or if I was just witnessing a normal day of practice for him. My heartbeat rose, but Seb lifted a single gloved hand and gave a thumbs up.

“I’m fine, bud,” Seb grunted. He pushed the brown-haired man off him, sending him gliding a few feet back before the man dug his skate in and stopped himself.

“Oh, shit, that your kid?”

Coach Casey blew his whistle, shouting a hasty, “Take five!”

“Yeah. Matty,” Seb said, spitting a mouthful of saliva onto the bare ice and rotating his shoulders as he replied to the man who had driven him into the wall. “If you could refrain from swearing in front of him, that would be great.”

“Ah, fuck, sorry,” he laughed. He skated up to the wall, resting his arms on it and leaning over, looking directly at Matty. “What’s up, squirt? I’m Bryan. Center, like your dad.”

I raised a brow at Seb as he turned, positioning himself between Bryan and the exit. Seb just shook his head.

“Hi,” Matty said, his voice a little smaller as he stared at Bryan, his eyes narrowed and untrusting. In fairness, he had just seen his dad get slammed into the wall by this guy, so I couldn’t blame him.

Bryan’s gaze drifted toward me instead, and as if Seb had been watching like a goddamn hawk, he mumbled, “Don’t.”

“You must be the new nanny,” Bryan said, glancing at Seb beside him but completely ignoring his request. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Uh, yeah, sorry. It’s Nelly,” I said, lifting up from my seat and reaching across the single set in front of us with an outstretched hand. Bryan reached out, too, giving it a quick little shake. He was handsome enough — he looked a little older than Seb’s thirty-two years, a little more weathered, with a jaw hard enough to cut steel and a hint of a tattoo poking up beneath his shirt at the neckline.

“Nice to meet you,” he said, smirking. He still hadn’t let go of my hand. “Any other services you offer?”

“What?”

“Bryan,” Seb warned, his voice dropping far lower than I’d heard it before.

“Oh, just because you’re living with him,” Bryan said, squeezing my hand just a little bit tighter, unrelenting in his grasp. My pulse rose further, my balance uneven across the gap. Matty’s hand slid into my free hand as if he could tell, and goddammit, that kid deserved an ice cream after this. “How full is this service package? Just cooking, cleaning, and watching the kid? Or does he have you sucking his cock in the middle of the night?”

Seb moved before the words had even settled in.

I could barely catch what happened — one moment, Bryan was persistently holding my hand, and the next, he’d released it, and I was frozen, and he was laid back on the ice with Seb’s bladed foot against his stomach.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Coach shouted, the sound of a whistle peeling out across the arena.

“What does that mean?” Matty asked, tugging on my hand, trying to get me to come back to him. But I couldn’t move.

He said that in front of Matty.

“What’s wrong with you?” Seb spat, shoving his hockey stick up against Bryan’s chin. His cheeks had turned red, his ears pink, and even though I could only see his profile, he looked furious. “You don’t say that to her. You don’t say that in front of my kid!”

Function over my body returned to me all at once, and I moved, blocking Matty’s view as I tried to keep half my attention on him and half on what was happening on the ice. I needed to get him out of here.

“Nelly?” Matty asked, pulling on my hand.

“Get your twig off his neck, Blue,” Coach said.

“Like hell I will,” Seb snarled, leaning just a little further in toward Bryan, pushing down on his diaphragm with his skate. “Apologize to her. Now.”

To me?

If anything, he should be apologizing to Seb for saying that in front of Matty. Why was he adamant that he apologize to me?

Bryan laughed, his hand wrapping around Seb’s ankle. But he didn’t say a word.

“Tell me what happened,” Coach demanded, “before I assume this is a pointless attack and bench you.”

“I’m not repeating what he said in front of Matty,” Seb said, pushing his stick harder against Bryan’s chin and forcing his head back. “But it was inappropriate and an insult to Nelly.”

Coach sighed dramatically and pinched the bridge of his nose, squeezing his eyes shut in frustration. “Fine. We’ll talk after practice. Just let him go.”

“Nelly,” Matty said again, and I turned to him, resisting the urge to squat down to his level so he wouldn’t see his father standing over a man with a hockey stick lodged against his throat. “I don’t understand.”

“I know, bud,” I sighed, cupping his cheek. Wide, blue eyes that looked just like Seb’s looked up at me with confusion. “Just know that what he said was not okay, and you shouldn’t repeat it. Okay?”

Matty nodded. “Okay. Daddy’s angry, though.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You don’t need to see that.”

“Is he okay?”

“He’s okay,” I said.

“Nell?”

I spun on a dime, and Seb was at the wall, leaning over it with his face still red and a sheen of sweat dripping from his skin. Bryan was back up, skating toward the rest of the group, and Coach still stood behind Seb as still as a statue. I threw one leg over the seats in front of me and climbed over them.

“Hey,” I said, dropping my voice so Matty wouldn’t hear. “Are you okay?”

His mouth formed a hard line as he looked between me and his son. “I’m fine,” he grumbled. “Can you take Matty home, please?”

“Oh. Uh… yeah, I can,” I swallowed. “I’m sorry, you said⁠—”

“I know.” He sucked his teeth and wiped his forehead with the back of his gloved hand. “I made a bad call extending the offer today.”

“Seb—”

“Honestly, just get him out of here before Bryan says something else, and Matty has to watch me beat his fucking brains out on the ice,” Seb said, his voice barely audible as the whistle blew again. “I’ll see you at home.”


Chapter 16



Sebastian



Istared down at my phone, eyes glued to the notifications that simply read, Back door opened. Back door closed.

It was half past eleven, and as I laid back on my bed with my chest against the headboard and my right leg elevated with an icepack on my knee, I couldn’t help but wonder what, exactly, Nelly needed from inside the house at this hour.

She’d avoided me again when I got home, disappearing to the guesthouse without much more than a quick recap of what she and Matty did after they’d left practice earlier and a verification that I didn’t need her help for the rest of the night. I couldn’t blame her — the side of me she’d seen on the ice earlier was a side that seldom came out, and it wasn’t enjoyable to see. But I wasn’t going to apologize for it. Not when Bryan should have apologized.

An old episode of Survivor played softly from my television across the room, quiet enough that it wouldn’t leak through the walls to the other side of the second floor and wake Matty. He’d conked out just after eight, and I’d spent the last three hours trying to get comfortable in my bed and failing.

My phone buzzed in my hand, and a new notification drew my attention.

Nelly: Are you awake?

I quickly typed out a reply.

Me: Yeah. I’m in my room. What’s up?

The three little dots popped up, showing me she was typing, and then quickly disappeared.

Me: Nelly?

Nelly: Can you come downstairs?

That… was odd. Not only had she never come into the house this late before, she hadn’t actively sought me out in over a week, and even then, it wasn’t like this between us.

Me: Come up here. My knee is killing me and the stairs make it worse.

Nelly: Are you sure?

Me: My room isn’t off-limits, Nell.

Not a moment later, light footsteps padded across the hall, coming to a stop outside my door. I could feel her hesitation, could tell she wasn’t sure what to do — she waited for what felt like forever there, the shadow of her feet obvious beneath the door. I paused Survivor.

Me: It’s not locked, you know.

Me: Just open it.

The handle turned, and I watched with bated breath as her form appeared in the open doorway.

Fuck.

Red, puffy eyes looked directly at me, her two braids on either side of her face a mess, her oversized shirt hanging limply around her full figure. I was more than used to an upset five-year-old bursting into my room in the middle of the night, but there was something unnerving about a twenty-five-year-old who had clearly been crying, doing the same thing.

“Fuck. What’s wrong?” I asked, pushing myself a little more upright and wincing from the pain in my knee.

She shut the door behind her but stayed beside it, one hand wrapping around her upper arm. “I’m sorry.” She sniffled, and I moved, shoving the ice pack off my knee and swinging my legs over the side of the bed. It didn’t matter that I was in my boxers and a shirt — something was clearly wrong if she’d gone this far.

“Nelly,” I said, limping around the edge of the bed. She held up a single hand, and I stopped, not wanting to push her on whatever this was.

“I’m sorry, I just…” She released her arm and wiped beneath her eyes with her thumbs, the red around them spreading to her cheeks and deepening her light brown skin. “I feel awful about what happened at the rink earlier. I shouldn’t have come. It just made extra trouble for you.”

I blinked at her, her words causing an overwhelming, sudden confusion. She felt bad about it because of what it meant for me? “Christ, Nell, don’t fucking apologize for that,” I mumbled, taking one hobbled step toward her.

“Maybe Dani should take him from now⁠—”

“Stop,” I insisted. “The only person who should have any consequence or limitations put on them for that is Bryan. Not you.”

She tucked her lower lip between her teeth as she looked up at me, the silence falling for just a few seconds. “It wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t come,” she said softly.

“That doesn’t matter. I wanted you there. Both of you.” I extended a hand toward her, offering it, hoping she’d take it. “Come here. Sit down.”

“On your bed?”

I rolled my eyes at her and waggled my fingers. “Yes, on my bed.”

Hesitantly, she reached out her hand, wrapping her fingers around my palm. I pulled her gently toward the bed, my knee screaming at me as I turned and watched her sink down onto the mattress.

Get her to lay back.

I banished the thought as I stood in front of her, leaning on the pole of the four-poster bed to take some weight off my knee. “Bryan is a piece of shit, and I’m sorry he said what he said to you. But it is not your fault, and I need you to understand that, both for your mental well-being and because I’ll need you at the rink more and more fairly soon. Okay?”

Her throat worked on a swallow as she looked up at me. The confidence I’d seen in her when it came to Matty seemed to waver in front of me, and I wished I could read her mind, wished I could see exactly what was happening in there and piece it together like a puzzle.

“Nelly.”

“Okay,” she whispered.

“No, that’s not—fuck,” I sighed. “That’s not an order, it’s an invitation to discuss this.”

She wiped at her eyes again, every bit of makeup either removed or cried off, and I wondered just how much and how long she’d been crying before she made her way inside, how out of her comfort zone she was.

“Right. Sorry,” she said again, and I just wanted to make her stop apologizing, wanted to make her feel okay again, wanted to fix whatever problem she’d found — but she wasn’t letting me.

Hesitantly, out of some stupid idea that I could touch her and make it all better, I reached out, tucking the loose strands from her braid behind her ear. “It’s not just what happened at the rink, is it?”

Her eyes went glassy again as she bit down on her lips. She shook her head, her face brushing against the base of my palm.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I offered. When she hit me with nothing but silence, I spoke again. “I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t want to listen, Nell.”

“My ex is getting married,” she croaked, wiping her eyes again as a stray tear broke free. “And I think, since finding that out and going back over everything in my head, I’m starting to realize that he wasn’t just a shitty person. He was worse than that. And I don’t think I wrapped my mind around the extent of how much he fucked me up until now.”

Shit.

My chest ached for her, and one by one, things that had happened between us clicked into place, making more and more sense. She’d been confused that I didn’t call. She’d been upset that I’d come home late. She’d run when I had come close to kissing her in the kitchen. And she’d avoided me for over a week because of it.

“He’s marrying the girl who used to be my best friend. I introduced them.” She huffed out a hollow laugh as she pulled her legs up onto the bed. I did my absolute best not to notice that she wasn’t wearing anything but underwear beneath her oversized shirt.

“Fuck, that’s a low blow.” I shifted uncomfortably on my legs, my knee screaming at me, and eventually decided I was better off sitting down, too. I moved around the post, sinking down onto the mattress a few feet from her, trying to give her enough space that she didn’t feel crowded but close enough that she didn’t think I was made uncomfortable by the situation. “I’m sorry. I don’t know the extent of it, but I can guarantee you didn’t deserve to have to go through that. Any of it.”

The irony of my words wasn’t lost on me. I should be saying that shit to myself, too, and heeding it.

I pulled my legs up onto the bed, hissing in pain from the discomfort in my knee, and reached behind me for the ice pack — but she gave me pause when the warmth of her hand touched the cold skin, her fingers just gently moving across the scar.

“What happened?” she asked.

Holding the ice pack in my grasp, I waited, watching as she inspected it and trying not to visibly wince from the pain. “Took a skate to the knee about twelve years ago,” I said, turning my leg a little so she could get a better view. The white, raised skin wrapped around the side of my knee and curved toward the back, and looking at it now, I could still picture the way the skin and muscle had split so badly I could see my bones beneath. “It was my first year playing. I was having an impromptu practice with some of the guys on my team and I didn’t have my protective gear, and I was checking my teammate. We both went down, and his skate got lodged in my knee.”

She sniffled again, but the tears had stopped, her attention focused on me instead. If that’s what it would take to get her to calm down and feel okay, I’d happily talk her ear off. “Sounds painful.”

“It was. Still is,” I said. “The ice was covered in blood. We got in trouble for it.”

“You got in trouble for it?” she asked, her mouth popping open in a shocked O.

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “We weren’t supposed to be on the ice that day, and I passed out before the paramedics got there, so I couldn’t clean it up. The guys didn’t either. We just left a shit ton of blood all over the rink.”

“Well, obviously, you should have gotten your act together and cleaned up your own blood,” she joked.

“Obviously,” I laughed. I put the ice pack back on it the moment her hand left me, sighing at the minuscule amount of relief it brought. “It still flares up occasionally. I knocked it on the boards the other day when Bryan shoved me into them. Our masseuse worked some of it out, but it’s still screaming.”

“Was it hurting when you were at practice earlier?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been skipping leg day to get it to calm down, but I can’t exactly skip practice.”

“I couldn’t even tell you were in pain,” she said softly, breaking her stare and dragging her gaze back up to my eyes.

I shrugged, biting down the hiss I desperately wanted to let out as I readjusted my knee. “I can block it out when I need to sometimes.” I watched her closely, watched as her lips flattened into a thin line, watched as her nose crinkled just slightly. “I block out a lot of things, Nelly.”

She blinked at me, her mouth parting just slightly, but she didn’t speak.

“My ex wasn’t exactly the best person, either,” I said, gauging her reaction as I steered the conversation back to what she’d brought up. If she was done with it, then that was fine, but I wanted her to not feel alone, wanted her to feel comfortable if there was more she needed to say. “Not in the same ways as yours, I assume, but there was always a level of love that she wasn’t able to give me. Toward the end, Taryn started spouting a lot of toxic guru bullshit, going really hardcore on that single phrase, you can’t truly love someone else until you love yourself. Which, who knows, maybe in her case, it was true. But she picked up and left, went on a journey of self-discovery. Left her fuckin’ kid. Left me.”

Nelly’s eyes glassed over again, and her mouth opened further, but I spoke before she could say something that would likely leave me second-guessing saying anything at all.

“I’ve come to terms with it, for the record. And if you’d rather I shut up, you can say that. I just didn’t want you to feel like you couldn’t talk about your situation,” I sighed. “And I imagine if I found out tomorrow that Taryn was marrying someone else, it would probably bring up a lot of mixed feelings. It’s okay to be upset about it, Nelly.”

Her lower lip trembled, and for a worrying second, I wasn’t sure what she was doing as she moved across the bed toward me, her hands on the thick down comforter and her rear lifting, but in truth, I wouldn’t have moved regardless. If she’d been coming in to make a move, I would have let her. If she’d been simply moving closer, I would have let her. So, it didn’t strike me as something I should have avoided when her arms wrapped around my upper body and her head tucked into the crook of my neck, and I didn’t feel like I needed to push her off when her knee brushed against my thigh or when her breasts pressed against my chest. It was unexpected, and it was a little dizzying, but it wasn’t nearly as terrifying as I’d once imagined it would be to have someone wrapped around me like that in my bedroom after Taryn.

I kept us both upright with one hand on the mattress, but the other wrapped itself around her waist instinctually, returning the gesture in the best way I knew how that wouldn’t cross a line.

“Thank you,” she said, the sound muffled as she spoke it directly against my skin. Warmth from her breath heated me, the pleasant scent of flowers surrounding me, and God I was lucky my shirt was long enough to pool around my hips because there wasn’t a single chance my boxers would hide the base reaction my body was having. “It’s really hard for me to assume that any guy I meet is even halfway decent because of him, but you being this nice to me is kind of breaking that down.”

How bad must he have been for me to be the kind of person that broke that mold? I liked to think that I wasn’t a bad guy when you boiled things down, but she’d literally watched me shove my skate into someone's chest earlier.

She pulled back a bit, and I wanted to tighten my grip, wanted to let her hug me just a little longer, but I thought better of it. I didn’t know what kind of trauma I was working with here, and I didn’t want to push her in the slightest.

“What happened?” I asked when she slipped away from me entirely, her lower lashes damp and clumped together. She settled down right in front of me, her knee touching my thigh, her hands falling into her lap as her mouth scrunched up to one side. “If you don’t mind me asking, I mean. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

Her lips unscrunched and quirked upward on one side, the saddest little smile I’d ever seen on an adult woman taking shape on her face. “Morris, uh, didn’t… he didn’t believe me when I told him that I wasn’t capable of having kids,” she said, swallowing audibly as her gaze averted from me, finding a home in her lap instead. Shit. “I had told him when things first started getting serious, and we’d talked about it a few times over the years before he proposed. I think he just didn’t want to hear it and didn’t want to consider what that would mean, you know? But he came with me to my yearly pap smear a few months after we got engaged, and I was chatting with the doctor about wedding planning and all that — he wasn’t even paying attention, just staring at some game on his phone, but the moment she asked me if we planned to do IVF after the wedding, all hell broke loose.”

I didn’t know a lot about struggling with conception, but I didn’t know nothing, either. There was a period, before everything went downhill, when Taryn was concerned that she wouldn’t be able to conceive naturally, and I remembered the sleepless nights we’d had and the overwhelming feeling she’d struggled with that something about her was incorrect while she waited for the results of her fertility tests. I couldn’t imagine brushing that off or pretending like it wasn’t happening. For all her faults, I’d still been right there, holding her hand at four in the morning while she cried her eyes out.

I didn’t know what to say to Nelly, not when I didn’t know her well enough to ask specific questions, but I found myself reaching out to her regardless, dragging my fingers across her thigh until I reached her hand. I at least knew how to hold that.

“He checked out after that, I think,” she said softly, her eyes locked on our joined hands. I dragged my thumb over the back of her hand, over and over, over and over. “That was when he started sleeping with Ruby.”

“Oh, fuck,” I sighed, adjusting my ice pack with one hand and squeezing her fingers with the other. “Don’t tell me Ruby is⁠—”

“Yeah,” she said, letting out a small, bitter laugh. “She’s who he’s marrying. He was a music producer, she was a wedding singer… can I make it any more obvious?”

I blinked at her, the joke settling in, and the moment it clicked, I snorted. “Did you just make a “Skater Boy” reference in the middle of this?”

Her lips quirked up again as she lifted her gaze a little, looking at me through heavy lashes. “Maybe.”

“Unbelievable. Here I was thinking we were having a serious discussion about your piece of shit ex,” I laughed. I squeezed her hand again, and she chuckled, pushing the little stray strands of brown and blonde out of her face. I tried not to let it worry me how natural and easy this felt, how much it reminded me of the night I’d gone back to her apartment with her — it had startled me, then, how easy I found her to speak to, to touch, to kiss.

“We are,” she chuckled. “Anyway, my point is, I didn’t know about it for months. And when he finally told me about it, he claimed he was just struggling with the idea of us not being able to conceive naturally, which is insane because he knew for years. And I just… stayed. I stayed, and stayed, and stayed, and we put the wedding on hold, we canceled our venue. I was naive enough to believe that he just needed time to work through it between my best friend's thighs and that he’d come back better. And when he didn’t, or rather when he realized I was just waiting and not getting a hint, he packed up and left while I sat and stared at him. I just froze.”

“God damn,” I cursed, shifting my weight forward and leaning just a little closer. “Not trying to be entirely inappropriate here, but why the fuck would he choose to sleep with anyone else? I mean, there’s a reason I spoke to you and not someone else at Smokey’s. How on earth were not enough for him?”

She laughed hollowly again, her eyes shifting from me and dropping back to her lap. “Honestly?” she said, her cheeks deepening in color. “It was because I’m terrible in bed.”

I reeled back a little, my nose scrunching, my brows folding in. What? I couldn’t see a world where that was true — sure, I hadn’t let her touch me that night, but she’d wanted to. The only scenario I could think of where someone could truly be a bad lay was one where the person didn’t even try to contribute, and that couldn’t be the case with her. “Bullshit,” I said.

She took a deep breath in. “I am.”

“Did he tell you that?”

She nodded, and fuck, it was like my heart was breaking for her all over again. Had he created some sort of complex?

“Have you slept with anyone else?”

“Yeah, one guy in high school who didn’t complain, but I think he was just over the moon to be having sex at all that he didn’t think to question it. And the handful of guys I’ve slept with since Morris and I split…” Her low lip caught between her teeth, slowly dragging along until it popped back into place. “Well, none of them ever called again, so.”

Including you.

The words were unspoken, but they hung in the air, mildly accusatory and wholly understandable. I’d contributed to that feeling for her. It made sense, now — all of it. Why she’d been so upset by it, why she’d kept her distance the last week after I’d advanced on her, why her face had fallen when I’d left in a hurry that night. She claimed I was breaking a mold for her, but I was just as guilty for reinforcing it.

“I’m sorry. That was shitty of me,” I offered. I swallowed, the words I wanted to say getting stuck. I wasn’t sure if it was the hour, the lightly dizzying pain meds I’d downed, but the words came out anyway without a second thought. “If it’s any consolation, if I had even the slightest worry that you were bad in bed, I wouldn’t have wanted you the moment I saw you again. And I did.”

She looked at me through heavy lashes again, that deep red tinge to her cheeks doing things to me that it absolutely shouldn’t have. I slipped my hand from hers, using it to lift her chin instead, leaning just a little further forward despite the ungodly pain from my knee.

Maybe I shouldn’t have said it. Maybe I was taking advantage of someone who was clearly emotionally unstable right now, but I couldn’t help myself, not when it came to her — the words came out whether I wanted them to or not. “I still do,” I said, hooking my fingers around the side of her neck and pulling her just a little closer.

Her eyes blew wide, but she didn’t pull back, didn’t run from me. She stayed perfectly still.

“If you’re so bad, Nelly,” I rasped, pushing up onto my good knee and bringing myself closer, closer, closer, “all you really need is the right teacher.”

Her heartbeat thrummed against my fingertips, thunderous and quick, and I couldn’t tell if she was holding her breath or just breathing so shallowly that it was hard to tell. But once our noses touched, once she was no more than an inch away from my mouth at best, I could hear the quick little breaths, the sound of her throat moving on a swallow. I didn’t believe for a second that she needed any teaching, but I was desperate, aching to find out.

“Do you want me to stop?” I breathed, hovering just above her lips, balancing myself on one knee. I cupped her cheek with my other hand, fixing her in place just in case she moved, and searched her gaze with blurry vision, my eyes too close to focus.

Her short little exhale warmed the air between our mouths. “No.”

I dragged my thumb across her lip, tempting her, daring her. “Then kiss me.”

She moved. God, did she move.

Her mouth met mine, and her hands met my chest, gripping and pulling at the fabric of my shirt. She pushed up onto her knees, forcing me back down on my rear, and it was as if every sensible thought in my mind evaporated at once — fuck being professional, fuck stability, fuck the unknown of it all, fuck the repercussions, fuck her, fuck her, fuck her, fuck her, God, I need to fuck her.

Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pulled her in, seating her firmly astride me. She let me into her mouth, let me taste her, the flavor familiar but missing that tinge of whiskey she’d had the last time she’d let me in like this. She was warm against me, her upper body practically flush against mine, and fuck, the heat between her thighs came down right on top of my hardening cock, nothing but two layers of thin cotton separating us.

I wanted to tear them to shreds.

I broke from her mouth with a gasp, kissing her chin, her jaw, her neck instead. “Do you want me to fuck you, Penelope?” I mumbled, balling the fabric of her shirt in my fist and forcing it up her back, my bare forearm slipping against her warm skin.

Her breathing was deep but unsteady as she slid her hand around the back of my neck, her fingers twisting between the little brown waves of hair at the base of my skull. “Yes. Please, yes.”

Those three words sent me into a goddamn spiral. I knew I shouldn’t do this, but I didn’t fucking care. “Tell me what you like,” I grunted, pulling my mouth from her for a fraction of a second while I lifted her shirt up and over her head. And, of course, there wasn’t a bra in sight beneath it. Fucking tease. “Or I swear to God, Nell, I’ll take you however I see fit.”

“I don’t… I don’t know.”

Her little gasp as my mouth met her breast was enough to send the rest of the blood in my body directly down below, making me so rigid that it physically hurt. At least it was enough to distract me from my knee, but I still found myself pulling at her hips, pushing her against me to create the smallest amount of friction. “That’s fine,” I rasped, nipping at her skin just barely with my teeth and eliciting a little moan from her. “We can figure it out as we go.”

She nodded hastily, her braids moving against her collarbones and the little strands brushing against my cheek.

“Now, refresh my memory,” I smirked. I cupped her breast with one hand, slipping my thumb over the hardened bud of flesh, and her mouth popped open on a beautiful, mesmerizing O. “You like having these played with. Right?”

“Yeah,” she squeaked, her hips pushing against me. The friction nearly turned me feral, but I kept my head, focusing on the inevitability of being inside her.

I hooked the fingers of my free hand on the band of her underwear, pulling just enough to get it over the crest of her ass. With her legs on either side of me, I wouldn’t be able to get them down far enough, but I needed something, needed to touch her, needed to feel the slick warmth between her thighs.

I took her nipple between the edges of my teeth, just barely pressing down, and the sound she made… I couldn’t think. Didn’t care to. I didn’t want her moving an inch away to get her underwear off, didn’t want her going anywhere that wasn’t right fucking here. “I’ll buy you new ones,” I said, and in one quick movement, I tugged hard on the fabric, tearing it, shredding it, breaking through the elastic easily.

“Oh my God⁠—”

She cut herself off as my fingers slipped between us, gliding through thoroughly damp heat. I was working on instinct with this, specifically since I’d played with her with a vibrator last time. It took everything in me not to throw her down on the bed and take her right then, but I needed to learn how to touch her if I was going to teach her anything.

Even if I still wasn’t convinced she needed to be taught anything at all.

I pulled away from her breast, and she tightened her grip on the back of my neck, her head slumping forward until her forehead rested against mine. I circled her clit, just gently, just gliding along the smooth skin in time with her frantic breaths. “How’s that, baby?”

She nodded weakly between moans.

“Words,” I insisted. “Use your words. If you want me to change something, tell me.”

“Fuck, okay, uh, more pressure,” she croaked.

I followed her command, and her moans turned deeper, darker, louder. “Shh,” I urged. “Don’t wake him.”

Her panted breaths took center stage instead, and every second that I touched her, warmth and wetness seeped into the fabric of my boxers. I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t fucking wait. I needed this.

“Do you want me to be rough with you?” I asked, abandoning her breast with my hand entirely and using it to fist down the waistband of my boxers, desperate for freedom, desperate for her.

“You already know the answer to that,” she whispered.

God, I did. And it only made everything worse.

Her hips shifted back just enough for me to free my cock, and with nowhere to go but a millimeter up, it pressed against her bare heat and the back of my hand. It took everything in me not to pull her forward and push my way inside.

Instead, I slid two fingers down over her clit, sinking them inside of her with ease. She shuddered as I hooked them deep, pressing on the little rougher patch a few inches inside, and I used my grip on her to bring her hips back to mine.

Slowly, achingly, with my knee screaming at me, I stretched out my legs beneath her and leaned back, pulling her body down with me in a desperate attempt to not be too far from her. “You want to be filled, right? Stretched?” I teased, grabbing her by the base of her neck and knotting my fingers in the loose strands that had slipped from her braids. I slipped my fingers out from her, gripped her hip, and lifted her rear just enough that she was poised just above the aching, leaking tip of my cock.

Wide eyes locked on to the space between our bodies, to the length and thickness that sat beneath her. “Holy shit, Sebastian. How am I⁠—”

“You took four fingers like a goddamn champ,” I smirked and tugged on that handful of hair, forcing her gaze to snap back to mine. “You can handle more than that.”

One shaky, deep breath later, with parted lips and heavy-lidded eyes, she sunk down enough to press the tip of my cock against her entrance, and then a little further, just enough to coat an inch of me in her heat.

“Fuck,” I seethed. I wanted to push her down onto it, wanted to take up every bit of space inside of her, but I used every bit of self-control I had to keep myself at bay. This was still for her. All of it.

She stopped, her gaze flicking from me to somewhere off to my right. “Is your knee okay?”

“Christ, Nelly, don’t ask me about my knee right now,” I laughed.

She bit back a chuckle and adjusted herself again, sinking just a little lower, a little deeper, her hands shaking as she laid them on my lower stomach. She pushed my shirt up, fingernails dragging over my muscles, leaving little fires in their wake. I wanted her to do it again, and again, and again, I wanted to feel her sink them in, wanted them to dig into my skin.

A long, hefty groan dragged from my chest as she sunk further, further, further, her little gasps marking each inch, until finally, she opened enough for her hips to meet mine, wrapping me entirely with her.

Shit. This was a horrible, terrible, ferociously bad idea.

I never wanted to fucking leave.

She fit me so perfectly, so tightly, so impossibly mind-numbingly well that for just a moment, as neither of us moved except the erratic rising and falling of our chests, there was nothing else. There was no pain in my knee, no practice in the morning, no threat of a five-year-old hearing us, no Bryan Addaway — there was this, there was her, and that was it.

How anyone could choose to be inside anyone else over her was just… unfathomable.

She leaned forward, pushing my shirt up more and dragging her nails again, and the movement of her hips as she did it, mixed with the sensation across my chest, nearly had me coming undone already. Reluctantly, I released my hold on her and used every bit of concentration I had left to get my shirt up and over my head.

But I needed her to move, and based on the way her hands were still shaking and her breathing came and went too quickly, she needed that too.

I reached up, gripping her by the chin, my palm beneath her jaw and my thumb and forefingers on either side of her cheeks, and pulled her down to me. “Show me how you move,” I ordered. “Show me what feels good for you, baby, and I’ll reward you.”

She fucking clenched around me.

Finding her purchase with her hands just beneath my pecs, she slowly moved her hips forward, dragging her clit across the short stubble I’d failed to shave down before rotating back into her starting position.

She bit back her moans on each thrust, struggling to keep her little sounds at bay. She pushed her hips forward further and further with each one, driving me maddeningly deeper as she angled herself a little more upright — and she kept that position. Deep. She likes it deep.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” I rasped, releasing my hold on her face so I could free my hand up. I took her in, every centimeter of skin, every little divot and crease and mark, and burned it into my brain. “Fuck, you look so pretty riding my cock.”

Her hips stuttered from the compliment, her movements going choppy as she struggled to concentrate.

“But you’d look so much prettier beneath me.”

She clenched again, harder, and I nearly lost my mind.

I didn’t care that it physically hurt, didn’t care that I’d probably get a shit night’s sleep over it — I wrapped a single arm around her waist and pushed down on the mattress with my foot, rolling us over in one quick, easy motion. My pain from my knee rippled horribly, but I blocked it out as best as I could, forcing it to take weight.

“This okay?” I asked through clenched teeth, grabbing her by the hips and lifting her enough that my waist would take the weight of her lower half. I sunk further than I’d been before, and her desperate, too-loud moan was enough of an answer before she spoke.

“God, yes,” she mewled, her voice shaking on the words.

She reached up for me, but I took her hands, bringing her wrists together in one palm. I found my balance as I pinned them behind her head, bent over her body, just inches from her mouth — leaving one hand free to do exactly what I wanted to, and what I hoped would give her what she needed.

I slipped it between our bodies, quickly finding that spot that made her back arch, and her eyes widen, and somehow, some way, I sunk in further. She squeaked something incoherent, her irises rolling back the moment I started to move, and yes, that was it.

“You drive me insane,” I drawled, nudging her cheek with my nose as I found the right speed, the right depth, and the right amount of aggression in my thrusts that had her writhing beneath me. “Do you know that? Do you know how many times I touched myself to the thought of doing this to you?”

She squeezed again, her chest rising to meet mine, and gave her just a little more pressure on her clit. “Fuck, Sebastian,” she moaned, and her brows knitted, her mouth opening and closing with little gasps.

God. The way she said my name, bitter and pleasure-drunk, was like the prettiest song I’d ever heard. “I dreamed of the way you’d feel when you came around my cock,” I said, dropping my forehead to hers as I thrust harder, faster, feeling every bit of tension and heat and wetness as it closed down around me like a vice. “I don’t think it’ll even come close to the real thing. Show me, baby.”

Her nails dug into the back of my hand, punishing and bruising and so goddamn sweet, and as my own release coiled and tensed in my gut, she took that final gasp of air that sent her over the edge.

It was unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

I kissed her as she broke, absorbing every sound she made. Every ripple of muscle in her pussy tightened and spasmed, milking me, bringing me to new heights that left me groaning and gasping against her lips, a desperate attempt to keep the noise down, and failing spectacularly. I tumbled over after her, breaking as she started to come down, and it was as if weeks of pent-up frustration, and stress, and desperation poured out of my body and settled between us.

I released her hands and slipped my fingers out from between us, sucking them clean one by one, savoring the taste I knew I needed to try for myself at some point. But I just wanted to kiss her in the haze of pleasure, just wanted to savor the last few seconds before I needed to withdraw from her.

Fuck what Morris had said to her. But if showing her what sex could be was my ticket to getting to be inside of her, I’d gladly be her teacher.

I just didn’t know what the hell that would mean moving forward.


Chapter 17



Nelly



Icould still feel the pleasant ache between my legs as I sat in the living room, staring at the television while a trashy reality show about people being obsessed with fish played. Matty breathed softly on the couch beside mine, a blanket wrapped tight around him while he took his early afternoon nap, and I had nothing to do while Seb worked out upstairs but watch people squeal in excitement as they sank below the surface in an aquarium tank or just… think.

And it was so, so easy to think, and so, so easy to fall back into what happened last night.

Every bit of it, from the way he’d moved the moment I stepped through the door crying like a fucking mess, to the way he’d spoken with me on a human level about what I’d gone through and what had happened between him and Matty’s mom, felt like a hazy dream that I never wanted to end. I wanted to live in it, get lost in it, stay in it for as long as I physically could.

And the way he’d touched me…

Nothing had ever felt like that before. Of all of the times I’d had sex in my life, no one and nothing had ever come close. No one had touched me like that, no one had cared that much about how I felt, no one had put themselves through pain to better my experience. No one had spoken to me like that.

I dreamed of the way you’d feel when you came around my cock. Even remembering it sent a shiver up my spine.

It was dangerous when he’d told me to kiss him. I could have left, could have walked out the door and told him it was out of the question because he was my employer and we had to consider the munchkin sleeping soundly not ten feet from me, but I didn’t. And I’d make that choice again.

What did that mean for me? What did that mean for Sebastian?

Matty was worming his way into my heart, and I didn’t want to consider the possibility of it meaning I couldn’t do my job anymore — not that I thought Sebastian would think so, but if it was called into question, I didn’t know what I’d do. I didn’t want another gig.

My phone buzzed in the pocket of my jeans, over and over, and I slipped it out.

What… the fuck?

I scrambled off the couch as quickly and quietly as I could, slipped through to the kitchen, and answered just before it went to voicemail.

I lifted the phone to my ear and didn’t say a word. I had no idea if this was a butt dial or purposeful, and I didn’t want to embarrass myself by answering and shouting from the depths of her pocket. But her voice filtered through after a couple of seconds of silence, and panic forced the bile to rise in my throat.

“Hello? Nelly?” Ruby said.

“Uh, hi,” I answered hesitantly. “I’m, um, at work, so if this isn’t important⁠—”

“I can make it quick!” she chirped, that same bubbly voice that I hadn’t heard in over a year feeling like a knife to the chest. “I just wanted to reach out and let you know that Morris and I are getting married, and we’re doing a final headcount for the wedding. It’s next month, on the thirtieth. Did you want to come?”

Next month. What… what?

“Hello? Earth to Nelly,” she giggled.

“Sorry, uh, where is the venue?”

“About an hour north of Atlanta! Out by the national forest, the one I can’t pronounce. We’d love it if you came.” The tinny sound of a male voice was barely audible in the background, but I knew the tenor of it, knew it like the back of my hand. It was Morris.

I wasn’t sure if it was the panic, the suddenness, or the overwhelming urge to prove to myself and them that I was okay now and unphased by all of it, but the words I never wanted to say flew from my mouth before I could think them through. “Of course, I’ll come.”

“Oh! That’s… that’s great! I’ll get an invite sent out to you. Can you text me your address?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.”

“Do you need a plus one, or…?”

Well, that’s a fucking loaded question.

It was stupid. Absolutely, ridiculously stupid, and I regretted it the moment I said it — but goddammit, I couldn’t let them think I was sad and alone. I couldn’t let them think I was struggling or tarnished or spoiled goods.

“If there’s space, I’d love to bring my boyfriend, but don’t make any extra accommodations or anything if you can’t swing it,” I said.

Idiot. Fucking idiot.

As if my life was the goddamn Truman Show and everything was played up for laughs, a deep little snicker came from the direction of the stairs, and I spun on a dime.

Sebastian leaned over the staircase's banister in his T-shirt and shorts, eyes locked firmly on mine as he took a bite of his apple. He grinned at me, mischief swirling in his eyes as a single curl of damp black hair fell over his brow.

“We can definitely allow for that,” Ruby said. “I’ll text you the details. You just send me your address and we’ll mark you down. So excited to see you!”

My stomach churned uncomfortably. “Yeah, uh, you too.”

The call disconnected and I dropped the phone from my ear, watching as Seb sauntered down the stairs again with far too much smug swagger for someone with a sore knee.

“You know, usually, two people sit down and have a conversation before deciding what they are to each other,” Seb chuckled, slipping into the kitchen with far too much grace and sidestepping me.

“I didn’t⁠—”

“I know. I put it together fairly easily. I’m just teasing you.” Seb leaned against the counter, not even a hint of knee pain evident in his stance or face, and took another crunchy bite from his green apple. I didn’t know what it was, but it was as if every muscle was at attention, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was just because he’d worked out or if he was trying to tempt me.

Either way, I still wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

“Just so I’m absolutely sure, that was… what was his name? Moriarty?”

I glared at him. “Morris. He’s not the evil villain from Sherlock Holmes. And no, it wasn’t Morris, it was Ruby.”

His nose scrunched up as he chewed at another bite. “Oh, that’s even worse. And she invited you to the wedding?”

I nodded.

“Hmm.” His eyes darted around me in the quiet, looking off toward the living room as the sound of someone getting overly excited about what I could only imagine was getting to pet a fish filtered over to us. “What is…?”

“Please don’t ask. Something to do with people who are obsessed with fish.”

“O…kay,” he chuckled, dragging his gaze back to me. He seemed so much lighter today, so much happier, and I wasn’t sure if it was just because of last night or if it was because he didn’t feel a need to hold back around me anymore. “I’ll be your boyfriend for the wedding.”

I blinked at him, shock firing off neurons in my brain. “You can’t do that.”

“I absolutely can,” he said around a mouthful.

“No, you really can’t,” I insisted. “Morris is a hockey fan. He probably knows who you are.”

Seb snorted, coughing up the food I imagined got lodged in his throat from his laughter. “That just makes it ten times better. Let me make the little shit feel small, he deserves it.”

I glared at him and pulled open the fridge, plucking my glass of juice I’d abandoned in it earlier out. “He’s basically as tall as you.”

“Yeah, but is he a hockey player?”

“Well, no⁠—”

“Is he as strong as me?”

“No—”

“Did he fuck you as well as I do?”

Juice entered my nose and poured out my nostrils, burning every step of the way as my surprised snort turned into a snot fest. I covered my nose and mouth and frantically set the glass down on the counter, but Sebastian was already moving, already laughing like a madman, while he pulled off sheets of paper towels and passed them to me.

“Is it safe to assume from that reaction that your answer is also no?” he asked, a shit-eating grin spreading his cheeks wide as I coughed up the last of the orange juice.

“You’re insane,” I clipped, hocking up orange-juice-tainted phlegm into the sink and feeling the least sexy I’d probably ever felt. He patted my back reassuringly, and if he wasn’t made of literal stone beneath his so-called muscles, I would’ve punched him square in the chest.

“Maybe,” he smirked. “But the answer is…?”

“No, he didn’t fuck me as well as you do,” I mumbled. “Are you happy?”

“Over the moon.” He tucked a stray strand of my hair behind my ear as I wiped my nose with the towels, and I glared at him. “You’ll just have to figure out a way to repay me for my oh-so-generous offer to accompany you.”

“Daddy?”

Seb offered me a quick wink before slipping shockingly easily back into Dad Mode.

————

I didn’t even have to consider sneaking into the house tonight.

I’d thought about it as I showered, wondering if I would look insane showing up the night immediately after and basically begging for him to teach me something, anything, else. I wasn’t sure what the lesson in his teaching had been last night besides speaking up if I needed something, but he was so absurdly good at picking up on the cues that I hadn’t needed to ask for much at all.

But I’d take whatever he’d give me if it meant he’d touch me again.

And as I paced along the foot of my bed, a towel wrapped around my body and my hair dripping, my phone in hand and my text messages with Seb pulled up in case I found a backbone to actually work up the nerve, a knock sounded at the glass doors in the living room.

As much as I wanted to assume he’d shown up here to teach me again, I tried to consider the possibility that he was after anything else — a hammer, a nail, milk, orange juice, a chat, anything. But as I made my way to the living room and saw him standing on the other side of the door, one hand on the handle and the other in the pocket of his loose pajama bottoms, the smirk that lifted his lips the moment he saw me told me he wasn’t here for any of that.

Butterflies took off in my gut as I hastily crossed the room and flipped the latch on the door. He slid it open.

His hair was air-dried and unstyled, a little mess of brown curls and waves, his cheeks clean-shaven. I wanted to reach out and touch them and drag my fingers along his jawline, but I wasn’t sure where the line was and when it was okay to cross it.

“I wanted to clarify that I’m not actually expecting any kind of repayment from you,” he chuckled, “but it seems like you already prepared for that.”

My cheeks heated as he looked me up and down, my damp hair twisted and hanging limply over one shoulder. “I want to repay you.”

He leaned back on the glass door, one hand coming out to cup my cheek and lift my face from my chin. “And what exactly was your plan?”

I chewed the words in my mouth, trying to get them to take shape, but they failed me. I’d practiced it my entire shower — but now my pitch was lost on a dead tongue.

“Come on, Penelope, you were doing so well at using your words last night.” His thumb brushed against my lower lip, dragging it left to right, and my heart rate picked up, spiking as he hooked a hand around my waist and pulled me into him. “Tell me.”

I swallowed down the worry and forced my mouth to move. “I want you to teach me what you like,” I said, my voice feeling small and weak in comparison to his unending confidence.

“I liked everything we did last night,” he mused, sliding his hand around to the front of my body and playing with the edge of the white towel.

“You know what I mean.”

“Do I?”

“Seb,” I groaned in frustration, placing a hand against his chest to playfully push him before realizing there was literally nowhere for him to go except through a glass door. “I’m sure there are… things you like that we didn’t do last night.”

He rolled his eyes, his fingers snaking up the edge of the towel to where I’d tucked it in above my breasts. “Of course there are,” he relented. “But those aren’t things I’d expect of you. I get the majority of my pleasure from pleasing you.”

I dragged my hand down his chest, the feeling still a little foreign, but I came to a stop just above the waistband of his pajama bottoms. “But without that,” I swallowed, hooking my fingers on the elastic, “what do you like?”

He let out a breathy chuckle, his thumb catching my lip again and rubbing it against my teeth. “Your mouth,” he said, his voice gravely as his eyes followed the movement of my lip. “Both in the way you speak to me, and the way your tongue would feel.”

That was the one thing I was somewhat confident about with regard to my skills.

Morris had never complained about that aspect in particular, and from the number of times he’d had me drop to my knees for him, I could only assume it was the one thing I was good enough at to keep him coming back time and time again.

“But I don’t want you to do that for me unless it genuinely excites you,” Seb clarified. “If you’re wanting to only because you think it’ll make me happy, it won’t. I don’t want you doing something just for me if you get nothing out of it.”

I shook my head, taking his hold with me. “I want to because the idea of doing something for you is exciting.” He raised a single brow and pushed off from the glass, forcing me to walk backward toward the couch behind me. “Fine, it turns me on. Happy?”

“As a fuckin’ clam,” he smirked.

His mouth met mine while he kept us moving backward, his hand splaying out on my cheek and keeping me flush against his lips. Step by step, I went, until my knees hit the edge and he helped me regain my balance, until he urged me down onto the cushion, until he loomed over me, his shirt halfway up his chest, his unwillingness to stop kissing me the only thing standing in the way of getting it off him.

“Toys,” he grunted against my lips. “Where?”

“Bedroom,” I answered, parting just enough to finally get his shirt up and over his head. Christ, just looking at him, seeing every bit of well-earned muscle and mass, it was like he was carved from fucking stone, like myths should be made of him. It was insane.

He growled his disapproval to have to part, and before I could protest and insist that hands were more than enough, he was pulling his warmth away and stalking off to the bedroom.

Oh, God.

He’d see them all if he looked.

“Seb!” I shouted, scrambling off the couch in my towel and losing it on the journey. I dashed for the doorway, but by the time I was able to catch up, he was standing by the edge of the bed with the nightstand’s drawer fully open.

He looked at me over his shoulder, a sneaky little smirk tugging his lips up. Heat warmed my cheeks and between my thighs instantly. “Someone’s got a collection.”

I gulped. “I went through a phase⁠—”

“Which one’s your favorite, Nelly?” he grinned, his hand ducking into the drawer and lifting out what was definitely the girthiest, longest dildo out of the nine I had — the one I was positive was about the same size as him. “Is it this one?”

In response to my utter silence, he tossed it onto the bed in my direction.

“Wand or suction?” he asked.

Oh, my God, I wanted to die. “There’s… uh, there’s one that hooks⁠—”

He huffed out a laugh. “I see it.” His hand disappeared again, and I swallowed the overproduction of saliva in my mouth as he pulled out the little C-shaped vibrator. “You’re going to fucking melt.”

Before I could reply, he tossed it on the bed and shut the drawer, stepped toward me, and stopped on top of the plush carpet at the end of the bed.

“If you’re so eager to touch me,” he started, his voice dropping low as he wrapped a hand around the back of my neck, “then get on your knees, Penelope.”

He pushed down, putting pressure on the top of my right shoulder with his forearm, and I followed his lead without a second thought. My knees hit the carpet and I looked up at him, tracking every little movement as he squatted down in front of me like he often did with Matty.

But the way he was looking at me was so beautifully, perfectly different.

“What happened to your towel, Nelly?” he mused. His fingertips brushed against the underside of my breast, sending little sparks of heat rippling across my skin and sinking lower, lower, lower. My breath hitched as my pussy clenched around nothing, the need for stimulation swarming me and making me ache. “Were you just so excited that you left it behind?”

I swallowed. “Something like that.”

He huffed out an amused breath and played with the wet hair at the base of my skull, his fingers twisting in it. “Spread your knees for me,” he said, dropping the hand that had been exploring my chest down to my left thigh. “Sit on your heels.”

I shimmied them apart and sat back on my heels, trying to control the slightly erratic rise and fall of my chest as he lifted himself back up to his full height. On instinct, my mouth opened, eager for whatever he’d give me to put in it — but all he did was smirk and gently tap the side of my face before turning his attention to the bed.

And what he’d put on it.

“Have you used these two together?” he asked, picking up the little C-shaped vibrator and inspecting the end that clearly went inside. It wasn’t thick — it was enough to hold it in place, but not so much that it would get in the way.

The smallest, slowest-moving rivulet of moisture moved along my vulva, sending a shiver up my spine. I almost didn’t want to answer him, almost didn’t want to admit it. “Yeah,” I croaked.

He held it out to me as an offering, one brow raising almost as if he were daring me. I took it. “Put it in for me,” he said, picking up the clear silicone with his other hand. What is he going to have me do? “And don’t turn it on yet.”

My trembling hands struggled to get a firm enough grasp on the little vibrating toy, but I slid the insertable portion between my thighs, shuddering as it passed over my clit. I needed to be touched so goddamn badly, and even as I slipped it inside of me, the temptation to ignore his request and press the little power button raged. The inner hook held it in place, and I took a moment while Seb settled in front of me to make sure the best part of it sat directly on top of my clit.

His fingers pushed the hair from my face, coming to rest on the top of my head as he forced it back gently. He looked so tall from down here — he was tall to begin with, but this was just another level. “Open your mouth again,” he said, his digits tightening around the silicone in his right hand.

My lips popped open, and on instinct, my tongue darted out to cover my bottom teeth. I wrapped my hands around the back of his thighs, eager to show him what I knew damn well I could do, but the moment his hand moved and I thought he was going for the waistband of his joggers, the clear dildo appeared in front of my eyes.

“Turn the other one on, Penelope. Lowest setting,” Seb said, his voice far deeper than it was before. I glanced up at him, and those wide eyes had softened exceptionally, and all that was left in its place were half-lidded, barely visible blue irises that watched me with bated breath. “And show me, with this, exactly what you want to do to me.”

Dear God. He wants a fucking show.

My heart pounded in my chest as I removed my hands from him. One slipped between my thighs to press the button, and I didn’t dare to turn up the intensity — he wanted it low to tease me, that much was clear. I wrapped the other around the base of the silicone cock, my fingers brushing against his as he held it in place just in front of my face.

I did exactly what he asked. Within reason.

He wanted a show, so I gave him a show. Instead of taking it fully in my mouth and moving my tongue, I dragged my tongue along the underside of the fake tip instead, displaying to him what I wanted to do with it inside of my mouth. I swirled it, stroked the length with my hand, and refused to close my lips over it so he could see exactly what I was doing.

“God,” he grunted, closing his fist in the hair at the top of my head. His cheeks turned pink, and behind the hand that held his pseudo-cock, the bulge in his joggers was becoming impossible not to notice. “Right there, where your tongue is. That feels the best for me.”

“Right here?” I rolled my tongue against it, teasing it with the tip and softening the intensity with the flattest part after.

“Yeah,” he rasped.

Courage hissed at me to go further. “What about this?” I asked, closing my lips around it and removing my hand, wrapping it around his wrist instead. I raised up a little on my knees, giving myself a bit more space to work, and moved my mouth down, down, down the silicone, feeling it press against the back of my throat. It wasn’t quite as easy with something less malleable, but I closed my eyes and focused, extending my neck. One little swallow and my throat opened, and the second it slid in further, a choked little noise rang out from Sebastian.

“Fucking hell, Nelly,” he croaked, his hand holding painfully still on both my head and the toy. “Yes, that. That.”

I couldn’t get all the way to the base, not with that one, and I probably couldn’t with him either, but I could get damn far. I looked up at him, my eyes beginning to water, and pulled back on a choked gag, freeing myself from it entirely. Little strings of saliva connected me to it, but I didn’t care — I grinned up at him. I’d trained that over the years for Morris and had barely tried since, and the satisfaction of knowing I could still do it was enough to give me confidence in this specifically.

“Up on your knees. Now,” he ordered. There was a shift in him, something more urgent, more primal, taking hold and stirring within. His erection was impossible to hide, now, pressing angrily against the left leg of his joggers, and my mouth watered more at the thought of getting to do what I’d just done to him instead.

I rocked forward off my heels and lifted to the full height my knees would allow, digging them into the carpet. Seb squatted down again, his lips parted, his mouth just an inch from mine, and something damp and room temperature pressed against my entrance.

“Sit back, baby,” he rasped. His eyes held mine, daring me, demanding me, and I lowered my hips enough for the bottom of the dildo to sit on the carpet, the tip of it just barely inside of me. His nostrils flared. “That’s it. Sink down on it.”

He released it beneath me as I sunk half an inch, my mouth opening just enough to release a high-pitched little moan. The sensation was almost overwhelming — the size of it coupled with the little bit of sensation I was already receiving inside and out set my nerves on fire, but then I felt him, felt the ghost of his fingertips across sensitive skin, felt the brief extra pressure of the vibrator against my clit.

He turned it up.

And up.

And up.

God, I wouldn’t last long like that. Not when I was sinking further onto the dildo, taking half of it, two-thirds, shit, all of it. I couldn’t stop the moans, couldn’t stop myself from reaching for him, kissing him, needing him.

“Seb, I can’t⁠—”

“You can,” he said, tightening his grip on my hair once again as he pushed himself to stand upright again. His free hand dipped into his joggers and pulled the waistband down, freeing his length in one quick motion as the elastic fell to his thighs. I almost reached out and pulled them the rest of the way down, the need to drag my fingers along those bare trunks of muscle almost maddening. “I want you full from both ends, Penelope.”

I nodded my agreement.

He was so hard. So, so impossibly hard, the slightly darker skin pulled taut around every inch of length and girth he had to offer. The tip, bulging and pink and demanding, glistened and dripped with clear precum that I was desperate to taste. I wanted all of it. Anything he’d give me.

He lifted his cock, one finger pointing out the same spot on him that I’d teased with my tongue on the dildo. “Feels best here,” he said, tapping gently on the thin skin. “And everywhere along the underside.”

I lifted my hand to him, waiting until he moved his out of the way so I could wrap my fingers around it. So warm, so rigid, and he twitched in my grasp, that drop getting larger and threatening to fall off.

I couldn’t wait any longer.

I lifted myself, the silicone sliding halfway out of me and dragging a shuddering moan from me again, and darted my tongue out across his tip, tasting every bit of what he was making.

Oh, fuck.

It was sweet. Sweet, with a hint of saltiness, and I wanted more, wanted it coating my mouth, but I gave him what he was clearly craving instead.

I closed my mouth around him and dragged my tongue across that specific little spot, and the sound he made was so obscene, so delightfully sinful that I wished I’d recorded it so I could play it on a loop anytime I touched myself. Just from that, I could feel the hint of my release building in my gut, and I forced myself to focus, to pull my hand up and down his length as I played with him.

“Christ, that’s—that’s perfect, baby,” he rasped, his now-free hand cupping my cheek instead. “You’re fucking perfect.”

The need for more pushed me further, and I took more of him into my mouth, coating my tongue in the little bit of precum he leaked as my tongue slid over the underside of his cock. I pulled back, pushed forward, pulled back, pushed forward, bringing my hand along with me to cover the bases I wasn’t.

Seb struggled to keep steady as he watched me, his eyes locked on every little movement I did, meeting mine when I hazarded a glance up at him. I built further, teetering, moaning around his length, and coming up for air when it was a little too much to control.

“Seb, I⁠—”

“Fuck yourself on the toy,” he ordered, dragging his thumb across my lower lip and moving the saliva around. “I want you to come with my cock in your mouth. Understand?”

I nodded and opened up again, letting him invade my space as I moved my hips, grinding down against the length of the dildo beneath me. I tried to focus on keeping my teeth out of the way, tried to make my tongue do exactly what he wanted, but I was losing the fight and rocketing toward an orgasm I couldn’t stop.

I pushed myself further, pushed Seb to the back of my throat, stroked him with my tongue. And just there, just as I felt everything coil inside of me and tighten, I swallowed, opening myself up, and the feel of him filling every bit of available space in my throat as I pushed him impossibly further sent me over the goddamn edge.

I broke, and my moan vibrated around him, dragging those debaucherous noises from him again as pleasure swept across every inch of my body. I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything more than feel every sensation around me, and in his need, he pushed me that little bit further. He pulled himself from my throat and pushed forward again, asking me silently to do it again, to take him again, to let him go further.

I did.

Over and over, I let him, keeping my gag reflex under control. He took it slowly, giving me room to breathe as I writhed beneath him, and on the tenth or so time he’d managed to slip in further than he should have, he got me all the way to the base.

I can still do it.

I wrapped my hands around his thighs, gripping him, digging my fingers in the moment he went to pull back. I still had enough air, still had the ability to stay on, and even with every uncontrollable urge to gag and spit him out, I wanted to push myself.

“Good fucking girl,” Seb said, the words reverberating in his chest and coming out as deep as a growl.

The vibrator hummed mercilessly against my sensitive clit, daring me to come again so soon, and just as that tipped into uncontrollable territory, I pulled back completely. Thick saliva connected us and I dragged my hand over him, spreading it, using it as lube as I caught my breath and struggled not to erupt into yet another orgasm. “Fuck me,” I begged. “Please, I’m—I want to come again, I want to come because of you.”

He nodded hastily and dropped to his knees, wrapping a single arm around my waist to hoist me up high enough that the dildo slipped out of me. It was slightly less maddening, but I was still there, still almost at the edge, still writhingly desperate and seconds from losing it.

He pushed me back down and onto the plush carpet, forcing me down until I was lying back with the vibrator still going relentlessly inside and out. He didn’t waste time with his hands or his mouth — he got my legs up and over his shoulders in record time and pressed his cock into me without a second’s hesitation.

All the way into me.

“Fuck, come here,” he rasped, leaning over me with one hand beside my head to take his weight. The other grabbed ahold of my jaw, and then he was kissing me, prying my mouth open with his, exploring every bit of it as his hips began to move.

I could have sworn I was seeing entire fucking galaxies behind my eyelids.

His mouth moved sloppily, desperately against mine as he drove into me, stretching me just a little bit more than the silicone had, and I couldn’t take it anymore — everything closed down, every bit of willpower I had exploded into nothingness as my second orgasm crashed through me like lightning, unyielding and uncontrollable.

My nails dug into his chest and his mouth caught the majority of the shrieking sound ripping from me. My hips bucked into his on their own, and he tumbled after me almost immediately, breaking from the kiss and burying his head in the crook of my neck instead as his cock drove into me with reckless abandon. “Yes, Nelly,” he croaked.

A second later and more warmth spread out inside of me from the tip of his twitching cock, and I could feel it leaking out, could feel it dripping over my rear. He slowed, and then stopped, his hand frantically searching for the little button on the vibrator but failing. He pulled it out of me instead, freeing me from the overstimulation torture.

But he didn’t leave. He stayed seated inside, his body over mine, his breathing heavy and fanning across my collarbones. “God, you didn’t need a lesson for that, did you?” he laughed, the sound wheezy and exhausted as he dropped the toy onto the carpet. His hand came to my side, and he gently dragged his fingers up and down, from the space beside my breast to the bottom of my thigh and back again.

“I still learned things,” I breathed, biting back the little grin as a shiver shook me. “I learned what spots you like touched. I learned that you love my throat. I learned what your precum tastes like, even if I didn’t get to taste the real deal.”

He chuckled as he pulled himself from my neck, lifting himself just high enough to look down at me. His cock twitched inside of me, pressing all of those spots again, and I couldn’t help but sigh at the sensation. “You wanted to taste that?”

My cheeks heated. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that. “Is that weird?”

He pressed a single kiss against my lips, his pleasure-drunk grin only widening. “Not weird. It's a little surprising, but only because some girls don’t like that. Equally valid.”

“I’ve never really been one way or the other.” I shifted just enough for him as he slowly slid out from me. The emptiness I felt immediately almost had me begging him to stay inside. “I just… I don’t know, with you, I want that.”

Shut up, Nelly. You’re going to say something stupid.

“You make me want to try everything,” I breathed, and yep, I’d been correct. That was stupid.

His eyes flicked between mine, the little line between his brows deepening. For a horrifying moment, I worried I’d freaked him out, worried I’d said the worst possible thing I could have somehow and that our stupid little lessons would be cut short here and now, and he’d never touch me again.

But he proved me wrong when he kissed me.

He proved me wrong when his fingers dragged across my sensitive, damp pussy.

He proved me wrong when he dipped them inside of me, just once, before lifting them up in front of my head, glistening from both clear and milky white fluid.

Heavy eyelids fluttered as he pressed two fingers to my lips. “Then taste me, Penelope.”


Chapter 18



Sebastian



Iknew better than to hedge my mood on something so trivial, but I couldn’t pretend that it didn’t gnaw at me at least a little when Nelly and Matty weren’t anywhere to be seen when we opened up the ice. It was something Coach insisted on the closer we got to playoffs — he said it lifted morale. We’d let the family, friends, and kids of both our team and the opposing’s onto the ice for fifteen minutes before smoothing over with the two Zambonis, and then we’d go right back into warm-up before the match began.

But as I leaned back on the boards with my mouthguard in my hand, my gaze split between the building crowd and the little ones zooming about chaotically on the ice, I didn’t spot them anywhere. It was one of Matty’s favorite traditions, and he’d been looking forward to showing off a little with his new skates.

It was fine. It needed to be fine because I couldn’t play a solid game if it wasn’t.

A hand clamped down on the top of my shoulder pad, squeezing the foam down to the plastic base. For a split, faltering second, my mind wanted to believe it was Nelly showing up to tell me she was sorry for being late and that they’d hit traffic. But as quickly as that hope built up, it depleted as I glanced at the worn, older skin and thick musculature of the hand and forearm in my field of vision. Coach.

“Change of plans.”

You’ve got to be kidding me. “That’s never good,” I huffed, turning my head in his direction but keeping my eyes locked on the main doors.

“Bryan’s starting center tonight,” Coach said, each word calculated, precise, cold. “I’ll sub you in later.”

Every part of me, from my toes to my fucking ears, coiled with thick, undulating tension.

What?

The doors opened on the other side of the arena. A huffing, out-of-breath familiar face came through with Matty on her back, his little bladed feet dangling beside her hips, but the kids were exiting the ice, and the pre-game skate was over — and for once, in all of this, I just wanted to go home.

I never wanted to go home from a game. Never.

I knew better than to question Coach on his decision. No amount of questioning would yield me a better answer than, “You were off your game this morning.” And no amount of complaining would make a difference to the outcome.

“Fine,” I spat. But don’t come crying to me when he fails to make a crucial pass during the first period, I thought, the words practically on the tip of my tongue — but I was exactly who he would come crying to. That was my role today, apparently. Sub. “I’ll make sure to bring Matty to you in the family room when he starts asking why his dad wasn’t on the ice when he was meant to be.”

The large hand peeled from my shoulder, and he grumbled words I couldn’t make out over the noise of the crowd fell on deaf ears. I wasn’t sure if he’d left or just taken a step back, but I was focused wholly on Nelly and Matty, on Nelly’s regretful expression and Matty’s pout, on the way my son squeezed his arms around her neck just a little more.

She clocked me, her eyes widening just a hair, and just as her mouth started to form around the mouthed words, I turned and headed for the exit in the boards to my right.

If I was going to be benched, I might as well start now.

————

The sound of the whistle over and over again had forced my nails so deep into my palms I was worried I was drawing blood. I watched as Bryan fumbled his way across the blue line, the puck bouncing off his stick and veering just enough to wreck the play before it had even had a chance to begin.

I spent almost the entire game stuck on that goddamn bench, forced to sit and watch and stomach Bryan handing our rivals one opportunity after another, and yet, Coach sent him out time and time again, his eyes barely registering my presence.

But after another ruined pass, another shot thrown down the goddamn gutter, I nearly stood up on my own. Coach was already looking at me, already locked in before I had the chance to scream at him. “Seb, you’re up.”

I grabbed my stick without a word and shoved off the bench, brushing past a heaving Bryan as I stepped past the boards and hit the ice. I could feel his glare on my back, could feel the irritation rippling off of him, but I wasn’t going to waste the minutes we had left thinking about him or the idiotic decisions that had been made that evening. I’d clean up the mess he’d left and let my kid watch me save our asses.

The second we were back in play, everything narrowed to the steady glide of my skates on the ice and the beats of the game.

Once, twice, three times, I tracked the puck and cut through open space until it was just me, our winger Luke, and a single defender in our way. We’d run this in practice time and time again, perfecting it even with my sloppy crossovers, and as the clock ticked down to seconds and we had the puck in my possession again, we dashed into it one last time, but modified to gain the surprise advantage.

A hard pivot. A single, whipped flash of a shot at another winger, and I sent the puck clean sailing across the ice, straight into Luke’s control on the opposite side in a fake-out. Luke drove it home, sliding the puck past their goalie in the smoothest, fastest motion possible.

The buzzer sounded, and just as I looked up at the scoreboard, we tipped over into the win.

The crowd erupted around us, but as if my head was surrounded by wet cotton, everything felt far away. I barely felt the excitement. My teammates surged around us, clapping me and Luke on the back, shouting their celebrations louder than the crowd, but the bitterness of it stung.

Yes. This was a win. But it didn’t feel like my win, not when Coach had spent three-quarters of the game ignoring me just to keep Bryan on the ice, nearly costing us that win. Not when I’d been told I’d be on the ice tonight and allowed, for the second time, Matty to come on a school night. Not when I just wanted to go home.

I shoved my way to the boards and stepped off the ice, barely remembering to throw my blade covers on and spit out my mouthguard before Bryan was in my space again.

“Nice shot,” he bit out, his jaw jutting toward me as his arms crossed, ballooning out his shoulder pads. “Shame it took you… What was it, four tries?”

Words flew before I had time to put a filter on them. “Are you seriously going to spit that shit at me when you failed to run a single⁠—”

“You fucking that nanny of yours?”

Bryan, always, constantly, had a way of digging straight in unprompted and unexpectedly, and this was no different. It took me far too long to fully register what he had said, what he had asked, and the relevance of it made so little sense that I almost had to ask him to repeat himself.

But I was sure I’d heard him correctly. Positive.

“What the fuck does that have to do with this?”

It was the worst possible answer I could have given, and I cursed myself for not thinking for even a second about it. It wasn’t a yes but it absolutely wasn’t a no, and a wicked grin spread across his lips, the crowd chanting Atlanta Fire! fading so far into the background I was worried I’d gone deaf.

But he spoke again and I heard him clear as day.

“That’s your problem, Blue,” he laughed. “Your brain’s too preoccupied with her cunt to focus on practice. You’re fucking over the team because you’re lost in daydream after daydream about getting your dick soaked by some half-decent flame desperate enough to watch your kid just to sleep with you.”

I took a step forward, driving him back just a few inches toward the bench. I could feel eyes on me, could barely hear the sound of a whistle, but I didn’t care. I wanted this team to work together, yes, but I wanted his fucking head impaled on my skate more. “What’s your excuse, then? As far as I can see, I saved our asses from your sorry plays.”

His jaw twitched as he clenched his teeth, his crossed arms nearly close enough to touch my chest pads.

“There’s a reason Coach pulled you out and subbed me⁠—”

“And there’s even more of a reason you were benched to begin with,” he spat. His half-dry, sandy brown hair clung to his forehead, cracking and loosening each time his brows moved. “You act like you’re this savior when you don’t even have to be here. We’re playing our hardest to keep a spot on this team and get paid for doing what we love. And you…”

He pulled off his helmet in frustration, dropping it onto the bench beneath him in a clattering heap.

“You are fucking made of money. You do this for fun.”

That was certainly not at all where I had thought his anger was coming from. It took me by surprise, enough to shut me up for a moment, enough to make me think back over every aggressive move by him — he’s upset because I have money? That can’t be right.

“Bryan,” Coach snapped, but neither of us cared enough to listen to it.

“I play because I love the game and I love this team,” I clarified. I unstrapped my helmet, peeling it from my dripping hair in one quick motion.

“And the rest of us play because we fucking have to.” Spittle flew, seeping out from between his teeth with each word. “So, the next time you can’t manage to do something as simple as a goddamn cross-over, just keep in mind that if any of the rest of us were struggling with the same thing, we’d be sick to our fucking stomachs with fear about being removed from the team and sent back to the AHL with no way to make up for lost income, you sack of fucking useless⁠—”

“Enough,” Coach said, but this time there was something else in his words, a hint of venom that I didn’t often hear, even when he was furious at me for messing up time and time again. He appeared almost out of thin air, as if he hadn’t been standing near my narrowing tunnel vision that had focused entirely on Bryan, and put an arm between our bodies. “Separate before I make you both do fucking laps in front of the crowd.”

“We both know Blue needs that more than me,” Bryan scoffed, his eyes rolling. He grabbed for his helmet roughly, scraping it across the cold metal bench. “Why don’t you go practice your cross-overs?”

“Addaway,” Coach growled.

Bryan held up both hands, his helmet clutched in one, in mock defeat as he took a step around Coach toward the exit for the locker rooms. “Sorry, sorry,” he said, his tongue hooking on his canine as he watched me with his mouth open, his feet walking backward. “I shouldn’t say that in front of your plaything.”

What?

I spun on a dime, my tunnel vision narrowing on Nelly’s small form as she stood off to the side of Coach, her hazel eyes wide and her hair up, a jersey I was positive was mine hanging loosely around her body. But Matty wasn’t with her.

Coach grumbled something too quiet to be heard over the noise of the crowd and stepped away. The adrenaline pumping through me from the win of the game hadn’t stopped, and coupled with the anger and irritation from Bryan in all his forms and the fact that I’d spent over half the game on the bench, it only grew, only reached new heights that I hadn’t felt in months, years maybe — and an all-encompassing frustration that I didn’t know how to deal with became overpowering.

Why the hell had any of that happened? Why, when I’d worked so goddamn hard to be here, did it matter that I came from money and could afford to live without this? Why was I being punished consistently for Bryan’s awful behavior, and why, why was I the one who had to clean up that mess at the end of the game?

Nelly took a single step toward me, her eyes flicking between mine and the direction of the locker rooms, and I didn’t take the time I should have to process anything. I didn’t take the time I should have to parse over the words that came out of my mouth before I said them.

“Where the fuck is Matty?”

I didn’t even control my tone. They came out angry, bitter, vile, as if I didn’t trust her to watch my kid, as if I had zero faith in her whatsoever. I could hear it in myself, and with too much going on, I couldn’t control it.

Her brows shot up as her mouth opened, her eyelids blinking too quickly, her head shaking just slightly from the surprise. “He’s with Luke⁠—”

“With Luke?”

Forcing myself to take in the larger view behind her, I looked over the top of her head, spotting Luke on the ice speaking to a player from the opposing team. Below him, Matty skated circles around his legs, his legs a little wobbly from the stiffness of the new boots.

“For fucks sake, Nelly, he’s going to get run over,” I snapped. I shoved my stick up against the board with enough force to make them both shake, abandoning it, and popped my blade covers off with one hand. “No one’s expecting a goddamn kid on the ice after a game. Are you insane? Just because you were fucking late and missed the free skate doesn’t mean he can just go on the ice whenever.”

The space between her brows scrunched as she reeled back in shock. “Well, that’s incredibly rude⁠—”

“Why are you even back here? You’re supposed to wait in the family room like everyone else. We went over this.” Scolding her felt like scolding Matty, but ten times worse and wrong. And from the look on her face, from the way she watched me almost in horror, it was plain enough to see that she wasn’t happy with me, either. Great. Another name on the list of people who are angry with me.

She opened her mouth to respond, but then it closed, and her head was shaking with a look I could only describe as disappointment flickering across it. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, her voice barely loud enough for me to hear it. “Get him off the ice, and I’ll take him home, Sebastian.”


Chapter 19



Nelly



This wasn’t okay.

I knew that much. I’d learned that much over the last few years. The way he’d spoken to me, whether it was on a professional level or a personal level, wasn’t something that I could just easily let go. Not when I’d dealt with it time and time again from Morris, not when I’d left clients for less.

Are you insane?

It played on a repeat in my mind as I stood there in the darkness of Sebastian’s kitchen. He’d said that to me, out loud, in public, in front of his coach and half of his passing teammates. The only saving grace was that he hadn’t said it in front of Matty, but I had a horrible sinking feeling that if it was anything else I’d done and Matty had been by my side, it would have come out of his mouth anyway.

It shouldn’t have hurt as much as it did.

I wasn’t foolish enough to think that we were more than just friends—if I’d even go that far—just because we’d slept together twice, now. I wasn’t foolish enough to think that there was any chance he was interested in me for anything more than pleasure and childcare, and I wasn’t foolish enough to think that if I had any sort of feelings for him, they’d be reciprocated.

But maybe I was foolish enough to think we’d connected on a human level enough that things like that wouldn’t happen. Maybe the overabundance of care that he’d given me willingly the night I’d ended up teary-eyed in his bedroom had been out of obligation and lust, and not because a part of him cared at least a little about my well-being.

I wanted you there. Both of you.

He’d said that to me that night, but I couldn’t help but feel like it hadn’t been true tonight. And no matter how much he liked to reassure me that I was doing great in our lessons, I couldn’t beat back the sinking feeling that maybe whatever had happened to him tonight, whatever made him change his mind enough about me to talk to me the way he had, was because of my performance.

But that wasn’t okay.

It wasn’t okay, no matter what the reason was.

If I was smart enough and old enough and wise enough to have learned from anything from everything that had happened with Morris, it was that nothing he’d done that had made me feel small was okay — and I felt like a fucking infant right now.

I wished I could just retreat to the guest house. I wished I didn’t need to stay in there until Sebastian got home, but Matty had zonked out the moment I’d strapped him into his car seat in the Porsche, and I’d had to carry him upstairs to his bed — and I couldn’t exactly leave him alone in the house.

But I felt like a child standing in the corner waiting to be scolded with every passing second.

I didn’t know how I’d react to whatever he was going to say. I didn’t know if I’d have it in me to even sit and listen if he tried to say anything at all. Most of me just wanted to bolt to the guesthouse the moment the front door inevitably opened.

But I stood. And I waited.

I stared at the clock on the front of the oven, stared at the over-ripe bunch of bananas on the counter. Seb had plucked one from this morning so he could playfully, suggestively eat it. I stared at the calendar with games marked down in red. And I stared at the little picture Matty had drawn in crayon before the gigantic box of every color of crayon in the world arrived in the mail the next day.

Even with me off to the side in his drawing, it was clear he’d already wanted me enmeshed in his little family image from the first week. Do I really want to throw that away just because of what he’d said to me? It made my chest ache to even consider it, and for more reasons than just the potential upset to Matty. The money was incredible, the living situation was perfect, and with every passing day, I was growing to love that damn kid more and more. It would hurt if I chose to walk away from him.

And as much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, it would hurt to walk away from his father.

Headlights poured through the windows along the front of the foyer. Heaviness ached in my chest and the temptation to run through the back door was nearly overwhelming, but I locked in, either due to my freeze response or the willingness to try to be an adult in this situation.

I waited.

And waited.

And waited.

It must have been at least ten minutes before the headlights shut off and the key turned in the lock of the front door. Whether he’d had to gather the patience to handle the hand-off or felt just as uneasy about this as I did, I had no idea — but I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know. I wasn’t sure of what I wanted at all anymore.

The light in the foyer flickered on automatically as he came through the door, hair clean and dry, his uniform likely tucked neatly into the duffel bag he carried as he’d changed into his usual jeans and plain white shirt. I wasn’t surprised that he’d cleaned up at the rink instead of coming home to do that — he’d done that after the last game we went to, and when I asked, he’d said that his car smelled too much like sweat if he didn’t.

I wasn’t sure if he’d be able to see me in the darkness of the kitchen, but the light from the foyer filtered in just enough that I was positive he’d notice me if he looked — and sure enough, just as he set down his bag next to the little table by the door, tired blue eyes met mine across the expanse of hardwood.

Slowly, he rose to his full height, not daring to look away from me. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey.”

He kicked his shoes off and padded across the floor soundlessly, steadily making his way toward the kitchen. There was something about him, something different, in the way he carried himself — strong, but the confidence he usually oozed was faltering. It wasn’t as stark as it had been when Coach had insisted that Matty and I come through to the private area off the side of the rink. Seb had looked absolutely unhinged then, with his hair soaked and his eyes bloodshot and wild, the veins on his forehead protruding angrily. This, whatever this was, was somewhere between what that had been and his usual demeanor.

It was almost standoffish to the point it had been the first week I’d been here, but without the confidence he’d had then. It was… jarring.

“Do you⁠—”

“I’m sorry we were late.” The words came out before I had a chance to stop them, cutting him off entirely. “There was an accident on eighty-five, and the side roads were packed with people getting off the highway.”

He blinked at me as he stood in the doorway, the light from the foyer casting the front of him in thick shadows and lighting up his outline. His mouth parted just slightly as he watched me standing there, leaning up against the countertop in his jersey, my ponytail starting to hurt and my jeans cutting into my stomach. “You don’t need to apologize,” he sighed.

“Apparently, I do.” Ice. That’s what it felt like as the words left my mouth. Ice.

He pushed a hand through his hair, his fingers tugging just slightly at the black waves, and let out a heavy breath. “Nelly,” he said, a hint of gravel in his voice. “I’m⁠—”

“No.”

He blinked at me again, a heavy silence falling over us as we stood motionless, the ten feet between us feeling like a mile.

Fuck.

I hated this. This hurt. Why did this hurt?

“No?” he asked breathily. “What does that mean?”

“I know what you were going to say. And I’m saying no to it.”

His jaw tensed as he watched me, a moment of hesitation hitting like the heavy silence, but he broke it before it could settle again. “Your response to my apology is no?”

“Is that confusing for you?” I chuckled, but the sound was hollow and wrong, and it ached through my chest as it rang out.

“No, I just wasn’t…” He took a deep breath in through his nose, exhaling heavily from his mouth. “I just wasn’t expecting such an outright refusal to an apology. But it’s fine, Penelope, I’m capable of hearing and understanding the word no. I’m just not sure where to go from there if you’re shutting it down.”

“You can go to bed,” I offered.

He huffed out a breath. “Yeah,” he said. “I can go to bed.”


Chapter 20



Sebastian



Ihated this.

Every step up to my room without the back door opening and closing behind her felt like torture. Just knowing she was still down there, still upset, still locked in place as I left her in the kitchen felt like the worst thing I could do — but if she was going to go cold on me, I didn’t have another choice. I couldn’t fuck this better, and we weren’t close enough for me to feel comfortable pushing the boundary she’d clearly set.

You can go to bed.

She didn’t even want to talk it through with me.

I knew I’d been an asshole. I knew I’d gone over the line and snapped at her, but she wasn’t even giving me the chance to atone for that.

Even with the win on my shoulders, the day had been awful from the moment I’d stepped through the arena’s doors, and I knew the second they closed with her and Matty on the other side of them that I’d truly, horribly fucked up. If I was being honest with myself, I knew when the words came out of my mouth, when I was saying the things I’d said back at the rink before I’d gotten back on the ice and scooped up my son. I just hadn’t had the strength to stop them from hurting her.

But if she wasn’t capable of giving me the grace to fix the problem, then I’d begrudgingly meet her where she was. I’d go cold with her like she was with me. I’d leave it where it lay and let the problem either fizzle itself out or grow and rupture and explode.

If that’s what she wanted, that’s what she’d get.

But that didn’t stop me from waiting for the notification from the alarm system to tell me she’d left the main house to wander back downstairs and pour myself a double of whiskey. I carried the bottle up with my glass back to my room, shut off the lights, turned on an old episode of Survivor, and listened as Jeff Probst prattled on about the challenge rules while I stood in front of my window.

I sipped from the glass, and I watched, back turned to the television, as Nelly paced back and forth in her fully lit little living room, her phone clutched in her hand but her eyes anywhere and everywhere else. I watched as she picked up a throw pillow and shoved it against her face, watched as the air left her lungs in what I could only imagine was a dulled, frustrated scream.

I wanted to fix it. But she didn’t.

This was what she wanted.

————

“What are you doing?”

At six o’clock in the goddamn morning, with the sun just barely poking over the horizon, I stood on my front porch with a cup of black coffee in my hand and my head pounding, watching as Nelly uninstalled the car seat from the Porsche with less-than-precise movements.

Her ass stuck out from behind the wide-open car door, covered in a pair of tight black shorts and a loose shirt, her feet bare and her hair up in a loose bun. She nearly hit her head on the top of the car as she stood up straight, her gaze locking on mine in surprise.

“I’m…” She blinked at me, looking back and forth from my barely-awake form to the piece of the car seat in her hand. “I’m putting it in my truck.”

“No, you’re not,” I said.

“Try to stop me, then,” she grumbled. She set the cushion and plastic down on the cement. “I’m not driving your car anymore.”

“Then you might as well put it back.”

“No. I’m not taking him to school without him in a car seat,” she snapped.

“You’re right. You’re not taking him to school at all if you’re driving the truck.” I pulled my robe tighter around my body, the last of the uncharacteristically cool spring mornings doing just enough to make me chilly. It was far too early for this shit, and I was aching from the game and slightly hungover — if she thought for one second I was going to let this slide she was sorely mistaken.

She glared at me over the top of the door. “I have driven plenty of kids to school, daycare, doctor appointments, and birthday parties in that truck and never had a single problem.”

I took a sip of my coffee and held her gaze over the lip of my mug, anxious to pull my trump card. “When was the last time you took it to a shop?”

Her brows knit together as streaks of pink burst out across the sky. Matty would be up soon, but we still had another twenty to thirty minutes until we needed to worry about that — probably why she’d come out here so early. “Maybe a year and a half ago for an oil change.”

Jesus. A year and a half was far too long for that hunk of trash. “Did they mention anything about the lifter back then?”

“The what?”

Rolling my eyes, I stepped down off the porch, my bare feet meeting the cold cement of the little pathway between the steps and the driveway. “I took your truck to the shop a few weeks ago,” I said, picking up the hunk of cushion and plastic. “In the simplest terms possible, the thing that makes your engine work at all is rusted to shit, Penelope. You’re lucky it hasn’t broken already. It could give out at any second and blow your entire engine.”

She stood there, mouth hanging open, little lines sprouting at the very top of the bridge of her nose. “You’re lying.”

I pushed myself between her and the open back seat, shoving the car seat back into place on its base until it clicked into position. “I’m not. I’ve got the report inside. Your serpentine belt is fucked, too, if that makes a difference.”

“What the fuck? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you’ve been driving the Porsche,” I snapped.

“You took my truck all the way to a shop, had it checked up, and then didn’t even get it fixed?”

I shot her a glare as I slammed the door of the Porsche shut. “It would cost more to fix than it’s worth.”

“So, I just don’t have a vehicle now?” she scoffed, her eyes flicking between me and the truck parked on the other side of the driveway.

“You have the Porsche.” I stepped around her and crossed the pathway back to the steps, careful not to spill a drop of my coffee as I climbed them.

“The Porsche isn’t mine, you fucking ass!” she shouted from behind me.

I whipped around too quickly, too angrily, spilling just a tad bit of coffee onto the top of my foot. “First of all, Penelope, do not test me at six in the goddamn morning,” I warned, narrowing my gaze at her from across the twenty-odd feet between us. “Second of all, unless you want the neighbors to complain again, I suggest not shouting at me outside this early.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off.

“Thirdly, and most fucking importantly, you could say thank you for the wildly expensive gift.”

Her eyes went wide as saucers in an instant. “What?”

“Close enough,” I grumbled, shoving the front door back open and going back inside. I didn’t have the patience for this, not after last night and her no, not after the game and the chaos with Bryan, not when I had a pounding hangover and my muscles ached, not when my knee was already starting to scream at me again.

I hadn’t wanted to give it to her like that. I’d wanted to make at least a small show of it, offer it as a thank you for her amenability and grace in handling the hiccups and roadblocks that my schedule had been lately, but that seemed pointless now. I was almost tempted to take it back, but I wouldn’t feel right without her having a car that was hers, and I certainly wasn’t about to let her onto the roads even by herself in that goddamn deathtrap she called a truck.

“Sebastian,” she hissed, right on my heels as she shut the door behind her. “You can’t be serious.”

I rolled my eyes and kept moving, heading right toward the stairs. At least I knew with a decent amount of certainty that she wouldn’t follow me up shouting at me — she knew better than to wake Matty. “I already put it in your name.”

“I can’t accept that.”

I didn’t bother to look at her as I started ascending the stairs. “Then don’t,” I snapped. “I’ll take Matty to school and you can walk to wherever you’re going today.”

————

Three days.

Three days of taking Matty to school and picking him up, three days of putting up with her stubborn pity party where she refused to drive the car. She was lucky that I had the time and ability to handle it myself, but I wouldn’t after today, and she knew that. She had to know that. If she’d looked at my schedule even once, she’d know that I had an away game tomorrow that meant I’d be out of town from the early afternoon until around two in the morning.

But she hadn’t said a word to me.

She was testing me, and I was losing my patience.

So, when Matty finally went down after a long day of school and hanging out with Nelly while I hit the rink for extra practice, I poured myself a single glass of whiskey to calm myself down and gather my thoughts while I mustered up the patience to trek across the lawn.

Every single interaction I’d had with Nelly over the last few days had been tense and quick and angry. I’d been distant with her as much as I could allow for, tried to keep things contained to the moments where Matty couldn’t hear, but it was horrible and grating and I was starting to lose my mind. I needed her to be civil with me.

And I was starting to need her in far more nefarious ways.

I was smart enough to know that it wasn’t good or safe or right to carry my frustrations into the bedroom with her, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t touched myself to the idea of shoving her down into the pillows and burying myself in her until she screamed my name over, and over, and over. It didn’t mean I hadn’t thought about painting her ass bright red and purple from slapping it, didn’t mean I didn’t crave the sound of her gagging around my cock.

Fuck. Even when I was angry with her, I couldn’t get enough.

I knocked back the rest of my whiskey and made sure that the little bit of blood pooling between my thighs wasn’t obvious through my pajama bottoms before I stepped through the glass sliding doors and walked across the stepping stones outside. I even gave a courtesy nod to Carl the House Goalie.

She saw me coming, though.

Relaxed on the couch with a mug of whipped cream in her hand and her feet up on the coffee table, I could see her through the glass doors of the guesthouse, her eyes locked on me despite the reflection of the glow of the television.

She hadn’t moved by the time I got to the door. Pushing aside my irritation at her reluctance to even get up and let me in, I tried it anyway — and it slid right open. She didn’t lock it?

“You’re using your car tomorrow,” I said, throwing the keys into her lap as I shut the door behind me.

She picked them up and inspected them before letting out a disgruntled huff. “These aren’t my keys.”

Oh my God. I forced myself to take a steadying breath. “They are the same keys you have been using since you moved in.”

“Oh, you mean the keys to your car?”

My hands tightened into fists, and I shoved them into my pockets to keep them at bay. “Nelly, please. You know I have an away game tomorrow.”

She looked at me silently, the keys jangling in her hand as she lowered them. “I know.”

“I need to know that you can handle drop off and pick up tomorrow. And if you can’t… If you genuinely can’t, then I need to arrange for Dani to get him. And we’ll need to discuss this. All of this,” I swallowed.

Her gaze drifted down to the mug of whipped cream, her eyes focusing intently on it.

“Look at me,” I said, the words barely more than a breath. But she listened, and her head snapped right back up. “I need us to be civil enough to look after my son. Whatever that entails.”

Slowly, she lowered her feet from the coffee table and sat forward, setting her mug down. “I can’t accept the car, Sebastian.”

“I need you to.”

She sucked her teeth for a moment before she finally spoke again. “I can’t afford the payments on it or the insurance for it.”

“It’s already paid off, and I’m covering the insurance. You don’t need to worry about either of those,” I sighed, leaning back against the glass door and forcing my hands to unfist themselves. “Please just accept it.”

Scrubbing her face with her hands, she groaned again, and I tried not to react in a way that wasn’t appropriate for the situation. “It’s a whole car.”

“You told me to buy you one. Did you not? I didn’t even spend money on this, Nell, I’m giving you a spare.”

She glanced at me for a moment before she found something far more interesting in the whipped cream. “Fine,” she breathed. “I’ll take it.”

Thank God. “Great. So you can take him tomorrow?”

She nodded.

“And we can try to be civil, please?”

Again, she nodded.

“All right.” I pushed off the glass, hopeful that she’d say something, anything, now — hopeful she’d ask to talk about what happened, hopeful that she’d ask me to stay. Even with her acting like this, even with how much she’d stressed me out and hurt me with her frigidity these last few days, I still wanted things to be okay. I wanted her to be Nelly again.

Not whatever shell of a person this was.

And I knew that I’d created it. That was the worst part. I’d forced this to happen with what had gone down at the arena. But she’d shot down my attempt to apologize and right the wrong, and now we were here, stuck in limbo, stuck in this never-ending argument that felt like someone had dropped a goddamn ocean between us. I wasn’t sure what we’d been before, but it didn’t even feel like we were friends now.

I pulled on the door, sliding it open easily.

She still didn’t look at me.

“For what it’s worth, Nelly, I’d been planning to give it to you for weeks as a thank you for all you’ve done for me and Matty,” I said, watching as her thumb traced the side of the mug with the Survivor logo on the side of it. “I do appreciate it. All of it.”

Her mouth started to move, and all I wanted her to say was wait, or stop, or don’t go. But all that came out was the quietest, “Thank you.”


Chapter 21



Nelly



“Nelly, listen to me. That’s fucking insane.”

“I know,” I sighed, shrugging off the blanket I’d brought with me outside. At ten in the evening, with Matty safe and sound asleep upstairs and no chance of Sebastian being back for another few hours, I’d figured it was safe enough to hang out on the back porch while I spoke to Rosie. If he’d felt comfortable leaving him alone in the house for an hour when he came to the guesthouse last week, then Matty was fine for twenty minutes while I spoke to anyone who wasn’t myself about the situation.

And Rosie was the only real option.

“I just don’t know what to do now,” I added.

“I… don’t know what you should do either,” she said, a hint of chuckle lilting her words. “I’ve never had an employee tell me that they’re involved with a client.”

“I wouldn’t say we’re involved.”

“No, of course not, you’re just, I don’t know, sleeping with him.” Her delivery dripped with sarcasm as she typed something, the clack of her nails against the keyboard giving it away. “Why on earth did you think it was a good idea to romantically involve yourself with the man you’re working for, Nelly?”

“In my defense, I kind of, uh, got involved with him before I was working for him,” I said, chewing on the end of my thumbnail as I stared at the hot tub on the other end of the patio table. It was so, so tempting.

“You what?”

I wonder how you turn the jets on in that thing. “You remember that guy I met the night we went to Smokey’s and I found out about the Morris thing?”

Rosie went quiet on the other end of the line before an exasperating groan filled my right ear. “You’re kidding me.”

“I’m not.”

“For fucks sake, Nell⁠—”

“If it helps,” I interjected, leaning back in my seat and glancing over my shoulder to make sure there weren’t any little eyes or ears eavesdropping, “I didn’t know it was him until I showed up at the rink for the first meet. And the money was too good to walk away at that point.”

She groaned again, her frustration clear as she typed something else, but the sound of angry clicking over and over told me she was either backspacing or stabbing a single key in irritation. “You should have just told me then.”

“So you could give the gig to someone else? You know I needed the money,” I sighed. “And this is honestly the best situation I could have asked for, if we don’t include Sebastian.”

“Your current gig would not exist without him, so we can’t just pretend he isn’t a part of the situation here,” she snapped. I could hear her breathe in, counted in my head as she held it—one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, four Mississippi, five—and then came the exhale, heavy and long and exhausted. “I’m not mad at you. I’m just frustrated that you didn’t tell me, at least as a friend.”

I picked at a ball of lint on my bike shorts, trying to dislodge it absentmindedly. “Would it make you feel better to know that everything’s fucked now?”

“Well, what does that mean?”

I pulled my knees up to my chest, throwing the blanket I’d abandoned on the back of the chair over my legs instead. It was muggy tonight, and the last bit of spring was leaving, which would mean there wouldn’t be much of a respite from the heat and the humidity when the sun went down from here on out, but for tonight, at least, the blanket would be a comfort thing instead of unneeded warmth.

“Nelly.”

“He was horrible to me the other night after their home game,” I mumbled, pulling the blanket up to my chin. “We’ve been at each other’s throats since.”

She grumbled something that sounded an awful lot like, for fucks sake.

“We spoke last night, briefly. Agreed to try to be civil toward each other for Matty’s sake. I just… I don’t know, Rosie. I don’t know if I can do it after that,” I swallowed. “The things he said, the way he spoke down to me — it just felt like I was right back in it with Morris. He asked me if I was insane, and all I’ve heard is Morris saying that exact same thing on a fucking loop in my head.”

“Jesus,” she cursed. “Did he apologize, at least?”

“He tried to when he got home that night. I didn’t want to hear it.”

She clicked her tongue a few times, her squeaking chair filtering down the phone line. “Right. Okay. So, what does this mean, then? Are you going to stop sleeping with him and just watch his kid? Can you even do that?”

I sunk further into the plush outdoor chair. I wished I could hide from the world, from this conversation, from Matty, from Sebastian when he eventually came home tonight after his flight from Calgary. I didn’t want to have to answer that, because I didn’t know the answer.

I wanted to say yes, that I would do exactly that and just go back to being only his nanny and draw a hard line in the metaphorical sand. I wanted to say yes, I was capable of that. But every time I tried to summon the word to take shape in my mouth, it unraveled, and I was left with nothing but a sinking, worrying feeling that I’d let myself dip my toes too deep.

I’d done it again. Fuck, I’d done it again — I’d let myself base at least some of my self-worth on someone that didn’t deserve it, let myself fall a little, let myself seek comfort and guidance from someone I absolutely shouldn’t have touched. And as my mind strayed further, toward Matty and the drawing on the fridge, my chest burned at the idea of having to break his little heart and leave both of them behind.

“You can’t, can you?”

“I don’t fucking know, Rosie,” I said. “I don’t. I’ve crossed too many wires with this.”

“Right,” she sighed. “Well, if you want your boss' advice, I’d suggest keeping as much distance as you can from Sebastian and cutting the involvement off before it blows up, both for yourself and for my stellar ratings. I’ll keep an eye out for any other full-time gigs that come through, just in case you need out. Maybe a lesbian couple, so you can keep it in your pants.”

I needed a fucking pillow to scream into. I knew she was offering the right thing, but I hated it all the same. “Okay,” I croaked. “And what if I want advice from my friend?”

She went silent for a moment, her quiet breathing the only thing on the line. I was half convinced she’d hung up by the time she spoke, and was a second away from pulling the phone from my ear. “I think you need to look after yourself. Whatever that entails.”

————

Cold.

I was so, so cold — why was it so cold?

Someone, somewhere distant, or maybe it was just quiet, spoke nonsense about the perfect net for the perfect catch on the perfect boat, but it was muffled and confusing, and I couldn’t quite make out why. Reds and blues were all I could see, little flashes of them invading my vision, and my body… it shook. Gentle, but relentlessly, I shook, my fingers and toes ice cold.

The throw pillow beneath my head was soft as could be, but it didn’t offer me any signs of warmth, even as I tried to turn my head into it.

But then the shaking ceased. All around, heat enveloped me, soft and luxurious and warm. Something far warmer pressed against my cheek, just barely, cupping the skin and brushing back strands of hair.

The nonsensical, faraway chatter ceased at the same moment the lights stopped invading the backs of my eyelids, and all at once, it was dark, calm, warm, and familiar.

So familiar.

I’m sorry.


Chapter 22



Sebastian



“I’m sorry.”

She’d looked half peaceful, half frozen when I found Nelly passed out on the couch. She must have fallen asleep waiting for me to get back from the airport. With the television on, she’d been sprawled out in nothing but an oversized shirt and tight black shorts, every hair on her body standing on end as her teeth chattered endlessly.

Before I’d found her, I’d wanted nothing more than to relieve her of her childcare duties and go the fuck to bed. We’d won tonight, but I was exhausted, and all I’d craved was the comfort of my own mattress and the sweet relief of sleep. But then I heard the television, and curiosity got the better of me.

The temptation to carry her out the back door, into the guesthouse, and through to her bedroom had gnawed at me as I swiped my thumb across her cheekbone. But I was far more tempted to lift her and take her up the stairs instead, slot her into bed, wrap myself around her, and join her in whatever dream she was having.

But I was barely capable of carrying Matty to bed without waking him. I doubted I could do the same for a grown woman.

So, instead, I’d covered her in a blanket, knelt down beside her, and just… stopped. I gave myself a moment to stop. I gave myself the time to stop moving, to stop doing, to stop trying anything and everything that pushed its way into my mind. I sat on the hardwood beneath the couch, watching as she stopped shivering and fell back into a deep sleep. And I let myself take a break.

Maybe if I took a break, I could figure out how to fix everything.

————

I hadn’t intended to fall asleep right there on the ground.

A small, confused finger jamming into my bicep was what finally roused me from my hunched-over slumber. I was still there, cross-legged on the hardwood, my feet asleep and buzzing, with my arm on the couch and my head atop it just inches from the top of Nelly’s pillow.

Fuck.

“Dad—”

“Shh,” I hushed him, my shoulders and lower back screaming at me as I sat up straight. My jeans dug in uncomfortably against my hips, my shirt wrinkled and set in hard lines across my stomach. I must have been there for at least five hours based on the early sunlight coming in through the windows.

Matty stood by the side of the couch in his hockey stick pajamas, clutching the little stuffed manta ray that matched the much larger one he and Nelly had bought me from the Georgia Aquarium. A massive, beaming smile covered his cheeks as he threw himself at me quietly, nearly knocking me backward into the coffee table with his inertia.

Even with the soreness of my body, even with too much shit hanging over my head, all of it was dulled by him when I had him in my arms. Even the worry of Nelly waking up and seeing us two feet from her first thing in the morning didn’t phase me nearly as much as it should have. I had Matty, and he had me, and his insatiable, adorable, undying love for someone who couldn’t seem to get his life in order was all I needed right then.

“Hey, bud,” I breathed against the side of his head, cradling his little body in my arms.

“Hi,” he whispered. Tucking his legs up into my lap, he settled right in while I leaned back against the coffee table, his head dropping into my chest. “I’m hungry.”

I bit back the chuckle that threatened to burst from my throat and wake up Nelly. “You barely saw me yesterday, and all you want is food?”

“Food and a hug,” he snickered.

I pressed a kiss to the top of his head before ruffling his hair. I was fucking exhausted, and the little sleep I’d accidentally gotten on the floor was barely enough to keep me going, but if I could just get him fed and ready for school and out the door with Nelly, I could go back to bed properly. “What do you want for breakfast, then?”

He snaked his little hand up between us and poked my nose, a little giggle from him sending me glancing at the woman sleeping soundly on the couch. “Pancakes.”

Of course, he couldn’t just have cereal. It had to be difficult.

Taking a deep breath and daring my body to cooperate, I wrapped one arm around him and used the other to push us up off the floor, my feet barely working after hours without proper blood flow, and slowly, carefully, carried us both out of the living room.

————

At three-thirty in the afternoon, as I lay in darkness in my bed with the curtains drawn shut, I woke back up to the sound of my phone alerting me that the front door had opened.

Nelly must have been back from picking up Matty.

I knew I should go down there, knew that I should welcome him back home with open arms and offers of snacks and hugs and quality time since he’d missed me almost all day yesterday and only had a short window with me this morning, but the calm that I’d felt as I’d held him this morning was gone, and my mind was wide awake, running and running and running.

Nelly would be down there if I made my appearance. I doubted she was awake when I’d put the blanket on her, but there was no telling if she’d woken up at any point in the night and saw me there, asleep with my arm thrown onto the cushions and my head atop it, scrunched up beside her on the floor. If she had, she certainly hadn’t said anything about it this morning, but she hadn’t said much of anything in the brief moments I’d seen her rushing around before she took Matty to school. She’d looked at me exactly once, and there was something there, something unreadable that I just couldn’t wrap my mind around or understand.

I was tired. Tired of the situation between us, even though she’d agreed to be civil. Tired from the game last night and my horrible sleeping arrangement this morning. Tired from everything moving too fast, non-stop problems seeming to hit me one after the other. Tired from the situation with Bryan. Tired from Coach trying to talk it out with me before the game yesterday.

But more than anything, I was tired of not being able to be comfortable around her. I missed the comfort we’d grown, missed how easy she was to speak to, missed the brief window of time where I’d been able to touch her because I wanted to and didn’t have to hold back from it.

She was the first person I’d slept with since Taryn that made me feel interesting as a human being. And maybe that was insane of me, maybe I was out of my goddamn mind after sleeping with her a whopping two times, but I couldn’t remember the last time I’d found myself in bed with someone who wanted to hear me talk about things that weren’t hockey. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been happy about my choices in that regard. There was Taryn, and there was chaos, and then there was her.

The idea of her should have scared me. The idea of letting someone in who was more than just a passerby was something I’d dreaded for years. But she didn’t scare me — at least, she hadn’t. Not before I’d blown up.

I missed not dreading it. I missed feeling valued as a person instead of as a wallet or a free ticket machine. I missed her.

————

“How’s the car?”

Nelly paused with her hand on the handle of the sliding glass door, milliseconds from opening it and escaping to the guest house. She’d been distant all evening, and I’d let her be, hopeful that if I just gave her enough time, she’d settle in and we could just talk. But the moment she’d headed for the door, I panicked, hopeful that I could just nudge her back.

She turned to look at me over one shoulder, that same look back in her eyes that I just couldn’t place. “Exactly the same as it's been since I started driving it.”

Right. I hadn’t given her anything to go on, really. “Do you like it?”

“It’s a nice car.”

A heaviness settled between us as I watched her from behind the couch, nothing but the idle chatter of the television and our breathing to fill the space. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to say. And in my stupid, misplaced desperation to keep her in here, to reel her back, utter shit stumbled out of my mouth. “Stay,” I said. “Maybe we could do another lesson or something.”

She huffed a breath as she opened the door. “Goodnight, Sebastian.”

————

“Seb! On the ice!” Coach shouted, his arms going out to either side of him as he skated backward toward Luke.

“One second!” I called back.

I clicked through the checkout process on my phone, hoping, praying that maybe my old peace offerings to Taryn would somehow help and improve the situation. A simple bouquet of flowers, delivered directly to the house. I’d tried to think back to the day Nelly had moved in, tried to recall the flowers she’d brought for the guesthouse — baby’s breath, calla lilies, and… eucalyptus? That had to be right.

I checked out, adding the option for a little note on the side, but Coach’s insufferable shouting to get back on the ice cut through, and I typed as quickly as I could. For the house.

I wanted her to know that she had a place there. Even if she didn’t want it.

I checked out my basket and put my phone back in my bag, popped my skate guards off, and got back on the ice.


Chapter 23



Nelly



Ineeded a night off. Desperately.

I needed to get out, get away from the house, get away from him and Matty, and take time to just put myself back into my own skin. Maybe even sleep at my apartment instead of in the much comfier bed at the guesthouse. I just needed to not feel the overwhelming stress of all of it.

I wasn’t happy with work except for the moments when it was just me and Matty, and because work was also home now, I couldn’t be happy at home. I couldn’t think of anything other than removing myself, at least temporarily. I felt suffocated and trapped here. I just needed to breathe.

I stared at Sebastian’s calendar on my phone as he and Matty colored in his coloring book on the kitchen’s bartop, the gigantic box of crayons open beside Matty and his little hands fishing around inside for something specific. There wasn’t a game for another six days, and Sebastian didn’t have anything scheduled for tonight or tomorrow morning. It could work.

“Can I have tonight off?” I asked.

Sebastian’s head snapped right up to meet my gaze, the bouquet of flowers he’d sent for the house sitting in a vase beside him. They were an odd choice for the house and didn’t match the decor in the slightest, but I’d set them out for him regardless. “Sure.”

“No,” Matty complained, his lower lip jutting out. “Daddy’s making pizza.”

“If Nelly wants the night off, she can have the night off,” Sebastian said plainly, his gaze lingering on me a second longer before dropping back to his son’s coloring book. “Don’t complain.”

“Thanks,” I sighed. “I just⁠—”

“You don’t need to explain yourself,” he said, plucking the orange crayon out of Matty’s discarded pile. “It’s fine. Do whatever you need to.”

I blinked, confusion rippling through me. He’d said that so nonchalantly, so indifferently — did he not care at all that I needed an out? Or was this his way of acting civil when he was clearly still frustrated with me, too?

And why did it have to hurt that this didn’t faze him?

“I’ll just… go get ready then,” I mumbled, pushing off the counter and stepping around the bartop. “Just need to blow off some steam. I’ll, uh, be at Smokey’s if you need anything.”

“I won’t,” he said.

————

I parked the Porsche at the back of the lot. I hadn’t had to worry about a flashy car being a problem for my entire life, and somehow now, in all of this, that was at the forefront of my mind — making sure the car didn’t get damaged on its first, and potentially only, non-Matty-related trek.

But as I hit the button to lock it, I couldn’t help but stare at the beast, couldn’t help but wonder what in the hell it meant and what I’d have to do with it if I made the call to leave. Would I take it with me? Surely not. It was barely mine, even if he’d put it in my name. And without him covering the insurance, I couldn’t afford it myself. I’d have to give it back.

I shouldn’t have accepted it in the first place.

But maybe that was on me for not getting my truck looked after, and maybe it was on me for not splurging the moment the excess funds hit my bank account and purchasing a new, used car that was safe and reliable. Maybe I’d put myself in this situation.

Maybe I was the cause of all of this.

I tried to put the car in the back of my mind as I walked toward the front steps of the dive bar. If Sebastian could feel comfortable leaving his Audi around here overnight, then I had to tell myself it would be fine.

Sebastian.

God, I needed a drink. I couldn’t control my thoughts this evening, couldn’t reign them in. Each attempt to shift gears just resulted in a worse train of thinking. Even the overwhelming noise of Smokey’s didn’t drown out the disappointment that swamped me — he hadn’t even tried to stop me from leaving tonight. Is there no part of him that cares that I’ve gone to the same place I took him home from?

And his comment before I retreated to the guesthouse… that had stung. Sure, I didn’t want him to need me at all hours or restrict me from going places just in case something came up with Matty, but the deadpanned, I won’t, had felt like a stab in the fucking chest.

Swinging myself up onto the closest barstool, I dropped my bag on the counter and decided I’d either get completely shitfaced, leave the car here, and go back to my apartment, or have a single drink and decide from there.

It was so, so busy.

I hadn’t realized that this was clearly a hockey bar the handful of times I’d come here with Rosie, but looking around now after being immersed in that world for months, it was obvious. Atlanta Fire jerseys hung on the walls and the backs of some of the customers, and a game between two teams I didn’t recognize was playing on the big screen with a crowd around it. Women in tight blue shirts with players’ names on the back above their numbers moved through the space with ease, sliding in between somewhat familiar faces I recognized from the rink.

His teammates were here.

Shit.

I grabbed my bag, reluctantly turning in my barstool. I wanted to get away for the night, not be shoved right back into this from a new angle, and more than anything, I didn’t want to be confused for… what had Sebastian called them? Fires?

“Blue give you the night off?”

Sandy brown, slightly overgrown hair, and a wicked smirk filled my vision the moment my stool spun all the way backward.

Bryan.

Why did it always have to be the freeze response with me?

“Maybe you are a flame,” he chuckled. “You picked here, of all places?”

I swallowed down my irritation, the burn of it far more annoying than any alcohol. “I didn’t realize this was a hockey bar.”

He snorted. “You know they all say that the first few times they end up here, right?”

His body slid between the barstools, nearly as tall and large and looming as Sebastian. He leaned up against the counter, one elbow on the bar, his jersey hanging loosely around his midsection but hugging his biceps. I should have run, should have gone straight back out to the Porsche and driven anywhere else, shouldn’t have come here to begin with.

“So, tell me, Nelly.” He grinned, the hard lines of his jaw tensing from the action. “Were you hoping to find the best center on the team here, or is this just a coincidence?”

“Do you genuinely think that highly of yourself?” I scoffed. “Last I checked, Sebastian’s been having to fix your mistakes the last two games.”

His grin turned quickly into a scowl as he plopped his rear end down on the empty barstool beside me.

“To be fair, I watched from home, and that was a great assist you pulled off in Calgary,” I said, and a single brow raised in my direction, the satisfaction of receiving a compliment going straight to his fucking head. “Was just a shame it was for the other team.”

The satisfaction fell in an instant, and I drank every bit of it up.

“Leave me the fuck alone, Bryan⁠—”

“Do you genuinely think he cares about you?” he snapped, his tongue dragging over his canines as he looked down at me. Adrenaline built up from that look — like I was prey, like I was about to be eaten alive by wolves that couldn’t give a shit whether it hurt or went quick. The crowd behind him cheered as the puck slammed into a net on the television. “He doesn’t care about anything besides his son. He barely cares about hockey. But by all means, keep fucking the guy. It won’t get you anywhere.”

“Mind your fucking business,” I said, but the words fell flat and were too quiet, too weak. Bile crept up my esophagus. I was angry and bitter, and for once, I wasn’t sure if Bryan was just being an asshole or if he was speaking the truth. But it bothered me that he knew about it, bothered me that he felt confident enough about it to say something to me — and it bothered me that he wasn’t getting up and walking away. He was as comfortable as could be beside me.

“If you came home with me…” he smirked, leaning toward me just enough to send my heart rate skyrocketing. Confidence dripped from him, but it was arrogant, foolish, self-centered, and God, I knew that type, knew it like the back of my hand, had been engaged to it. “I care about a lot of things, Nelly. Why don’t you show me just how many services you offer?”

“Leave her alone, Addaway.”

The man behind the bar, much older than the one who had been here when I’d come with Rosie, stood with his arms on the plastic-covered countertop and a stern look on his wrinkled face. Grey hair fell in short, straight strands around the edges of his face, his beard barely more than stubble, his body lithe but lean and somehow intimidating despite being three-quarters of the height of Bryan.

“There are plenty of flames here. Find one,” he added.

With a disgruntled huff, Bryan shot a glare in my direction before sliding off the seat and disappearing into the crowd around the television.

“Thank you,” I squeaked, swallowing down the panic that had risen far too much. My mouth was dry and felt raw with every inhale, but I had my window now — I could go if I wanted to.

“You okay?” the man asked, standing up straight as his gaze bounced from me to the crowd.

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Do you know him?”

He cracked the smallest little grin, and grabbed a glass from beneath the counter. He tapped the side of the Blue Moon dispenser, a single brow raising as a silent question, and I sighed and nodded. Guess I wasn’t leaving. “I know all the boys. My son plays for them.”

If I was going to talk to anyone here, this guy seemed like the least bad choice. “Who?”

“Xavi,” he chirped, slipping the glass beneath the nozzle and pulling. “Number 42. His jersey says Moreau. Best defense on the NHL if you ask me.”

I had a vague recollection of seeing him around, and on the ice, and if my memory served me well, he was a bright-eyed younger guy with light brown hair, a little shorter than Sebastian, and wickedly fast on the ice. “I think I’ve met him,” I said by way of thanks as he passed me the beer. “How much?”

“On the house.” He winked at me, and something about the calmness of him made me feel like that wink wasn’t creepy. “I used to play when I was younger, you know. Before I lost all my muscle, and opened a bar. Name’s Gabby.” He reached across the bartop and plonked a slice of orange into my beer.

“Nice to meet you, Gabby. Thanks,” I swallowed, slowly turning in my barstool to face him fully. “What position were you?”

“Right wing, back in Alberta. Xavi grew up in it all,” he said. “You sure you’re okay? You look a little shell-shocked.”

“Do I?” Was it that obvious that I’d had blow after blow after blow for the last week?

“You want to talk about it?” he asked, leaning forward on the counter again but this time dropping down to his elbows, putting him lower than me. “I’ve heard I’m a great listener. Though Xavi likes to say I can’t hear a damned thing.”

I chuckled half-heartedly as I sipped at my beer. “As tempting as that sounds, I don’t know if you’d be of much more help than telling Bryan to fuck off.”

He hummed his disagreement, his fluffy brows raising. “Try me.”

Sighing, I set my glass down, contemplating if it was worth it to bring it all up to someone so close to the team — but if Bryan knew, there had to be others. I could keep names to myself and hope for the best. But I didn’t know Gabby, and he didn’t know me, and I was surrounded by chaos in here with the possibility of literally anyone overhearing. It made me nauseous just to think about laying it all out for a stranger to dissect, but maybe that’s what I needed. Maybe my reluctance to make good choices would work out for once.

“Or don’t,” he offered, shrugging.

“I’m sleeping with a player,” I said quietly.

“Well, I gathered that much.”

“But I’m also his child’s nanny,” I added.

His brows rose again before coming down and knitting together, his upper lip wiggling as he scratched his mustache. “Right.”

“And I think wires are getting crossed for me,” I admitted, the relief almost palpable to say it to anyone that wasn’t Rosie.

“You have feelings for him, you mean,” he said. The words were so casual, so plain, that I almost wanted to deny it and tell him it was insane and he was wrong, but all he’d done was succinctly summarize my words. I averted my gaze, staring at the little bubbles rising in the light amber beer. “Does he have feelings for you?”

“Doubtful,” I huffed. “He said some horrible things to me last week after the game. I didn’t let him apologize for it, which, who knows, maybe that was wrong of me. But I have a history with that kind of thing and I couldn’t sit there and listen to him accept wrongdoing when I know from experience that it will likely just happen again.”

“So, you’re stuck between forgiving him and cutting it off?” he asked, tutting his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Tricky. I’m assuming you need the job, yes?”

I nodded. “I can find work, but the pay is hard to walk away from,” I sighed. “And I’d feel awful doing that to Ma—the kid.”

His lips pressed into a thin line as he glanced toward the crowd again, either hoping someone else would want a drink and save him from this or checking to make sure Bryan wasn’t coming around again. “If you didn’t need to worry about the kid or the money, what would you do? If you were deciding for only you.”

I didn’t like that question. I didn’t like it at all, and it wasn’t because I didn’t know the answer — it was because I did.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I took gulps and gulps of the beer, draining my glass halfway.

“Sometimes,” he said, distracting me enough that I pulled the glass from my mouth, “something gets broken, and it can’t be fixed. Especially when you’re mixing business and pleasure. And it’s okay to admit that it’s broken and decide for yourself that it isn’t worth fixing, if that’s what you feel.”

The backs of my eyes burned as I set the glass down on the counter.

“You seem like a sweet girl,” he added, pushing up onto his hands and raising to his full height. “You should make whatever decision you make for yourself and no one else. You matter in this, too.”


Chapter 24



Sebastian



Iwoke up to a raging headache, a missing truck, the Porsche in the driveway, and a text on my phone that made me want to vomit and scream at the same time.

Nelly: I quit. I’m sorry.

How the fuck had it descended into this?

I stood on the front porch, the sun just barely poking up above the houses, the harsh morning rays practically blinding me. Matty would be up soon, and I’d have to either tell him that Nelly wouldn’t be taking him to school this morning or ever again, or come up with some kind of excuse for her absence.

I’d already checked the guesthouse. Either she’d spent the time yesterday morning packing up already geared up for this, or she’d made a last-minute decision in the middle of the night and loaded up her truck while I slept horribly upstairs. Neither of those options was particularly comforting.

The spot where her truck had been parked was empty, nothing but a small oil stain beneath it to prove it was ever there. Part of me, the part that was still refusing to believe the current situation was even happening, was concerned about her driving that thing anywhere. I worried she’d broken down on the way to wherever she was going, whether that was her apartment or Rosie’s or anywhere else. My texts to her had gone unanswered, and all I could do was hope that she was fine.

I just didn’t understand it. Any of it.

I knew I hadn’t been a nice person to be around, especially at the rink after the game and some of the time between then and now, but I’d hoped that my ability to let her go last night without question would have shown that I trusted her and wanted her to be able to get space if that's what she’d needed, even if it had felt like a jab when she’d said she was going to Smokey’s. I’d already made missteps and mistakes in my attempts to keep her closer and work through it, but apparently, I’d fucked up again, and distance was exactly what she needed to cut ties.

It felt like there were no right steps. It felt like the eggshells were the very foundation beneath our feet, and I had no choice but to step on them.

And maybe that was why she’d quit. Maybe she saw that too and couldn’t handle it. But if we’d have just talked, if I could have just apologized and sat her down and told her that I understood why she was angry with me, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.

Or maybe if I hadn’t let my anger get the best of me in the first place.

I forced myself to go back inside, to get on with the morning in the only way I knew how — routine. So, I put the coffee on, I picked out cereal for Matty, I turned on the television to his favorite channel so that when he eventually woke up and made his way downstairs before I needed to get him ready for school, he wouldn’t immediately notice the lack of something major. But I couldn’t help but stare at the fucking picture he drew that I’d hung on the fridge, couldn’t help but want to ball it up and throw it in the garbage or set it on fire and watch as it turned to ash. But I couldn’t do that to him.

He was old enough now. He’d remember this. He’d remember Nelly. It had only been a few months, but they were impactful — she’d done more than any nanny I’d hired. She’d slotted in seamlessly and practically taken him in as her own. She’d dealt with midnight nightmares, she’d dealt with tantrums, she’d dealt with school days and game nights and away games. She’d been there on her days off, been present at every turn, been accommodating to last-minute changes. She’d turned into a mother figure for him, and her disappearance would no doubt hit harder than the loss of any other nanny I’d hired. It would hit harder than Taryn leaving.

He was so young when she’d gone, and I doubted he even remembered much of her showing up for his birthday the year before last. And the last nanny, the one who had tried to take one of my Rolexes, had been difficult enough for him to come to terms with. How the fuck was he going to be okay with this?

How was I going to be okay with this?

It would have been so much easier if she had been terrible in some way. If she’d stolen from me, if she’d been a flame in disguise, if she’d been horrible to Matty, or if she’d fought with me for things that weren’t for Matty’s benefit. But that wasn’t the case. I was losing—no, I had lost—someone that I was genuinely over the moon to have looking after my son. I had lost someone that I wanted to spend time with, someone I wanted to know better, someone I’d struggled to push from my mind. Someone I didn’t want to go away.

I’d fucked it up. All of it. And I needed to fix it, somehow, someway. Any way.

So, when Matty came down the stairs rubbing his little eyes and clutching the stuffed manta ray, I held my tongue. When he asked me where Nelly was, I told him she had to go away for a little bit. When he asked me when she’d be back, I told him honestly — I don’t know. And when his little blue eyes had filled with tears as I squatted beside him, I’d bit back my own and wrapped him up in my arms.

No matter the outcome of this, I would have to be fine. I could be fine. I’d done it time and time again with every other nanny.

I just didn’t feel for any of them what I felt for her.


Chapter 25



Nelly



With my head against the steering wheel, I sat in my idling truck, the hum of the engine music to my ears after I’d had the lifter or whatever it was called replaced. I’d paid a ridiculous amount for a full tune-up, using almost every bit of money from Sebastian that I’d put aside to fix it. I didn’t care that it cost more than it was worth.

But sitting here, outside the white mansion an hour from Atlanta, amongst the quiet of the South with the Spanish moss blowing in the breeze and the sun setting over the base of the Blue Ridge mountains, I felt sick to my stomach.

Why had I agreed to come to this?

I should have brought Rosie. I should have brought anyone instead of showing up alone when I’d asked for a plus one. But there was no one in my truck but me, and I’d have to either go in there and put on a brave face, or drive all the way back with the knowledge that Morris and Ruby would be snickering about my failure to show up on their wedding night.

I had to tell myself it would be fine. Worst case, I could pass out a handful of business cards to any parents with little ones running around, even if the idea of taking on a new kid made my chest hurt far more than it should.

At least I felt like a million dollars in my dress.

Deep purple satin slid against my skin as I dropped down from the truck, falling in rippling waves around my feet the moment my heels met the cement. It clung in all the right spots, hugging my hips, my waist, my breasts, with a long slit up the thigh for movement and a hint of a fuck you to Morris. I’d gone easy with my hair, curled it just enough to give it body but left it long and loose around my shoulders and down my back.

I just had to not vomit down the front of the dress, and I’d be fine.

Men and women exited their cars around me, some of them familiar faces and others ones I’d never seen in my life. I tried not to let it get to me that Morris’ grandparents didn’t even wave in my direction, but the lingering glance his grandmother gave me that turned into the hint of a scowl set me even further on edge than I’d anticipated.

Clutching my purse and popping a ginger chew to calm my nausea, I made my way through the sea of cars toward the mansion, my heart beating out of my chest and my feet just barely balancing in my heels.

The man at the door held a clipboard in his left hand and a pen in the other, a stark contrast to the tuxedo that covered his thin frame. I listened as a handful of people in front of me rattled off their names and used the dead time to take in the greenery and the willow trees, the way they framed the house almost like a fence with their wide limbs and hanging moss. Mom had always told me not to touch them because bugs would burrow beneath my skin, but it looked so tempting now — or maybe I was just that desperate to do anything other than this.

“Name?”

“Penelope Moreno,” I said. “Or Nelly. Not sure what they put me down as.”

His pen moved down the paper, scanning the page for my name, and for a horrifying second, I worried that they’d purposely left my name off to drag me all the way here just for the humiliation — but then he ticked a box and nodded, and someone just inside the doors holding a small gift bag ushered me forward, thrusting the bag into my hand.

The halls of the mansion were decorated to the nines with walls and walls of baby’s breath and deep blue drapery. I almost fully stopped in the middle of the walkway as I took it all in.

The music, the decorations, the styling… it was all wrong. All of it.

Ruby was one of those girls who had been planning her wedding from the time she popped out of the womb. She had binders full of ideas, each one slightly different than the last, but there had been themes from the beginning that had never changed. Things that were non-negotiables. Things that she didn’t want, and things that were a must.

She hated baby’s breath. The stench of it made her nauseous to the point of me making sure I never had any around when she was over, but it was everywhere here, lining the hallways and capping the end of every seat along the aisle.

She wanted deep, natural greens for her wedding, but blues and burgundies littered the space instead.

She’d wanted a pianist at the ceremony, but from the looks of the room, there was a harpist set up and no piano in sight.

And the more I thought about it, the more it came back to me. She’d gone far enough to have picked out a venue far before she’d even met Morris, and this place was nothing like it. She’d wanted historic, and this was a new building. She’d wanted the beach, and this was the mountains. She’d wanted cocktails, but all I could see were cans and bottles of beer and glasses of wine.

These weren’t her choices. These were things Morris had floated by me when we’d started wedding planning.

A part of me almost felt sorry for her. How much of this had she been able to decide on? How much had she let him decide for her? How much did he insist on controlling every aspect of this just like he’d controlled me?

A twinge of guilt hit me hard enough to knock the air from my lungs as I picked up a glass of red wine from a tray. I’d introduced them. I’d set her on this path. And as horrible as all of it had been, as much as she’d betrayed me, no one truly deserved to have to deal with that.

But she’d made her choices. She was feistier than me. If she was choosing to let Morris walk all over her, then that was what she wanted.

I hovered by the doors that led into the ceremony space. No one else was sitting down yet, and if I wanted to not stick out like a sore thumb, staying standing and off to the side was my best bet. But I knew it was only a matter of time before someone recognized me, before someone wanted to speak to me, before⁠—

“You came?”

That voice sent a chill down my spine.

Reluctantly pulling my gaze from my phone, I looked straight ahead at the man who had made my life hell for five whole years. The man who had made me feel like a shell of myself, the man who had fucked me over and buried himself in my best friend, the man who blamed me for it, the man who made me feel less than.

His blonde hair was shorter and styled back and away from his face, his skin pristine, his dusty brown suit well-pressed. He looked stronger now, a little more built now than he’d been two years ago, and it shouldn’t have worried me, but I didn’t know him anymore — I didn’t know if there was any lingering anger with me, didn’t know if he’d become a worse version of himself. I couldn’t imagine how bad it would have been if he’d been that strong when we were together.

“Hi, Mor,” I swallowed. “Congratulations.”

He blinked at me, and I wasn’t sure if it was shock or surprise or pity, but something lingered in his gaze that made me want to run. “Thank you,” he said. “I didn’t think you’d show up.”

I tightened my lips and spread my arms, a half-hearted attempt to silently say, Well, I’m here.

“I’ll have to tell Rubes if she doesn’t spot you during the ceremony.” His eyes raked up and down my body, lingering far too long on my breasts before popping back up to my eyes. “We had a bet going.”

My mouth went dry. “A bet?”

His answering chuckle made my stomach flip, and oh god, I needed to run, I needed to get out of here. “Two, actually,” he clarified. “Fifty dollars on if you’d come.”

My vision tunneled on him as his mouth moved, that wicked little grin spreading across his cheeks the same way it used to when he knew he’d won an argument, when he’d talked me into something I didn’t want to do, when he bent me into positions my body couldn’t handle.

“And considering you’re on your own, it looks like I won the second⁠—”

Something warm and soft cupped the side of my face and I nearly jumped, but a mouth met my other cheek, pinning me in place as I stared up at Morris’ unmoving frame in front of me, frozen in my heels.

He didn’t.

“I’m so sorry I’m late, baby. Practice ran over.”

I was going to fucking die. Right here, at my ex's wedding, I was going to have a heart attack and be wheeled out on a covered stretcher to the sound of some harpist playing a song Morris probably wrote himself.

I couldn’t look at him, couldn’t move, could only stare as Morris’ wide eyes took in the man on my left as his hand slowly left my cheek.

“I’m Sebastian,” he said, a single arm with a black suit jacket and white shirt covering it extending toward Morris.

Morris’ Adam’s apple moved as he forced himself to actually speak, to reach out and take his offer of a handshake. “Morris. Nice to meet you.”

Shakily, I finally turned my head, forcing myself to look at him and pass it off as at least somewhat natural. He stood tall, clean-shaven, and far, far more attractive than any single man should be allowed to be. I’d seen him in jeans, seen him in workout gear, seen him in his jersey, his boxers, his joggers — but fuck, I’d never seen him in a suit before.

I never wanted to see him out of it.

With his brown hair swept back, his jaw strong and his blue eyes wild yet level as he stared at Morris, I wanted to capture that image of him in my head and burn it to memory. But it was the black suit, the white shirt, the lack of a tie, and the top few buttons undone, that nearly made me feral after not seeing him for four weeks. It was almost enough to make me forget why I’d left in the first place.

“You’re the groom, right?” Seb asked. Morris pulled at his collar but nodded. “Any chance you know where I can get literally anything other than beer or wine? Seems to be all they’re offering.”

Oh, my God. I missed him.

Morris blinked at him before sputtering out, “There’s water at the bar.”

“Was hoping for a whiskey, but I guess water will do.” Seb shrugged as he slotted an arm around my shoulders, his gaze moving down to me. “You look fucking beautiful, by the way. Did I forget to say that?”

Heat spread across my cheeks. I knew exactly what he was doing, and so did he, and from the look on Morris’ face, it was absolutely working. “Thank you,” I gulped.

“I… can we just back up a second?” Morris sputtered, his brows knitting and his nostrils flaring as the facade he’d clung to broke just a crack. “You play for the Atlanta Fire, right? Sebastian Blue?”

“Yeah!” Seb chirped, that grin coming back out in full force. “You a fan?”

“I mean, yeah, you could say that,” Mor said. Someone I didn’t recognize, another man about his height and age, tugged gently on his arm but he pulled away. “I’m sorry, I just don’t quite understand. Aren’t you, like, filthy fucking rich? Why are you here with her?”

“If you’ve got something around, I’m happy to sign it,” Seb interjected, dodging the question completely, and for a moment my mind hung on those words — filthy fucking rich. I knew he was absurdly well-off from hockey, but was there more there that I didn’t know about?

I knew I should have googled him again.

Morris’ pale face went reddened. For as surprised and horrified as I was that Seb had even turned up, I couldn’t deny that he was playing his role so well that I had to bite back laughter. It was supposed to be their day, and yet here Sebastian was, looming even greater as a plus one and offering to give him an autograph.

He was making Morris feel small.

“Morris,” the man beside him hissed. “We need to start.”

“Maybe, uh, maybe later,” Morris said, taking a step back from us with his eyes flitting back and forth between me and Seb. He looked positively confused out of his mind, flustered to the highest degree, and even though I was angry with him and hadn’t spoken to him in weeks, I wanted to kiss the fucking ground Sebastian walked on.

The moment Morris was out of earshot, he turned to me.

“I really am sorry I’m late, for what it’s worth,” he said, his hand dragging along my exposed upper back before settling on my shoulder. “Are you okay? I tried to call you on the way over.”

I stared up at him, lost in a combination of swirling irritation that he’d had the guts to show up here and overwhelming gratitude that he’d had the guts to show up here. I had half a mind to start crying right then and there, and I stuffed it down before the tears could threaten to make an appearance, but other things took their place, things I wasn’t ready to really think about. Things I had no right to think about. Things that I shouldn’t have felt after a few months of being around him, and things that I was almost certain weren’t reciprocated — even if his appearance here made me think twice. “I have Do Not Disturb on while driving,” I said, but the words were croaked and sniffled, and goddammit, I wasn’t fooling anyone. “I’m fine.”

His lips tightened into a thin line as he brushed a single strand of hair from my face. “You’re still mad.”

“Of course I’m still mad.” The words tasted like acid as they left my mouth, but I needed to say it, needed to not pretend at least for a moment that things weren’t still tense between us, even if I was softening to him. Even if I was admitting things to myself that made me want to die.

I missed him. I missed everything about him.

And a part of me, however small that part might be, had fallen for him harder than I’d ever expected to — and the full, unbridled reality of it hadn’t hit home until now.

His mouth pulled to one side, a ripple of what looked like regret crossing his features. “Let’s forget about that for tonight, okay? I’m not here to talk you into coming back to work or to beg you to talk to me. I’m not here to teach you anything, either, if you think that’s my aim.” That regret he’d briefly donned turned into the slightest bit of mischief. “Except maybe some lessons in revenge.”


Chapter 26



Sebastian



The ceremony was a goddamn snooze-fest.

The bride, whom Nelly had reminded me was named Ruby, had eyed the two of us at least ten times during her vows. Apart from that, there were no hiccups, no unhappy men or women storming in when the officiant asked if there was any reason they should not be wed. I’d been tempted to stand up myself and make a scene just to get a rise out of them, but I wasn’t here to be the center of attention. I was here to help Nelly.

And my God, I was glad I’d come.

She looked absolutely stunning in her dress, and considering I’d not been able to touch her for more than four weeks, I was grateful for the excuse to have my hands on her, even if it wasn’t nearly as much as I wanted.

The time she’d been away had been rough for too many reasons. My sister was furious with me but had become Matty’s part-time babysitter when I couldn’t shuffle my schedule, and with playoffs in full swing now, she’d had him every single night we had a game. He’d had to come to practice or stay at the after-school club most days, and even then, I was struggling to keep up. But more than that, more than anything else, I’d found myself thinking of her every waking second of the day, the memories too much and too many to stamp down. I’d tried, every single day, to figure out what I was going to do regarding this, but nothing had felt right, nothing had seemed like the best possible option when I was caught between wanting to track her down and wanting to give her room to breathe and come back by her own decision.

But showing up here, doing this for her, felt like the best possible thing I could have done for both of us.

I’d laid in bed the last two nights, wondering if it was the right decision. She hadn’t told me outright that I was uninvited, but she also hadn’t spoken to me since that single text, and I didn’t want to make things worse by showing up if she didn’t want me here. But then the thought of her going through this alone, seeing him on her own, and dealing with whatever that would bring up for her alone made me want to die.

“How’s Matty?” she asked, clutching her bag with both hands as we walked from the ceremony space to the reception room.

I pulled her in tighter to my side with a hand around her waist. I could be honest — tell her he was still asking about her, tell her he still cried when I had to tell him that I didn’t know if she was coming back. But I didn’t want to upset her or make her feel like I was guilt-tripping her. “He’s okay,” I said. “He’s with Dani tonight.”

She nodded, but I wasn’t sure if it was to me or just to herself.

“Try not to think about that,” I insisted, shuffling behind her as we stepped into the massive reception hall. “You’ve got enough on your plate this evening.”

Blue lights lit every wall of the room. Circular tables filled over half of the space, ornate white tablecloths draped across them with bouquets of baby’s breath acting as the centerpieces. At the other end, a dance floor sat empty, with giant lit-up letters spelling M&R behind it. It was tacky and gaudy, not a single piece of it meshing well together, and the massive chandelier that should have been a focal point was lost in the loudness of the decor.

I wasn’t exactly the best when it came to this kind of thing, but Taryn and I had at least gone classy for our wedding. This just seemed like an insult to the otherwise nice house they’d rented.

“God, this looks awful,” Nelly mumbled, turning her head over her shoulder just enough that I could catch her voice.

“I mean, I wasn’t going to be the one to say it…” I chuckled and wrapped my arm around her midsection, pulling her spine into my chest before she could get away. “Enlighten me, Nell. Is it just Morris and Ruby you want to annoy, or are there others here we should be playing it up for?”

Her hand wrapped around my forearm, holding it in place, and I took that as a sign that I was okay to touch her like this even if they weren’t in the room. “Mostly them,” she said. “But there’s family from both sides here that might think it’s weird if we go from being touchy-feely one moment to avoidant the next.”

Thank fuck for that.

I leaned down, bringing my mouth to the shell of her ear and sweeping her hair over one shoulder. “Good. I don’t want to let you go,” I breathed, and her hand squeezed around me, the little hairs on her arms standing on end.

“We can’t exactly steal the show, you know,” she chuckled, her eyes scanning the crowd as people mingled and checked the tables for their assigned seats. “We have to be at least a little reserved.”

I hummed my reluctance to follow through on that and pulled her closer, tucking my face against the side of her head. “Does that mean I can’t kiss you?”

I could hear her nervous swallow over the background music. “Let’s, uh, keep it to cheek kisses.”

Trying not to show my disappointment with her answer, I swallowed down what I wanted to say and huffed out a simple, “Okay.”

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t touch her within normal societal limits.

We grabbed a couple of drinks from the bar—two glasses of white wine and a glass of water, just to be annoying—and made our way to the table with Penelope Moreno and Penelope Moreno’s Boyfriend written on little placards. She grumbled when she saw it, folding them in her fist and dropping them beneath the table.

I scooted my chair close to hers, relieved to see that we were actually within the sight line of the head table. The moment they came through those doors and sat down, it was game on. But we could practice for now.

I let my hand fall on her exposed thigh, my thumb swiping across it. “So,” I smirked, eyeing the plate of chocolate-covered strawberries set out for each guest. “I was thinking that when they sit down, right there,” I pointed to the two seats that were clearly for the bride and groom in the middle of the head table, “I could feed you one of those.”

She chuckled as she leaned forward, picking one up anyway, and sat back in her seat. Her eyes studied me, dragging down my suit-covered chest and back up. “I like that. What else have you got?”

My lips tugged up at the edges and I couldn’t fight the smirk. “The suit or the idea?”

Her cheeks deepened, and she popped the strawberry into her mouth, clutching it by the stem. “Shut up.”

I squeezed her thigh, just a little, just enough to make her eyes widen the smallest bit. “When Taryn and I got married, we invited other couples onto the dance floor right after our first dance. If they do that, I think we should be the first ones on the floor. Get right up next to them.”

Nelly snorted, her hand flying up to cover her nose and mouth. “That’s excessive. But God, yes, I want to do that.”

“You think that’s excessive?” I chuckled. “I guess I should axe the idea of doing a fake proposal, then?”

She burst into a full-on cackle, drawing a handful of eyes to herself but not paying them one single bit of attention. It was so good to see that, so satisfying to hear her laugh, and her refusal to pay anyone else any mind left me with a sense of pride in her that she wasn’t giving two shits how anyone else saw her. I’d seen that fear in her the moment I came through the door, and now that I recognized it, I could place exactly what it was back at the arena when I’d blown up.

It was the same fucking thing.

“As much as I would kill to see their faces if you did that, yes, axe it immediately,” she laughed. “Though I wouldn’t say no to you hinting at something like that within earshot of them. You know, saying what you’d change about this ridiculous setup if it were our wedding.”

I squeezed her leg again, and she leaned into it, her knee knocking against mine. I took that as an okay to move a little bit higher up, and she didn’t fight me on it — but her nostrils flared the moment my fingers began to trace circles on the soft, sensitive skin of her inner thigh. “I’ll happily go so far as to ask him for the contact details of their wedding planner if you want me to.”

“Please,” she grinned. She sat forward again, plucking another strawberry off the plate, her eyes watching it in her fingers in hesitation before she clutched the stem between them…

…and held it out to me.

I huffed out a breath. “They’re not in here yet,” I said.

She quirked a brow at me. “So?”

I wrapped my free hand around her wrist, pulling the strawberry just an inch closer to my lips. “Don’t tempt me, Nelly,” I warned, sinking my teeth into the strawberry and plucking the leftover top from her fingers. “There are plenty of things I’m willing to do right now that you’d think are excessive.”

She swallowed, her mouth parting just slightly. “Like what?”

“Introducing Mr. and Mrs. Morris Leonard!”

The crowd erupted into hoots and hollers and clapping, but I kept her there, locked in on me, her eyes flicking between mine. I didn’t even know where Morris and Ruby were, didn’t care to take my eyes off Nelly for one second to find out, but I leaned toward her, dug my fingers into her inner thigh, and brought my lips right up next to her ear.

“Don’t for one second think I wouldn’t happily have you on your knees in front of him so he could see what he was missing,” I rasped.

Her hand came down on top of mine, squeezing the back of my palm hard enough I thought she might actually be trying to break something. But when I pulled away, when I looked at her to gauge her reaction and make sure I hadn’t crossed a line she’d laid out, her cheeks were flushed red, and her eyelids heavy.

God, I wanted to kiss that fucking expression.

She blinked, and suddenly she was back, blushing and laughing and covering her mouth at the thought of it. “You’re crazy,” she giggled.

“You asked.”

————-

We’d made it through the speeches, the first dance, and dinner without a hitch. Neither of them had come up to speak to us no matter how much we touched each other, no matter how many times I fed her or vice versa, no matter how close we’d been on the dance floor the moment they’d finished theirs.

And that was a win in my book.

Now, though, as she leaned back onto my chest, her chair practically touching mine and her head on my shoulder, all I wanted to do was stay here as long as possible. I didn’t want the night to end, even if we were playing everything up for her benefit — especially when I was thoroughly enjoying seeing the joy she got out of showing me off in front of them.

I wanted this. I wanted her. And I’d missed her every goddamn second I hadn’t had her.

“I didn’t think I’d enjoy myself this much,” I chuckled, pressing a kiss on the top of her head before resting my chin on it. “Who thought such a shit wedding could be so fun?”

She giggled beneath me, her fingertips pushing into my palm and spreading mine open, slotting her fingers between my own. “I thought it would be the worst night of my life, if I’m being honest.”

“Really?” I teased. “But you seemed so happy to see Morris when I came through the doors.”

She tilted her head back, dragging my chin through her hair enough to glare up at me.

“I’m joking, obviously,” I added.

Her thumb brushed against the back of my hand, back and forth, back and forth. “Thank you,” she said, but the banter and happy lilt to her voice took a back seat for a moment. “Seriously.”

“You don’t need to thank me.” I squeezed her hand and moved the stray strands of hair off her neck with my free hand. “I wasn’t sure if I was going to come, to be honest. But I gave you my word, and I needed to keep it.”

Her breathing paused.

Everything paused.

I wasn’t sure what was happening, and before I could try to figure it out, she was moving, dislodging her hand from mine, and sitting up out of my embrace.

“Nell?”

“I…” Her jaw steeled as she looked at me, and what I thought had been a momentary pause in her overall happy demeanor seemed gone for good. Gone was the lingering smile, gone was the glint of happiness in her eyes, gone were heavy eyelids and the hint of need in the way her body moved.

“Nelly,” I said again, leaning toward her.

But she retreated from it.

What the fuck did I do?

Her gaze flicked over to Morris and Ruby, and then she was up, purse in hand, moving.

Moving away. Moving to the door.

She crossed the room with record speed, slipping out the doors before I found the wherewithal to actually get the fuck off my ass and follow. I did my best not to make a scene out of it before I slipped from the room in the hopes that neither of them was watching, but the moment I was out the door and the music from the reception room would dampen me, I called out to her. “Nelly!”

She was at least thirty feet ahead of me in the hall, too fast in her heels, and I wished for a split second that we were on ice and I had my skates — at least then, I could keep up and run laps around her.

She didn’t bother to look back as she turned the corner, nearly crashing into a man carrying a plate of hors d’oeuvres. She slipped around him, and I followed, and before I could reach her, she was out a side door, out in the night air, out on the empty, softly lit patio of the mansion.

And I had finally caught up.

I grabbed her by the wrist before she could go any further, pulling her toward me in one swift motion that was likely too rough, too brash. “Nelly, what⁠—”

She whipped around, her eyes glistening, little beads of tears pooling in the inner corners and threatening to drip. “Stop,” she choked. “Please, just stop.”

Reluctantly, I let her go, but she didn’t flee. “I don't understand,” I rasped, resisting the urge to grab her and pull her toward me. “What did I do?”

Her lower lip wobbled, and for a second, I thought she was going to tell me. I thought, when her mouth opened and sucked in air, that she was going to explain to me exactly what I’d done so I could fix this, fix all of it, fix everything that had been broken for over a month. But she didn’t.

She choked back a sob and turned instead, heading straight for the steps.

She’d asked me to stop. Did she want me to stop chasing her? Or was it something else? We’d been fine up until she’d run, as far as I could tell. We’d been fine all fucking evening, just like we’d been fine until I messed everything up at the game. I didn’t understand. I didn’t get it.

“Is this what you want?” I shouted over the twenty-odd feet she’d put between us. She paused again, this time of her own choosing. “Just tell me what I did, baby. Please. Tell me what you want.”

She spun around, and the tears broke free, slipping down her cheeks as she stared at me. “I want someone who shows up because they want to support me, you fucking ass,” she croaked. “Not out of obligation or because they want to keep their word. I want you to want to be here for me.”

“I’m here⁠—”

“Please just shut up and let me talk,” she sniffled, wiping her under eyes with a single finger, her lower lip wobbling. “I want someone who understands what they’ve done wrong and can apologize for it. I want someone who can ensure that when they apologize for what they’ve done, it doesn’t happen again. I want to feel safe and confident with whoever I’m with and know that they have my back because they want to, Sebastian, not because they feel like they have to.”

I stood there at the top of the steps, her heels unsteady in the cracks of the wooden deck. I didn’t know if I was allowed to speak yet, didn’t know if she was done, and I fought the temptation to tell her I’d been trying to apologize this entire time.

“And for what it’s worth, I’m really fucking proud of myself,” she added, her voice warbling as she readjusted her footing. “I could never tell him what I wanted or needed. I never felt able to or like it would even matter. And I’m not going back to that, Seb, I can’t. I’m not. I want you, I want this, and I know you probably don’t, but you asked what I fucking wanted, and you’re getting it laid out on a platter for you. But if you do, I can’t… I can’t deal with this.”

My chest heaved. “Of course I want you, Nelly,” I rasped, and I waited, waited for a sign from her that I needed to shut up and wait my turn, but when it didn’t come, I took the steps two at a time. “I want you. Jesus fucking Christ, I want you.”

I crossed the deck toward her, half expecting her to run again. But she didn’t.

“All I’ve been trying to do is apologize to you, baby, but you — you wouldn’t let me that night, and I assumed you didn’t want to hear it. But I’m sorry. I’m so, so fucking sorry for that. It shouldn’t have happened, and for what it’s worth, I knew that as soon as it happened. I was sick to my stomach the whole time after you left the game, and all I wanted to do was get home, apologize, make it up to you, and promise it would never happen again. And it won’t.”

She choked out a noise that sounded halfway between a sob and a whimper, and I took her face in my hands, brought myself closer, brought her closer.

“I’ve just been trying to get that across in whatever way I can. The car, the flowers, the space I was trying to give you. I didn’t know what you needed. I was guessing,” I rasped, tilting her head back to lift her gaze to mine. Little tears streaked down, and I swiped them away, every bit of her feeling so fucking fragile beneath me. “That’s part of why I’m here. I’m not just trying to keep my fucking word, baby, I’m here because I know how awful it can be with exes, especially with him, and it broke my goddamn heart to think of you doing this alone. I’m here for you. And I’m here to apologize. I just didn’t want to push you away.”

She sucked in a breath through her little sobs, her hands fisting the sides of my suit jacket. “I didn’t… I didn’t realize, I’m sorry. I thought you were fine letting me go.”

“No,” I swallowed. “I wasn’t. I’ve been a fucking wreck.”

I closed the distance before she could try to apologize for something she didn’t need to again, pressing my lips to hers for the first time in over a month, and I felt like I could breathe again, felt like I could understand again, felt like I could focus again. She dug her fingers into my side, her lips parting, the saltiness of her tears mixing with the subtle vanilla of her lip gloss, and I never wanted to leave. I never wanted to let go.

“I want you,” I said again, breaking from the kiss just long enough to get the words out before taking her again, and again, and again. “I’ll say it a million goddamn times if you want me to. Just come back. Please.”

I lifted my lips from hers, keeping my head close and my eyes focused on her, only her, only her. I swiped the last of her tears away, careful not to mess up her makeup. “Okay,” she breathed. “But you have to be, like, really fucking nice to me tonight 'cause I’m a bit of an emotional wreck with all this.”

I cracked a laugh and kissed her again, just briefly. “You have no idea how nice I can be,” I chuckled, tucking her hair behind her ears and cupping her jaw with both hands. “I got us a room at the hotel around the corner. The one on the invite.”

Warmth spread across her cheeks as a genuine smile took over. “That was presumptuous.”

I pressed a kiss to her cheekbone. “I would have slept in it alone if this hadn’t worked out,” I clarified. “I just would have been really, really lonely.”


Chapter 27



Nelly



Ijust had to go and cry and ruin my goddamn makeup.

Even though I’d gotten it all off my chest, even though I felt a million pounds lighter and we’d talked it out, I still looked like a wreck. We’d both done our best to keep my mascara from getting everywhere, and I’d worn my strongest waterproof just in case I hadn’t been able to hold it together tonight for other reasons, but it just flaked instead, covering my streaked foundation with little flecks of black.

“We could just go,” I offered, clutching my phone in my hand as I tried to use the front camera to clean myself up. But in the low light of the porch, I could barely see what I was doing, and I certainly couldn’t reapply my makeup here.

“Not a chance. I don’t want to give them the slightest chance of thinking you couldn’t handle it and had to leave early,” Seb said. He hooked his thumb and finger on my chin and turned me to face him, tilting my face back and forth to inspect it. “Did you bring makeup?”

I nodded just as much as his hand would allow.

“Then we just need to get you to the bathroom unnoticed.” He pressed a kiss against my cheek and turned the door handle, letting the soft light and booming music pour into the outdoors.

“Wait,” I said, reaching up and grabbing a fistful of his suit jacket to get his attention. “I don’t care what they think. I’d much rather spend the rest of my night with you.”

He huffed out a chuckle and poked his head inside the door before turning back to me, a playful little grin on his face as he squeezed my chin. “You,” he rasped, pausing for a beat as he studied me, “will have all the time in the world with me after this.”

We slipped back in through the doors, his hand clutching mine instead of my face as he kept me behind him and shielded me from view. I clutched at his jacket with my free hand, determined to hide my face in the rigid muscles that covered the expanse of his back if someone so much as dared to look at me.

We came to a T in the halls, and he peeked around the corner, his broad shoulders hunched like we were sneaking into some top-secret government facility instead of navigating the halls of a wedding I didn’t even want to be at. “All clear,” he whispered, glancing back at me with a stupid little grin on his cheeks.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “This is not a joke.”

His smile fell, and he flashed the same look I gave to him back at me. “Obviously,” he said, completely deadpan in delivery, but the little twitch at the corner of his mouth betrayed him. Why did he have to be so cute? “I’m taking this very seriously. Now come on, agent, let’s move.”

Going right would have led us back to the reception hall, so he pulled me to the left, his head swiveling every few seconds to check behind us. My heels clicked too loudly on the marble floor, but I hoped and prayed that the Cha Cha Slide was doing enough to cover it as it boomed from the speakers down the hall.

In front of us, twenty-odd feet down the hall, a single foot appeared around the corner of the hall, and Seb immediately blocked my line of sight. By the time he finally shifted enough for me to see, the man’s waistcoat and empty tray tucked against his side made it obvious enough that he was staff — and he was walking away from us.

With one last check over his shoulder, Seb whipped me around to the front of him, both hands firmly on my shoulders as we came to a stop a few paces from the ladies’ room. “All right, agent. This is it. Go in, fix your face, and I’ll stand guard. Anyone comes this way, I’ll distract them.”

I snorted. “What’s your plan for that, exactly? Not everyone knows who you are.”

“I know that,” he chuckled. “But I’m sure I could get just about anyone to speak to me. And as soon as I start speaking about hockey stats, they’ll run as far as possible.”

Despite what had happened this evening and the horrible ache of even being here, I cracked a laugh for the first time since we’d been plotting ways to make the two of them uncomfortable. It was a small one, but it felt good, and even better because it was because of him and nothing else. “You’re ridiculous,” I said, shaking my head.

“And you’re stalling.” He shot a smirk at me as he stepped back and leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “Go on. I’ll be here when you get out.”

Sighing and deciding that being in there was far safer than being in the hallway, I slipped inside the little lounge area with plush blue carpet and white recliners before pushing open the swinging door to the bathroom.

The tile was ornate, laid out in zig-zag patterns that formed a cohesive image of a geometrical lioness in the middle of the floor, and the second my heels touched down, I worried the clacking of them would break the tile — but the sound of irritated grunts coming from the handicap stall immediately drew my mind elsewhere. Fuck. Someone’s here.

“This dress is such a nightmare to get back down over you,” a voice I didn’t recognize huffed.

I turned to look at myself in the mirror over the sinks, watching in horror as my tanned skin paled significantly.

“No. You know what the fucking nightmare is, Mags?”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit⁠—

“Nelly having the goddamn nerve to show up,” Ruby growled, her voice barely concealed by the shuffling sound of layers upon layers of tulle sliding against each other. “I mean, when she said she was bringing her boyfriend, I almost laughed. I was positive she’d made it up. But she just had to show up with Sebastian fucking Blue.”

Swallowing down every bit of bile that dared to rise in my throat, I dug through my bag silently, pulling out the little tube of concealer I’d stashed in it before making quick work of my under-eyes. This was nauseating and satisfying all rolled into one horrifying, hilarious package — I’d gotten under her skin. Both of them, hopefully.

“Does it help that I don’t know who that is?” Another voice asked, and that one had a specific ring to it, a cadence that hit my ears and felt somewhat familiar.

“No, that doesn’t fucking help,” Ruby hissed. “It doesn’t matter if you know who he is. I do, Morris does, and half of the guests do.”

“What does he even do?”

“I don’t know, Sarah.” Sarah. I remembered Sarah. She was one of Ruby’s backup singers when she was in her wedding singer days. “I just know he plays for the Atlanta Fire. He’s some billionaire’s son or something, it’s ridiculous—ouch, ouch, don’t tug on the laces.”

I froze with my fingers on my cheeks, halfway through tapping the hell out of my concealer since I’d forgotten a blending brush.

Did she say billionaire? I must have misheard her. Surely.

“He probably just owes her some kind of favor,” Sarah said, barely covering the scoff and aggravation in her voice. “Do you honestly think he’d be with her if he didn’t? I bet she convinced him to come and pretend to be her date to mess with you two. Didn’t you say she knew Mor is a fan?”

My freeze response was threatening to take over, and I fought it, shoving my hands beneath the faucet and rinsing the leftover smears of concealer from them. My heart thumped hard against my chest, little palpitations only heightening my anxiety, but I tried to breathe through it. This wasn’t satisfying anymore.

This just hurt.

Ruby’s laugh hit just as hard as I thought it would, and I wanted to grab my bag and either run out the door or hide in a stall and wait for them to leave, but the idea of them passing Seb alone in the hall and putting two and two together stopped me from doing the latter. But I wasn’t going to do that.

I could stand my ground. If I could do it with Sebastian, I could do it here.

The lock clicked open and I gave myself one more glance in the mirror to make sure I didn’t look like I’d been crying — I just had to hope that the blood vessels in my eyes gave the impression I’d had a few drinks instead.

“Shit.” The word was so quiet, so muffled, that without looking at them, I couldn’t tell who it had come from.

I turned from my reflection, locking eyes with Ruby from across the bathroom. “Hey, Rubes.”

She blinked at me, her fingers clutched in the layers of tulle that made up her ridiculously large skirt. “Hi, Nelly.”

“Really thought you’d have a private bathroom just for the bride. Wasn’t that in one of your binders?” I said, and I watched, my mouth almost salivating from satisfaction as she flinched. Who was I? “Or did you let Morris decide against that, too?”

Ruby’s jaw steeled, and Sarah crossed her arms over the corset of her blue satin bridesmaid dress, her eyes rolling.

Adrenaline surged through my veins, and I was surprised as I moved, slipping my hand into my purse, and pulled out my phone — normally, I’d be stuck in place, nothing but the words in my mouth to propel me forward if they weren’t locked behind my teeth. But I just… moved. It was so easy.

I pulled up a photo Seb’s teammate, Luke, had taken after the game before the last one I’d been to. In it, Sebastian and I stood along the boards at the rink with Matty on my back, his little arms squeezing the crap out of my neck with his head poking up around my shoulder between us. I flipped my phone around, holding it out in Ruby’s and Sarah’s direction. The other girl, the one I didn’t know, was far too busy playing with her hair in the mirrors to give a rat’s ass about the conversation.

“Does this look like a favor?” I asked, swiping across to the next image. It was Seb on the couch with Matty in his lap, both of them grinning ear to ear as Matty held up his brand-new skates. The white box beside them held the skates that Seb had bought me, and as I turned my phone back to me, I couldn’t help but feel a little pang in my chest for leaving those behind in the guesthouse.

Sarah opened her mouth to speak but closed it a second later, pushing out a frustrated breath of air through her flared nostrils.

Ruby, on the other hand, had no problem talking. “Come on, Nelly, you showed up here with him. It’s wildly convenient,” she scoffed. “What were we supposed to think?”

I slipped my phone back into my purse and smiled half-heartedly at her. “You don’t have to think anymore, do you? Morris can do that for you now,” I said, clicking my tongue on a swallow as I stepped back toward the door. “He can do it for the rest of your miserable, married life together.”

Ruby’s lips and eyebrows went flat, a ripple of… is that regret?… flickering across her face.

I pushed on the swinging door as I turned, letting my heels click noisily as I moved from tile to carpet. “Hope you enjoy the honeymoon I’m sure he picked out for you! Let me guess, Cancun?”

Giving her one last glance as the door swung shut, her head turned in frustration toward the mirror instead.

Seb had been right — leaving when I’d originally asked him to wouldn’t have been worth it. I wanted to stay, I wanted to piss them off, wanted to upset them more than I could have ever imagined. But more than anything, more than any revenge I could have dished out, I wanted to make them painfully aware of how okay I was, how much better off. And I couldn’t have gotten to a point where I could do that with any amount of confidence without Sebastian.

He wasn’t just giving me lessons on how to be better in bed. He was giving me lessons on how to stand up for myself.


Chapter 28



Sebastian



Icouldn’t have asked for a better evening. I’d have even taken her storming out of the ballroom and crying on the porch of that goddamn estate over and over again if it meant I could relive it over and over and keep her endlessly.

It wasn’t because of the way she’d come out smiling from the bathroom, her makeup pristine, after I’d heard her speaking on her way out. She’d told me what had happened and grinned the whole way through it.

It wasn’t because she’d dragged me back to the ballroom and forced me back onto the dancefloor.

It wasn’t because she’d kissed me in the middle of a slow, romantic song that Morris and Ruby clearly adored as they danced ten feet from us, her hands holding my face and neck just beneath the ears as she smiled the whole way through. She hadn’t even looked at them.

It wasn’t because of her insistence to stay until the crowd started to drastically thin and the bride and groom made their exit.

And it wasn’t because of the way she’d failed to stifle her laughter as we walked in through the revolving door of the fanciest hotel I could find close to the venue and found Morris and Ruby standing at the check-in desk, Morris’ card clutched in his hand as he breathily shouted at the poor man behind the counter who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.

It was because of the moment when I’d leaned down and whispered to her that our final act could come from me, I could offer to cover their honeymoon suite upfront since there was clearly an issue with the card Morris had brought — and she’d laughed, the sound so sweet it could give me a fucking cavity, and grabbed me by the lapels on my jacket and said, “I don’t care about that. I just want to go to our room.”

There had been times over the last few months when I’d found myself desperate for her, chasing her in my dreams and finding her in every waking thought. But none of them came anywhere close to how much I longed for her at that exact moment.

Heat bloomed across her cheeks as she looked up at me, those fucking hands still holding me locked in place. So beautiful. “What? You look like you want to eat me alive,” she said, her voice low enough that I was sure it wouldn’t reach the bride and groom. Especially not over Morris’ nonsensical half-shouts about how it shouldn’t matter that the room was booked originally with a now-closed account.

“I think you’re mixing up my clear look of need for you with my cannibalism face,” I joked. I pressed a kiss against her cheek, lingering just a moment longer than was necessary. “But I guess you could say I want to eat you.”

Her breath caught on a giggle, and it took every ounce of the restraint I’d trained to keep myself from throwing her onto the counter of the check-in desk, lifting that goddamn purple satin up to her hips, and having my feast right there in front of the two of them.

But considering I didn’t want to end up on the sex offenders list for public indecency and disorderly conduct, I forced myself to pull back and pass my card to the woman sitting next to the guy getting a lashing from Morris.

Clearing my throat, I dealt my final blow to the bride and groom for the evening. “The reservation should be under Blue. B-L-U-E. Penthouse suite.”

“Penthouse?” Nelly whispered, her hand tugging on my jacket. “A normal room would have been fine.”

“Is it so bad that I wanted to treat you?” I chuckled.

Her head flopped onto my shoulder. “So presumptuous.”

The woman behind the counter tapped away at her keyboard, checked my card, and within a minute she was handing it back to me with a classic hospitality smile and a set of keycards. “You’re all checked in. You’ll need to scan this in the elevator and it’ll send you straight to the top floor.”

Morris’ head whipped around toward me, his nostrils flaring, his face red with either anger or embarrassment, but it didn’t matter. I’d done my damage for her, and if she was content, then so was I.

Wrapping a hand around her waist and pulling her into my side, I turned us away from them and started us toward the elevator at the other end of the lobby.

————

I was on her the moment the door clicked shut behind us.

I didn’t care about touring the penthouse, didn’t care to check how nice it was or ensure the linens had been folded or cross my T’s and dot my I’s. I only cared about touching her, kissing her, having her, and I’d waited too fucking long to have a single drop of patience left in me.

The space between us had been far too wide for far too long. I closed it in an instant, pulling her back against my chest with my hand flat across her ribcage, relishing in the little gasp she let out. I kissed her ear, maneuvering her head with my nose and chin as I swept her hair across her back and over her shoulder. I kissed her cheek, kissed the space between her jaw and throat, kissed the soft spot beneath her earlobe that made her hiss.

But it wasn’t enough.

I slipped a hand between us, searching along her back for a zipper, but came up short. Doubling checking the front with the hand I held her with, I couldn’t find anything there either, and my desperation, my need forced my hands lower along her body. I fisted the ripples of satin, pulling the heavy fabric up her legs.

“Can you not find the zipper?” Nelly half-breathed, half-laughed.

I huffed out a chuckle against her ear. “No.” I released the skirt but kept one hand in place, my palm flat against her upper thigh between the folds of the slit on her dress. “I suggest you help me find it before I start tearing this off you.”

“I spent far too much on this thing for you to ruin it,” she whined. Her hand came up beneath her left arm and tugged at a zipper so thin and so embedded into the fabric that I never would have found it on my own, releasing the two sides immediately.

“I would have bought you a new one,” I said. I pushed each of the little straps off her shoulders, my breath hitching as the dress slipped just an inch down, showing me she wasn’t wearing a bra beneath it. I kissed down the back of her neck, along the top of her shoulders, holding her glued to me because I just couldn’t decide whether I had the strength to put enough space between us to let the dress fall. “Christ, I’ll buy you a thousand fancy dresses if you let me take them off you.”

An amused little huff crossed her lips before she turned her head to the side, her lips grazing my forehead while I took my time with her neck. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.” Biting back my reluctance to separate us, I gave us just an inch of space and let her dress fall to her hips. Blood pooled in my cock almost instantly when I grasped one of her breasts in my palm, and I almost regretted allowing her to ask whatever question she was thinking up — I wanted her mouth preoccupied with other things instead.

Her head leaned back, falling onto my chest and shoulder. “When I was… when I was in the bathroom earlier, with Ruby, she said something before she realized I was there. Ah!” She squeaked as I pinched her nipple gently between my thumb and forefinger, a silent request for her to speed up her question so we could carry on. “I… I don’t know, I might have misheard her. But she said you were ‘some billionaire’s son.’ And then there’s what Bryan said after that game…”

I paused, even my breath stilling against her skin. “What’s your question, Nelly?”

“Um,” she stalled, taking a shaky little breath and covering the hand I had flat against her stomach with her own. “Are you?”

Squeezing her breast, I slipped the other hand lower, carrying her hand with it as I pushed the fabric that had pooled at her hips down further. It caught, but then it fell, dropping to the floor and leaving her in nothing but her lacy, black thong. God. “Would it change anything if I said yes?”

It wasn’t something I ever made a point of speaking about. If she’d done five seconds of Googling, she could have figured it out herself, and in truth, I was almost impressed that she hadn’t bothered looking me up at all. It almost felt impossible that she hadn’t, that it somehow wasn’t her motivating factor, but I had to remind myself that I’d had this before. I’d had someone who wanted to be with me, not my wallet.

Until she wanted neither of those things.

But it didn’t sting anymore like it used to, and I had to push past the sinking feeling that it could happen again and believe, hope, that it wouldn’t.

“No,” she breathed. “It’s just… I didn’t know. I just wanted you to know that I didn’t know. I mean, I knew you made good money from hockey, but I didn’t know that.”

I spun her to face me, forcing myself to think with my brain and not my cock for a moment. It doesn’t matter to her. I have to trust that. “I figured as much,” I chuckled, pressing a kiss against her lips and hovering just a breath from them. “Did you think it was just normal behavior for hockey players to give away expensive cars like candy?”

“Maybe, but nothing you’ve done has been completely normal,” she smirked. Her hands grasped at the lapels of my jacket again, her feet slightly unsteady in her heels as she stood almost completely bare in my arms. She pushed, trying to get the fabric over my shoulders, but I maneuvered it back into place. “Oh, come on, I’m basically naked and you’re still wearing your whole suit. This is hardly fair.”

“I didn’t intend for this to be fair.” Bending down quicker than she could react, I hooked an arm under her rear and hoisted her up, throwing her over my shoulder in one quick movement. I took half a second to take in the main living space of the penthouse before setting my sights on the sliver of a kitchen I could see through the far doorway.

“Seb!” she laughed, her hands grasping for enough friction on my jacket to bring herself somewhat upright. “What are you doing? Put me down.”

I crossed the room with ease, slipping around the coffee table and through to the kitchen, complete with — fuck yes — a dining table. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the way you’d taste since I found you at Smokey’s,” I huffed, slamming my hand down on her ass hard enough to make her squeal. I dragged my fingers along the freshly pinkened flesh gently, just barely touching her, but I knew it would feel like little pinpricks to her. She squirmed against me, and I shoved the dinner plates on the table out of the way with my free hand before depositing her atop it. “I fully intend to have my fucking meal tonight. I’m even dressed for the occasion.”

I’d never seen her face or neck so red — not even when she’d dropped her bag and her vibrator had come tumbling out of it. “Are you serious?”

I shot her a grin and wrapped my fingers around the back of a chair, pulling it out and plopping it down directly in front of her legs before sitting down. “Deathly.”

Her throat worked on a swallow. “Um… I’ve never…”

I cocked a brow at her and dragged my hands down her legs, lifting her heeled feet into my lap. “Don’t tell me that cunt we left downstairs didn’t eat you out once in the five years you were together,” I grunted. Slipping my fingers behind the strap over the back of her heels, I slid them down, removing both of them one by one.

“No, no, he did. A handful of times,” she clarified, but she still looked nervous, still seemed a little bit uncomfortable. “It’s not that I’ve never experienced that, it’s that I’ve never… come from it.”

I almost saw red. Almost. “Fucking amateurs,” I breathed.

A laugh broke through her discomfort. “I don’t know, the guy I let try in high school said he was the world champion, so you might have pretty steep competition.”

I stifled the snort that came out of me and pressed a kiss against her inner thigh, not quite resisting the urge to sink my teeth into the soft flesh just a little as I played with the edge of her underwear. “Somehow, I highly doubt that title was actually given to him,” I smirked, pressing my hand flat against the middle of her chest. “Lay back and lift up so I can get these off you. I’m fucking starving.”

Hesitantly, she did as she was told, leaning back onto the table on her elbows and lifting her rear just enough for me to slip her thong down her thighs.

I didn’t care if this ruined my suit, didn’t care if she was convinced she wouldn’t be able to come from this, didn’t care that I was somewhat out of practice myself. I was desperate for it, and the moment I spread her legs apart and saw the glimmering, dripping dampness between her thighs, I couldn’t help myself.

I needed it.

I leaned forward in my chair, and the moment my mouth made contact with her, the taste of her sent my head spinning so badly I almost didn’t even clock her surprised little moan.

God, she tasted like heaven. I wasn’t going to want to stop.

I slid my tongue down from her clit before I’d even begun to work at it, selfishly dipping it inside of her to get more, and this time I fully caught her shaky, shuddered breath. I looked up at her over the expanse of her body, taking in every sight of her completely bare on the dining table while I was still sitting there in my full suit, desperately trying to keep my cock under control as her half-lidded eyes met mine and her mouth popped open just a touch.

“Do that again,” she breathed.

She didn’t need to ask me twice.

Heart thudding in my chest, I dragged my tongue down again, pushing it inside of her a little further this time, being a little more reckless. My nose rubbed against her clit as I twisted my tongue, dragging a hearty moan from her.

I wrapped my arms around her thighs and tugged her closer, pushing just a bit deeper. Her back thudded on the table as she gave up her pursuit to stay somewhat upright. “Oh my God,” she moaned.

“You taste better than I could have ever imagined,” I said, the words muffled and quiet from my preoccupied mouth. Air was overrated anyway.

Everything about her, from the flavor that coated my tongue, the way her pussy contracted around me, how her stomach and chest rose and fell with every shortened breath and gasp, the way she sounded as I touched her — it was too much. It was perfect. I’d denied myself of her for too long at the beginning and too long in the last month she’d been away, and I couldn’t help but use my hands, one hooked around her thigh and focusing on her clit while I worked her entrance with my tongue and the other locked on my lap, trying to gain any bit of friction on my cock through my slacks.

I wanted to seat myself inside of her so fucking badly, but I wanted to shower her with pleasure even more.

Stroking her clit with my thumb, I gave her little breaks from the stimulation at her entrance and dragged my tongue along her plump lips, top to bottom, on either side. She dripped as her hips gyrated, desperately seeking more, and I caught it all with my mouth, savoring every bit she gave me.

“Christ, Seb,” she said, panting between the words and her voice breaking on my name. “Fuck me. Please. Please.”

“So greedy,” I mused. I kept my thumb circling her clit but popped my head up just a tad, watching her move with heavy eyes. “You want to be filled?”

“Yes,” she rasped. Her eyes locked to mine, her chin nearly touching her chest. They were wild, wide open, hungry. Looking at her like this, nude and propped up as I worked her fully clothed, felt almost nostalgic — but I wouldn’t have to go home aching this time.

I wrapped my hand around the hardened mass in my slacks, so tempted to break and take what I ached for, but that hand could be put to use in far better ways. “You can’t have me yet,” I said, chuckling as her brows furrowed into a look of disappointment.

Her hips bucked toward me, a silent yet demanding plea. “What is this, a lesson on frustration?”

Abandoning her clit, I dug those fingers into her thigh instead and left my cock with my other hand, nearly growling from my own pent-up desires, no longer getting attention. I dragged my middle finger along her entrance, forcing her body to shiver, before slowly sinking it inside of her. So fucking wet. “This isn’t a lesson this time,” I breathed.

And I latched my mouth directly onto her clit.

She nearly jumped as I slid a second finger in at the same time, sucking that sensitive little bundle of nerves right in between my teeth and lashing it with my tongue. Curling my fingers inside of her, I pressed up against the little rough patch she’d nearly shrieked at the first time I’d touched her, and a sound broke from her that I felt positively honored to witness.

Another finger, and those sounds turned to gibberish, broken words and half-formed pleases dripping from her mouth like saliva. Her fingers knotted in my hair, holding me to her. She felt like heaven wrapped around my digits, and all I could think of was her, how she sounded, how she tasted, how she would feel wrapped around my cock. I knew, and I needed it, needed it like I was suffocating and she was air, but I just had to hold off. I could hold off.

A fourth finger, and she opened up further, taking it like a goddamn champ. Every rough plunge had her gasping, every drag of my teeth or my tongue against her clit had her tugging at my hair and causing little pinpricks of pain across my scalp.

I never wanted to stop.

The feel of the backs of my knuckles slipping against warm, wet skin made me want to push her, wanted to see just how far I could go with her, and the moment I tucked my thumb into the cone I was making with my fingers, she broke around me. It was violent and unexpected, coming on without a hint of warning — just a garbled, raspy scream clawing its way from her throat and her muscles clenching around me like a vice before relaxing entirely, twitching.

Thank fuck we weren’t at home for that, or she’d have woken Matty even from the guesthouse.

She leaked across my hand as I slowly withdrew it, sticky and stringy. I lifted my mouth from her and pulled her body across the table, stroking her gently in circles around her clit to drag her through each wave. Her rear slunk down as it passed the edge, forcing her back up just enough that I could drop her into my lap.

“Good job,” I praised her, taking her slightly lolling head in my hand as I kept up the soft little circles between her thighs. Her half-closed eyes blinked heavily at me, her come-down still in full swing.

I brought my lips to hers, not caring if my entire mouth and chin were damp. I kissed her, and she grabbed my lapels with shaking hands, her hips raising just enough to tell me that she was getting sensitive and it was too much.

But I didn’t care. I wanted to overwhelm her, especially when I knew she thrived on it.

I slipped my hand from between us and forced her hips back down, pushing the center of her onto the straining bulge beneath my trousers.

“Can you feel how hard I am?” I asked, my lips hovering against hers. “Can you feel what you’ve done to me?”

She nodded weakly.

“Grind on it,” I ordered.

“I’ll ruin your suit⁠—”

I slipped my hand into her hair, fisting the strands into one handful and tugging just enough to show her I was serious. “I’ll buy a new one.”

Hesitantly, shakily, she shifted forward, dragging herself along me the way she had that first time she’d had me inside of her. But this time, she was empty, this time she was sensitive, this time she was drunk on her own pleasure with her mouth lazily moving against mine.

This time, I wasn’t trying to teach her anything. This time, I just wanted to be with her.

It was barely enough friction to feel worth it, but seeing her like this did something positively carnal to me. “Good fucking girl,” I grunted, tugging on her hair a little harder, moving my kisses to her cheeks, her jaw, her neck. Every time her hips shifted back, I could see the little mess she was making. “Do you like that?”

She nodded, pulling at the hair I held in my hand.

“I’ve got half a mind to make you do this to every suit I own,” I laughed, encouraging her forward as her hips began to shake, her movements a little choppy.

She nodded again, laughing weakly before it turned into a moan, her hands desperately pushing my jacket to my shoulders. I let her this time, removing my hands from her just long enough for it to slip down off my shoulders and fall between my back and the chair.

Nelly went for my tie next, pulling it, loosening it as her moans grew louder, needier, hungrier. I helped her, leaving her to her own devices with her shaking hips and pulling it clean off. I popped my buttons as I leaned back on the chair, still holding her hair with one hand, and just watched as she moved, my gaze flicking from her body to her parted lips to her eyes. One quick movement, and I pulled the fabric from where it was tucked beneath my slacks and belt, freeing the entirety of my chest and stomach for her.

Her hands touched my chest, dragging across each sensitive muscle. I let out a wobbly breath as I pulled my shirt over my shoulders, giving her more to play with, more to graze.

The moment her fingertips slid along the sides of my pecs, I almost lost every bit of restraint I’d been clinging to.

“Fuck,” I hissed, dropping my hands to my belt and immediately getting to work freeing it. “I need you.”

I meant that, and I meant it in far more ways than just this.

She leaned forward and pressed her mouth to my chest, sucking and licking across the expanse of my pecs, and dear God I was losing it, losing my sanity, losing my will to not just force my slacks down and bury myself inside of her with no warning. I pulled my belt completely free, dropping it to the side of the chair as I watched her, my chest rising and falling rapidly.

She looked like a fucking goddess moving the way she did. And as I stared, as I helped her grind her clit against my covered cock, as I watched her hips falter again and heard her moans increase in volume and frequency, I knew she was close again. I knew she was seconds away.

But her trembling hands went to the button on my slacks at the same time as her mouth found my nipple, and I broke, completely, utterly, terrifically.

I forced her to stop her movements and wrapped my arm around her waist, pulling her into me as I picked both of us up unsteadily out of the chair, using my hand on the table for support. She mewled her complaints into my skin, her frustrations from coming to the brink of an orgasm and having it stopped crystal clear.

“Seb,” she protested, linking her arms around my neck as I walked us through to the main room. “You can’t keep carrying me around, you’ll hurt your knee.”

I almost laughed. “I don’t give a fuck about my knee right now, Penelope.”

Behind the white couch and glass coffee table, an open door led straight through to the large bedroom, and although it wasn’t my four-posted bed, it would have to be good enough.

I just didn’t have the patience to make it there.

I carried her to the other side of the living room and paused, readjusting her weight, before sandwiching her up against the wall.

“Seb?”

“I need you,” I said again, propping her up so the wall would take half her weight and my hips would take the rest. I slipped my hand below her rear, popping the button on my pants and pushing down the zipper. I was rushed, clumsy, even as I forced them and my boxers down to my thighs, groaning the moment my straining, aching cock was free from its prison. “I can’t fucking take another minute of not being inside of you.”

I readjusted her lower, held her up with one hand beneath her rear, and pressed the tip of my swollen length against her entrance.

“You’re going to hurt yourself holding me up like this,” she reiterated, a little chuckle getting cut short the moment I pressed in an earth-shattering inch.

“I don’t care,” I laughed. “I don’t care at all.”

“You don’t have practice—ah, fuck—tomorrow?”

I swallowed down the moan that was dying to come out as I pushed a little further, her walls closing in on me and making my head spin. “I have a… game tomorrow.”

“Seb.”

“Nelly, baby, please,” I breathed, closing the distance between our mouths to try to make her stop voicing her concerns. She moaned into me as I slid further, past the point of resistance, and sunk shakingly in down to the fucking hilt.

I could die like this.

Happy, touching her, having her.

But she put her hands on my chest and gently pushed, breaking the kiss before I could get any further with her. “Bed,” she insisted, her mouth popping open again as I pulled my hips back just an inch and sunk back in.

Why does she have to feel like heaven?

“Please, bed,” she said. Her hands moved up my chest, along my neck, until they cupped my cheeks and held me there. “I’ll just be worrying about you the whole time.”

All at once, my need to take her warred with the need to give her everything she wanted. I sighed and dropped my forehead to hers, my cock begging me to stay and my brain screaming at it to shut up. “Okay, bed,” I sighed, pressing a kiss against her cheek. “But if you think for one second that I’m not going to carry you to it, then you’re sorely mistaken.”

She chuckled in amusement as I readjusted my hands, preparing to take the full weight of her again. There wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to retreat from her, and I could make it the ten steps to the bed slightly unbalanced if that’s what it took.

“Wrap your legs and arms around me.”

“Like a koala?” Her legs locked around my waist, then her arms followed suit around my neck.

“Exactly like a koala,” I laughed.

I took the rest of her weight, finding my footing on shaky legs, and fuck, okay, she had a point — my knee twinged. But I had just enough in me to get into the bedroom, cross the carpeted floor, and lower both of us onto the bed with her beneath me.

And that was as far as my willpower would take me.

“Thank you⁠—”

I cut her off with a single thrust of my hips, turning the end of her words into a little yelp. But then her eyes were rolling back, her head digging into the mattress as her back arched, my cock buried so deep inside of her I was convinced it would never come out.

Her mouth parted in a moan and I seized my opportunity, hooking my first two fingers behind her bottom teeth. I turned her head, opening her neck up for me fully, and did the thing I’d had flickering thoughts of for months now.

I made my mark.

I felt like a fucking teenager, but I wanted to mark her, wanted to look at it after and know that I’d done that, know that if we ran into Morris and Ruby on our way out in the morning that they’d see it, know that at least for now, I was claiming her. My mouth locked on, my teeth clamping down, and I sucked.

She moaned out her laughter, her fingers burying in my hair. “Are you giving me a fucking hickey, Seb?”

I grunted my reply, the sound muffled from my mouth on her neck. My hips had a mind of their own, driving into her over and over and over, getting me drunk on the pleasure she provided so easily. Removing my fingers from her mouth, I dragged them down between our bodies, sliding them over her mound and dipping them just above where we connected.

I zeroed in as I relinquished her flesh from my mouth, remembering the pressure she liked and giving it to her while I made little circles on her clit. Unfocused eyes struggled to see exactly how much of a mark I’d made, but as I pulled back, the little broken blood vessels became evident, painting a little patch of her skin light red.

Just the sight of it was enough to make me moan.

It would deepen by morning, I was positive, and with every thrust of my cock into her, every slide of her walls against my length, I couldn’t help but want to beg her to come to the game tomorrow or move back in or be more than just Matty’s nanny. I couldn’t help but want her in any way she’d give to me.

I’d fallen too hard, and there was no chance of me climbing my way back out.

“I want you,” I whispered, dropping my head back into the crook of her neck. I showed her with kisses, adjusted my angle to one I knew she’d prefer, one that got me deeper — I tried to convey the rest of the things I struggled to say with my body instead. “I want this. In case you forgot.”

“Fuck,” she moaned. Her fingers tugged at the hair on the back of my head, her face turning just enough that her lips scraped against my cheek. “I do, too. In case you forgot.”

The ache in my chest felt so contradictory to the almost unbearable bliss of her that it made my head spin, but I kept at it, moved faster, deeper, her walls shuddering around me as I sunk deep enough to bottom out. “God, you’re so fucking perfect,” I rasped. She clenched, and any other time, any other day, I would have gone rougher with her, I would have grabbed her by the hair and forced her onto her front, would have fucked her so hard that she left an impression in the mattress… but at that exact moment, that wasn’t what I wanted, and I could only hope that the same was true for her.

Instead, I lifted my head, kept my digits steady on her clit, and found her hand with my free one. I slipped my fingers into her palm, using them to spread hers open, and interlocked our hands as I kissed her.

And God, she kissed me back.

Her noises filled the spaces between our mouths, her body arching up to press into mine, and I could feel my release coiling, could feel it threatening to tip me over the edge before she could. But she was squeezing, her breaths coming quicker, her moans growing louder, and⁠—

Gasping into each other, we tumbled into it together, the shuddering of her walls far too much for me to bear through. The pressure behind my cock surged forward, spilling into her, filling her, and I did my best to keep my mind on her, her pleasure, her experience. I moved her through it, feeling each surge and crest and crash as she shuddered beneath me.

When we’d finally calmed down, I slowly slid out of her, collapsing in a heap beside her. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her in, tucking her right into my chest.

“That was different,” she whispered, her fingers tracing little circles on my chest.

“Yeah.” I kissed her forehead. “That was different. Is that okay?”

Her eyes flicked up to mine, her lashes fluttering. “More than okay.”

What the fuck had happened to me? I’d been so guarded for so long, so intent not to let anyone this close, and somehow, she’d wiggled her way in and cemented herself in the one place I’d kept locked up for years. And I didn’t even regret it.

“Do you think they have room service here?” she mused, her mouth scrunching up at one side in thought.

I snorted. “You find out I’ve got more money than you thought, and the first thing you want me to buy for you is something from a room service menu?”

Her stupid little grin made my chest ache again. “I want fries.”

I laughed and rolled to my back, reaching across the bed for the pamphlet I’d briefly caught a glimpse of when I carried her in. “I think I can afford that.”


Chapter 29



Nelly



“Honestly, Rosie, I don’t think I could have asked for a better night,” I said down the phone line, leaning back in the reclining patio chair as the crickets and frogs roared to life in the dead of night around me. Seb sat on the other side of the closed sliding glass door in his pajama bottoms and nothing else, honed muscles on display, as he sipped at the hot chocolate with peanut butter and whipped cream that I’d made for him and watched a rerun of Survivor.

It had only been a week, but it had easily been one of the most relieving and satisfying weeks of my life — even if he’d barely touched me since I’d moved back in. It was time for the playoffs, and his mind was focused. I was fine with that. He needed it.

“We had sex, like, three times. And I lost count of how many times I came,” I chuckled, beating back the heat in my cheeks. “But that first time… God, it was intense. In a good way. I don’t think I’ve ever been fucked like that. And staying the night with him after…”

“So you’re telling me you had the night of your life all because your ex got married?” she laughed, the sound tinny as if her connection was spotty. “I mean, I didn’t think I’d say this, but I guess I’m glad Morris got hitched. I need a night like that.”

“Yeah, I… I really recommend it,” I said.

Inside, Seb turned his head, his eyes locking on mine through the glass. His features softened instantly, his head leaning back onto the plush cushion of the sofa, his lips tugging up at the edges. Hi, he mouthed.

Hi, I shot back, my thumb dragging on my lower lip. I wanted to go back in, wanted to snuggle up to him and watch with him, but I had all the time in the world for that.

“I really like him, Rose,” I said, my voice smaller than it had been as I watched him turn almost reluctantly back to the television. “Is that crazy?”

“You mean for more reasons other than just the simple fact that he’s signing your checks?” she chuckled. “I don’t know, Nell. Maybe. You’ve not exactly got a history of picking the best men, and I still don’t know if I forgive him for what he said to you after that game. But I think if you’ve gone back to him after that, you must have had a good reason. And that’s fair.”

“We talked it out. He apologized profusely. He’d been apologizing the whole time, I just hadn’t realized that’s what he was trying to do,” I explained. “I think I got a little too in-my-head about it and couldn’t see past that. I stopped him from apologizing that night and so he tried every other way he could think of, but I wasn’t looking for the apologies, y’know? And he didn’t realize that I wanted him to do it with words anyway.”

“Ahh, a classic miscommunication,” she hummed. “So, I guess I don’t need to keep looking for a new full-time gig for you?”

“Yeah. I can’t really imagine working for anyone else anymore. And maybe shift the short-term ones I had going to someone else if you can.”

“Let me look at the schedule, but yeah, I can almost certainly do that.” I could almost hear the little smile on her face. “Still can’t believe you’re sleeping with him. Wildly unprofessional.”

“Oh, shut up,” I laughed. “Besides, it’s not like we’ve done much since that night. He’s been so focused on playoffs that he’s been spending almost all of his time at the rink, and when he’s home, he’s either thinking about hockey or numbing his body aches with Survivor. We’re not exactly two rabbits.”

“Aww, is someone getting sexually frustrated?”

“No,” I lied.

Her answering cackle made my cheeks heat again. “Well, you know, I’ve heard that athletes have a, uh… particular fetish. Maybe you could try that.”

I watched as Seb stretched his shoulder, rolling it and kneading the flesh with his hand, his muscles flexing and softening. It almost had me clenching my thighs, and it was barely anything compared to how he was when he was purposely trying to turn me on, and certainly less than those fucking stretches he did on the ice before a game that made me contemplate running down there and dragging him off to the locker rooms.

Maybe I was sexually frustrated.

“Tell me.”


Chapter 30



Sebastian



Opening the front door at half past eleven in the evening, I was fully expecting Nelly to be waiting for me in the foyer or the kitchen, her hair braided and her pajamas on, a mug of hot chocolate in her hand.

But the lights were off, and she was nowhere to be seen.

Odd.

We’d had an away game tonight—and won—only two hours away in Chattanooga, Tennessee, so the trip back by car hadn’t been nearly as long as it would have been if we’d flown anywhere else. She could have been asleep upstairs if Matty had particularly tired her out, and I almost hoped for that, almost crossed my fingers that she was asleep in my bed so I could tuck myself in next to her.

“Nell?” I whispered, setting my bag down beside the door and kicking off my shoes.

No reply.

I slipped my phone from my pocket, shooting her a text instead of calling out loudly. Waking my five-year-old at this hour would only result in a night of hell for me.

Me: I’m home. Where are you?

Her response was almost immediate.

Nelly: Find me :)

I huffed out an amused little breath and took to the stairs, climbing them two at a time. She was either setting me up for a hell of an evening or an evening of hell, depending on whether she was in my room or Matty’s.

I padded my way to the end of the upstairs hall and turned the handle on the door to my room, hoping to God she was in there.

I nearly lost the air in my lungs.

She sat on her knees on the little bench at the end of my bed, her legs spread, her rear resting on the heels of her feet. Her brown and blonde hair was tied in a little ponytail, little waves falling in perfect little waves around her reddened face, her lower lip tucked between her teeth. Her legs were completely bare, and from the looks of it, there was absolutely nothing beneath that spare jersey of mine that hung loosely around her frame.

She lifted up a little, and oh my God, she was going to be the death of me. There, between her thighs, suctioned to the bench beneath her, was that same goddamn dildo I’d had her play with in the guesthouse, three-quarters of the way inside of her.

“Hi, Seb,” she whispered, a cheeky little grin spreading out across her lips. I shut the door behind me immediately. “You found me.”

I probably should have rested, probably should have told her I was too tired after the game.

But I didn’t do that. How the fuck could I have done that?

I crossed the room in half a second and grasped that goddamn ponytail in one hand, pulling her head back far enough to look up at me. She sunk back down on the dildo, her lips parting, her lashes fluttering.

“How long, exactly, have you been playing with yourself while waiting for me?” I asked, pulling her forward and pressing her chin against my stomach. Slowly, shyly, her hips moved again, just barely, grinding down on the toy.

“An hour,” she grinned.

I tugged harder on her hair, watching in satisfaction as she flinched. Blood was already pooling in my cock, pressing it hard against my jeans. That fucking jersey. She couldn’t have picked the other one? “How many times have you come, Penelope?”

Her smile grew wider, cocky, even. “None. I wanted to save it.”

“Fuck,” I groaned. Just the idea of her in here, touching herself, playing with herself for an hour, never giving herself that relief just so she could do this to me… it made me want to do horrible things with her, truly unspeakable things. “You’ve just been torturing yourself, haven’t you?”

Her mouth parted, a little moan sneaking past them as she ground her hips down again. “Yeah,” she breathed. “I think a stray breeze could get me off at this point.”

I leaned down to her, pressing my lips to hers, drinking her in for the first time properly in over a week. Little kisses snuck here and there was one thing, but she let me into her mouth, let me claim it in all the ways I was aching to, and that was something I hadn’t even realized I’d been longing for. “Then I guess we need to fix that, don’t we?” I mumbled.

My hand reached out, drifting across that goddamn jersey and over her body, down to her hips and lower, lower, avoiding her clit at all costs in case it sent her over the edge. I wrapped my hand around the base of the dildo, twisting it to loosen the suction, and slowly, so slowly I thought she’d break in my arms as her body squirmed and trembled, slipped it out of her.

“Clean it off,” I rasped, lifting the toy to her lips. It was absolutely drenched in her need, sticky and stringy and clear, and without a second of hesitation, she took it into her mouth, her tongue gliding across that singular spot she knew would drive me mad. “Nope, no, okay, can’t trust you with that.”

She laughed as it popped out of her mouth, a little drop of her mess clinging to the edge of her lip. I licked it off, kissed her again, and dropped my hold on her hair. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what I’d wanted to do with her back at the hotel, and I refused to let her talk me out of it this time. There was no game tomorrow, only practice, and if I fucked my knee up, it wasn’t the end of the world this time.

I slipped my arms between her legs and hooked them on either side of her rear, lifting her up and spreading her fully, her back thunking against one of the wooden posts at the end of the mattress. Thank you, four-poster bed.

I didn’t have the patience to wait. Not this time.

“Hook your legs on me. Now,” I demanded, and she followed, letting my hips take a fraction of her weight so I could release her with one of my hands. I worked at my belt in record time, releasing the latch and moving on to my button, my zipper. “Tell me what you were hoping for when I walked through that door. Tell me every gruesome detail you were picturing in your head.”

Her throat worked on a swallow as she pressed against me, flattening the space between her legs against my stomach for a hint of friction. “Fuck, this,” she breathed.

“That doesn’t sound like every gruesome detail, baby,” I grunted, fisting the fabric of my jeans and boxers and pushing them down.

“It’s true, though,” she insisted, her hands grasping at my shirt and pulling it up. “I wanted you to come in, find me, and fuck me against anything. It didn’t matter what it was.”

My cock twitched at her words, and I pulled my arm through, grasping the fabric covering my chest and pulling it up and over my head, leaving it hanging limply off my left arm. “Somehow I find that hard to believe,” I laughed. “You weren’t worried about my knee?”

“You don’t have a game tomorrow.” She shrugged, and the fact that she had parroted exactly what had run through my mind already was almost comical — she knew me far too well at this point. “Should I, uh, leave the jersey on?”

“Should you leave the jersey on?” I mocked, grasping her by the front of it as I let her weight fall a little more, lining her up a little too perfectly. “Obviously, Penelope.”

She laughed before it cut off into a shuddered moan as I dragged my cock up over her damp heat. “Is this, like, an all-athletes kind of thing, or just hockey guys?” she asked, dragging her nails over my chest while I notched the tip of my cock against her entrance.

“Probably most of them,” I smirked, sinking an inch, and then another, and then fuck, another — bit by bit, I buried myself in her with ease, but she gripped me like a goddamn vice. “You just picked the wrong one.”

Her gaze flicked up to mine, her eyes going wide. “What do you mean?”

“This one,” I rasped, pulling at it a little harder, “is my very first NHL jersey. And you’ve been leaking all over it.”

Her face turned bright fucking red. “I thought it was a spare. Is this not the one you loaned me⁠—”

“There are two in that drawer, Nelly,” I huffed, pushing myself that last little inch until I was fully seated inside of her. Her lower lip caught in her teeth, her walls clenching around me, and God, I wanted to fuck that surprised reaction right out of her. “You picked the wrong one.”

“Fuck,” she half-cursed, half-moaned, her hand locking around the back of my neck.

“This one,” I huffed, “has a tear on the collar. Right… here.”

I leaned in, releasing the jersey and hooking my arm back under her thigh, and brought my mouth to her neck.

And I started to move.

“God,” I groaned, biting down on the soft skin where her neck met her shoulder to keep myself from being too loud. She hissed from the hint of pain, but I dragged my tongue over it, soothing the ache as I drove myself into her again.

And again.

“Touch yourself for me, baby,” I rasped, slowly picking up my speed. “Show me what you do to yourself when you’re thinking of me.”

She dampened her little squeal as I pulled my head back, resting it on her forehead instead, looking down the bridge of our noses to where her hand snaked between our bodies. The moment her fingers danced across her clit, so lightly and shakily I wasn’t quite convinced she was even connecting with it, everything about her shuddered.

She’d fucked herself so much she’d herself sensitive to anything.

There were a lot of things this woman did to me, a lot of things I didn’t understand, but the way she enraptured me anytime she fucking moved was something unlike anything I’d ever fathomed. How anyone could be so sexy and right for me was beyond me, but this, how needy she’d made herself thinking of me doing exactly this to her, was on another level.

“Do it properly,” I said, the words reverberating through my chest. I spoke them in a growl. “It’s fine if you come, Penelope. It won’t be the last time that happens tonight.”

Her shaking hand pressed down a little harder, her walls clenching so tightly around me I nearly saw stars, and her mouth popped open, her head tipping just that little bit back, her lips seeking mine.

I gave them to her. I gave her whatever she wanted.

My hips stuttered as she struggled to loosen up a little, but I pushed through, diving into her over and over as I kissed her. It was messy, sloppy, needy — my tongue in her mouth and hers in mine, her nails digging into my chest. She lost her focus, her breaths coming quick, her sounds nearly breaking free despite her attempt to stifle them, and within the span of a minute since I’d slipped inside, she broke.

Her mouth closed, her head tipping back fully against the post as she tried, desperately, to hold back the noises she wanted to let loose. That was the downside of me touching her here instead of the guesthouse, I supposed. I didn’t get to hear all those pretty noises.

“Fuck,” I groaned, picking up my speed as she slowly began to loosen up a little more. “Again. Don’t stop, Nelly.”

“I—Seb, I, I can’t, I’m so sensitive,” she whined, her voice breaking as I lifted her a little higher, hitting, fuck, yes, right there. “Oh my God.”

I knew it would send her spinning, and she shook again, her hand just barely putting a hint of pressure back on her clit. Just watching her like this, unraveling, coming around me and starting right back up, already on the edge again… it was enough to tempt me into finding an early release.

“Fuck, kiss me, kiss me, I can’t—I’ll wake him up,” she rambled, the hand gripping my chest finding its shaky way back up to my neck. I followed her pull, touching my lips to hers, swallowing as much of the sounds she made with my mouth as she squeezed around me again.

Her body locked, and I gambled on it, slipping my arm from under her leg in the hopes it wouldn’t change the position too badly for her. But she was locked on me anyway, and it didn’t make a single bit of difference, and just as she was breaking, just as that shriek began to climb its way out of her throat again, I pulled my lips away and covered her mouth with my palm.

Her release tore through her, her walls so tight it forced me to pause my movements. “That’s it,” I praised, my hand vibrating from the sound that desperately tried to break free. “Fuck, you look so pretty coming around my cock. So desperate for it that you came so easily.”

She nodded against my hand as the pressure started to abate, her body slowly opening back up for me to resume my movements.

“I think you can do another one, though,” I smirked, slipping my hand from her mouth just enough that I could press a kiss against her lips. “I’m close. Come with me.”

Her jaw trembled, her legs beginning to shake from the position, but she could handle a little bit more. She could take it. “I don’t know if I can,” she croaked.

“But do you want to?” I teased, digging my fingers into the soft flesh of her thigh as I hooked my arm back under it.

She nodded hesitantly, but this time her mouth explored, her lips kissing a trail down over my chin and neck. Her tongue dragged along my skin, setting me on fire, and fuck, I couldn’t last long, I couldn’t hold this off forever. I glanced down between us, checking if she was touching herself again, and she’d stilled — but the moment she clocked my wandering gaze, she picked back up again.

Is she trying to time this with me, too?

“Fuck, you want to come like that, don’t you?” I rasped, my head lolling to the side as she explored my collarbones, the space between my shoulder and my neck. “Full of my fucking cum.”

“Please,” she begged, her voice broken and mumbled from both my skin and the muffled sounds coming from her.

I was losing it. Losing the battle to hold off, losing the strength to keep upright, losing my mind. It was just her, and her, and her, overwhelming me, devouring me, and fuck, maybe I could love her, maybe I could stay like this forever.

“I can’t⁠—”

My words cut off as my release found me like a tidal wave, the pressure releasing and leaking out into her, warming her insides even further. It hit me in three waves, and on the second, she clamped down, burying her face in the crook of my neck to quiet her sounds as she fell over the edge, too, holding onto me for dear life.

“God, yes, baby,” I groaned, my hips stuttering out as I lost every bit of momentum I had in me. I kissed her temple, the side of her head, her cheek, anywhere I could reach, trying to pull her through the last remaining little crests of her orgasm with the fumes I was running on.

It took me less than a second to consider my words before they came out.

“Stay the night,” I rasped. “Stay in here. Please.”

She lifted her head, her eyelids hanging low, her head heavy. “But Matty⁠—”

“I’ll figure it out in the morning,” I insisted. “Just please. Stay. I miss falling asleep with you.”

She swallowed as she caught her breath, her gaze struggling to focus on me through the haze of the comedown. “Okay,” she breathed. “I’ll stay.”


Chapter 31



Nelly



It was Wednesday.

For Matty, that meant school got out early. And for Seb, who’d been either at practice or working out or stretching nonstop during playoffs, that meant he was at the rink for a later practice than usual after last night’s away game.

And for me, that meant I got to take Matty to practice and we could both watch his dad skate, which was something I’d missed doing tremendously.

In the two weeks I’d been back working for Seb, Matty had been over the moon every single day that he woke up and I was there. He’d cried when I came home the first time, blubbering something about how he thought his dad had fired me despite Seb chiming in and insisting that he’d told Matty he hadn’t. He’d clung to me for hours, and even now, as I drove him from his school to the Peach Arena, I could sense the tiny bit of worry in him every time I met his gaze in the rearview mirror.

“What’s up, bud?” I asked, reaching behind me and grabbing his foot as it dangled from his car seat.

He shook his little head. “Just don’t want you to leave again.”

I squeezed his shoe and gave it a little shake. “I’m not going anywhere. I just had some personal things come up, remember? I’m back now.”

“Yeah.”

I tried to divide my attention between his reflection and the road in front of me as I pulled through the entrance gateway of the Peach Arena, but I kept wanting to look at him more, kept wanting to dissect what was going on in his head.

I waited until I’d parked up to unbuckle myself and spin in my seat to look at him. “We can talk about it some more if that would help. I don’t want you to worry,” I said.

His gaze dropped to his lap, his little hands fidgeting with the buckles on his car seat. “Were you on a journey of self-discovery?” he asked.

My heart lurched.

Oh, God. He’d said that before, back when we went to the aquarium, told me that’s what Seb said his mom was doing. And Seb had the same when he told me about how Taryn had left him and Matty behind to go on some guru, self-love expedition.

Matty was worried I was doing the same thing.

Matty was terrified that I’d come and go just like she had.

“No,” I said, reaching further back and unbuckling the car seat for him. “No, bud, I’m not on a journey of self-discovery. Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere, okay? And if you’re ever worried about that, you can talk to me about it. You can ask me upfront and I’ll tell you the honest truth.”

He watched me warily, his little blue eyes hiding far too much behind them, but the tiny grin that broke out across his lips told me he was okay. “Promise?”

“Pinky promise.” I held out my pinky, and he took it immediately, biting down on his thumb to seal the deal. I scrambled out of the driver's seat and leaned over the center console enough that I could bring my mouth to my thumb, too, and bite it.

I didn’t plan on leaving. Not when things were going as well as they were, not when I was falling head over fucking heels for his dad, not when I was starting to feel okay about that and was able to admit it to myself. He was someone I could love easily, in fact, if I let myself, and I had a sinking feeling that’s exactly what I was falling into.

————

A familiar head of brown hair with blue streaks found me and Matty as we entered the arena, his skates in one hand and his duffel bag in the other. In the handful of times I’d met Luke, he’d been nothing but nice to me, and I knew from what Seb had told me that they were close. So, when he offered to take Matty in to see the guys for me, I hadn’t been surprised — but I’d been confused.

“Where’s Seb?”

“Not entirely sure,” he chuckled. “Somewhere here. I saw him when I got to the locker room about an hour ago. I was hoping you could go find him so that Coach doesn’t get on my ass about being late.”

“Me?” I blinked at him, confusion settling into me. “I’ve only ever been to the family room. I don’t know my way around the back areas.”

“There’s signposts, it’s easy.” He brushed me off with no problem as he bent down to Matty’s height. “Hey, squirt. Wanna come watch me make snow?”

“Yes!” Matty shrieked.

He scooped Matty up into his arm before I could even protest.

“Don’t—ugh, don’t let him on the ice again, okay?” I grumbled. “I didn’t bring his skates and Seb lost his mind last time he was out there.”

Luke stepped back, carrying Matty just as easily as Seb did, and grinned at me. “Oh, believe me, I remember. He chewed me out, too. Little guy’s feet will stay firmly planted on non-slippery, non-frozen ground.”

He turned and pushed open the door that led through to the rink, and I called out to him before he could disappear completely. “Wait! How do I get into the back area?”

He pointed nonchalantly toward an unmarked set of double doors with his skates as the door closed behind him.

So much for signposts.

I sighed and slipped my phone from my pocket as I pushed through the double doors on the opposite side of the hall. Behind them, grey, undecorated walls lined the bare space, and three options greeted me: left hall, right hall, or straight down the middle. There wasn’t a signpost in sight.

I texted Seb.

Me: Luke’s sent me on a wild goose chase to find you and has stolen your son.

Me: Any chance you can help me out here? If I shout Marco loud enough, will you say Polo?

I stared at the screen, waiting for the three little dots to bounce and show me he was typing. But they didn’t come. Goddammit.

Left, right, straight.

Without a helpful, promised signpost, I did what any normal, sane person would do in this scenario.

I closed my eyes, held out a single finger, spun three times, and opened my eyes again. Guess we’re going left.

Regaining my balance after the dizzying, ridiculous stunt, I started down the hallway to my left, passing unmarked doors and propped-open ones that smelled of chemicals. My sneakers squeaked on the polished floors, announcing my presence far before I could appear anywhere, but when I caught a light on under a door, I took my chances.

I pushed it open, hopeful that maybe I’d stumbled upon a locker room or a storage room that Seb was in, but all I found was a lengthy, well-lit room with a janitor inside. He had his back to me, a set of headphones over his ears, and he mopped the floor meticulously beside what looked like an old, discarded Zamboni machine.

Definitely not Sebastian.

I shut the door before the man could see me and shot Seb another text message.

Me: Should I just go ahead and ask for an amber alert to be sent out for Matty?

The opening and closing of a door somewhere down the hall piqued my interest, and I shoved my phone back in my pocket and started for the corner it seemed to have come from.

“You’re going to be late if you don’t hurry up,” a woman’s voice chimed, bright and airy with a hint of laughter behind it.

“And whose fault is that?” A male’s voice, amused but deep, replied — and shit, okay, that was Seb. “You didn’t need to work it for that long.”

Work it?

“It is not my fault you kept writhing uncontrollably,” she chuckled. “Jesus, Seb, don’t forget your shirt.”

His shirt?

A tightness formed in the back of my throat as I rounded the corner, coming to a halt at the entrance of the short hallway. There were three doors, two on the left and one at the end, and the one closest to me was held open by a thin, pale woman who looked about my age. Her auburn hair was tucked up into a neat ponytail, her freckles on full display. Her jeans seemed casual, but it was the Atlanta Fire black and blue hoodie she wore that gave me pause.

She was pretty. Very pretty.

And as a hopping, familiar figure emerged from the doorway, one hand bent down and holding the little loop on the back of his shoe as he tried to put it on while exiting, his shirt off and thrown over one shoulder and his jeans unbuttoned, I felt the sudden urge to throw up.

“Thanks, Zoe,” Seb said, planting his foot back on the ground. His fingers came to the button on his jeans, quickly doing them up.

“No problem. I’ll probably be out to watch you guys in a little bit. I’ve not got anything better to do until after practice,” she chuckled, and a second later she’d ducked back into the room, shutting the door behind her.

I wanted to run. The temptation was there, the ease of it seeming closer in reach than usual, but predictably, all I ended up doing was staying locked in place, dread coiling tighter and tighter in my gut.

What the fuck had I just walked into?

Seb turned in my direction, finally, as he slid his shirt off his shoulder and pushed his arms through the holes. His eyes went wide the moment he clocked me. “Nell? What are you doing back here?”

“I…” I held up my phone weakly, blinking at him in confusion. “I texted you.”

“Shit, sorry,” he huffed, pulling his shirt down over his stomach muscles and jogging up to me, his right leg hobbling just slightly. He pulled his phone from his pocket and read the messages, breathing out a chuckle. “Please tell me you reminded Luke not to put Matty on the ice.”

“I… did,” I said. I didn’t understand. Had I not just caught him doing something? Had I imagined that? Why was he acting so nonchalant about this? “Seb⁠—”

His hand came to my cheek as he swooped in, pressing a quick kiss to my lips in the privacy of the empty hall. “Walk with me,” he said, coming around to my side and grabbing my hand to pull me along. “Coach is going to kill me if I’m more than twenty minutes late.”

I followed him blindly.

Had I gone insane? I’d seen what I’d seen, I was sure of it, but why was he acting like I hadn’t just stumbled upon that? A part of me wondered if I’d made it up in my head, imagined all of it, and maybe I’d actually found him coming out of the locker room alone — but I wasn’t sure if that was Morris’ voice shouting at me, That never fucking happened, Nelly! that replayed in my head.

He’d done that to me the first few times I’d caught him and Ruby. Gaslighted the hell out of me, told me it was all in my head, and said I was going insane because he would never do that. But I hadn’t been. I’d questioned myself like crazy, truly considering whether I was actually going insane or not, but it was clear I hadn’t been.

So why did it feel like I was right back in those moments as we walked in relative silence to the rink? Why did I question myself, why did I wonder if I’d made everything up? Why couldn’t I trust myself?

My stomach churned, raw bile climbing up my throat the moment the doors opened and Seb dropped my hand. I didn’t know how to process this.

————

Matty and I watched from the lowest line of seats, right up against the boards, as the guys ran drills. Over and over again, Luke and Seb moved along the right side of the rink from one end to the other, passing the puck between them as they weaved through cones or teammates pretending to play for another team. Over and over again, they practiced fake-outs before passing the puck to a player in the middle of the rink who I believed was called a center, and he’d hit it directly into the unguarded net.

I struggled to keep my focus, though.

Matty asked me all sorts of questions, from, Do you think Daddy will let me play when I’m older? to, Why haven’t you tried out your new skates? And I tried to field them, tried to answer them to the best of my abilities without showing anything was wrong.

But then she came through the doors.

The same woman, in her loose-fitting jeans and her Atlanta Fire hoodie, her auburn hair shining beneath the overhead lights. She sat down on the opposite side of the rink, one row up from us, her feet up and resting on the back of a set of bleachers as she watched the boys skate.

Anytime I’d caught Morris, he’d always been defensive before I could even get a word out. That was my only point of contention here — Seb hadn’t seemed phased in the slightest other than his eyes going wide for a moment, and that could have been just because I was in the back area alone. It could have been because I’d surprised him. But none of that explained what I’d heard, and none of it explained why he’d left the room half-naked with his jeans unbuttoned.

But the moment Coach called for a ten-minute break to let the Zamboni on the ice, my worries were only amplified.

Instead of skating straight to us, Seb hopped off the ice, put his guards on his skates, and leaned against the boards on the opposite side of the rink. He spoke to her.

Even from here, I could see him laughing, could see the way his lips tilted up as they talked. Matty wasn’t phased in the slightest — he was far too interested in watching the man on the back of the Zamboni control it.

“Maybe that’s what I wanna be when I grow up,” Matty said, his eyes wide with wonder and glued on the machine.

“You want to be a Zamboni driver?”

Luke’s voice cut through the faint noise of the Zamboni as he slunk off the ice at our exit. Matty’s smile doubled, and he nodded ferociously.

“Dream big, kid, you can do it,” Luke laughed. His gaze moved to me briefly, and I looked away, watching as the woman laughed at something Seb said before sitting forward in her seat. “You’re not hiding it very well, Nelly.”

I shot him a glare. “You know?”

“I figured it out a little while ago,” he chuckled. “Don’t worry, the secret’s safe with me. But you’ll give it away yourself if you keep looking at him like that.”

“At who?” Matty asked, and I moved all of my attention away from his father on the off chance he picked up on it. “What aren’t you hiding? I’m confused.”

Luke reached forward, ruffling Matty’s hair as he laughed. “Don’t worry about it, squirt.”

“Ahh, the nanny’s back?”

For fuck’s sake.

I didn’t bother to turn my head. I knew that voice, and I didn’t want to deal with it, especially not in front of Matty.

“Piss off, Addaway,” Luke grunted, covering Matty’s ears. I almost thanked him for thinking ahead like that. “Why don’t you go annoy Seb if you want to be combative?”

Bryan stepped into my line of sight, balancing on his guarded blades as he leaned back against the boards in front of me. “Who said I wanted to be combative?” he asked, one sandy-brown brow lifting in curiosity as he looked me up and down. Ugh. “Besides, Blue’s far too preoccupied with Zoe.”

I must not have hidden my irritation with that in particular based on the way Bryan reacted.

He chuckled, a sneaky little smirk tipping his lips up. “Aww, is that getting under your skin?” Bryan mused, his head tilting to one side like a puppy. “Blue can’t be that good of a lay that you’re getting possessive already, surely.”

Beside me, Matty pawed at Luke’s hands, trying to push them off his ears. But Luke held them fully in place. “Can you for one second stop being antagonizing?” Luke spat, glaring at Bryan over his shoulder. “Surely you know how to be nice.”

I glanced at the boards on the opposite side of the ice, watching as Seb laughed out again. He was too engrossed in whatever the fuck was going on between him and Zoe to pay a single bit of attention to what was happening here.

“Of course I do,” Bryan quipped, dragging his gaze back to me. Mischief danced in his eyes as he stared at me, too hard, too intensely. “Maybe Nelly here should get on her knees for me. I’d be more than happy to show her just how nice I can be.”

“What is wrong with you?” I snapped. “Surely your rivalry with Seb hasn’t messed with you so badly that you’d go after his sloppy seconds.”

Luke’s mouth popped open as his eyes went wide. “Christ, girl.”

“I should just take Matty home,” I grumbled, pushing up and out of my seat. I grabbed my bag from beside me, turning away from Bryan’s surprised expression, and picked up Matty’s abandoned backpack, too. If all I was going to be doing here was feeling like shit watching Seb flirt with that woman he’d come out of a room half-naked with and fielding Bryan’s bullshit, then it wasn’t worth it, even if it upset Matty to have to go.

He looked up at me, his ears still covered but his big blue eyes wide with confusion. “Are we leaving?”

I nodded, and Luke hesitantly uncovered his ears. “Yeah, bud.”

His lower lip jutted out, and just as I was about to lean forward and comfort him, Luke’s turning head made alarm bells go off in my head.

Something warm, long, and alarmingly rigid wrapped around my waist.

For the briefest of seconds, even though I was wrapped up in confusion and dread with whatever was going on with Seb, I thought it was him. I hoped it was him, having finally seen Bryan interacting with us, and he was standing his ground. I hoped he was being public about us. I hoped it was him whose hand went flat against my ribcage, whose thumb brushed against the underside of my breast, whose chest my back was pulled into.

Luke stared behind me in absolute horror, and I knew before either of them spoke that my hopes were about to be crushed.

“Don’t—”

“I wouldn’t just go after his sloppy seconds, Penelope,” Bryan hissed, his mouth just an inch from my ear as he tightened his grip on me. “I’d fucking take them. Do you understand me?”

Matty watched me, his brows furrowed in a tiny little expression of confusion. “Nelly?”

“Don’t touch me,” I spat, dropping both bags and grabbing for Bryan’s arm. I dug my nails in, but the padding and full coverage of his gear gave me almost nothing to damage.

Luke moved, finally, and even as he gripped Bryan by the shoulder guards, even as he pulled him off of me while saying things I wished Matty couldn’t hear, even as Bryan’s arm left my body and I was released, I wished it hadn’t been Luke. I wished Seb had seen, had sped across the ice or run around the edge of the rink, wished he’d noticed.

But he was too preoccupied with Zoe. Still.

“You don’t fucking touch her,” Luke scolded, shoving him back into the boards. “You don’t touch anyone like that. What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Oh, don’t act so goddamn high and mighty and pretend you haven’t thought about it,” Bryan laughed, his body shaking from the inertia as Luke slammed him into it again.

I needed to get Matty out of here.

“No, I haven’t, you fucking psycho.”

I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline or just my overwhelming need to protect Matty that kept me from having a complete and utter breakdown. But I managed to keep everything but my hands calm as I scooped everything up in one hand and hooked an arm around Matty with the other, lifting him up and onto my hip.

When I turned back, half to check on what Seb was doing and half to make sure Bryan was coming after me, Luke was shoving him onto the ice this time, forcing him a few feet away before Bryan’s skate dug into it and sent shredded ice flying. But then he turned, huffing out something beneath his breath, and moved on.

“Are you okay?” Luke asked, wide eyes turning to me immediately.

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Thank you.”

“Nelly,” Matty whined.

“I’ll tell Coach,” Luke said, his mouth forming a thin line. “That wasn’t okay. He’s a dick, but he’s never… he’s never done that, at least as far as I know. I’ll make a proper complaint.”

“Okay,” I swallowed, steadying my shaking hands by grasping onto Matty.

“And I’ll let Seb know what happened,” Luke offered. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head as I stepped back, the backs of my eyes stinging. “Don’t bother telling him,” I said, but the words were almost croaks, and I knew I needed to go, needed to get out to the car where I could calm myself away from all of this, needed to get home so I could excuse myself from Matty for five minutes and let myself feel what was beginning to wash over me.


Chapter 32



Sebastian



Ididn’t manage to get home from the rink until nearly six in the evening, and every second that I’d spent away from this goddamn house had felt like an eternity.

Luke had told me what happened when the Zamboni had finished and I’d got back on the ice, and by the time I’d managed to get my skates off and run from the room in nothing but my socks, her car was pulling away out of the parking lot. I’d ignored Coach’s angry shouts on my way out, and once I was there, once I was standing outside in the muggy Atlanta heat, I didn’t care. I just wanted to know she was okay. I just wanted to apologize for not noticing.

But I didn’t have my phone, didn’t have my car keys, didn’t have anything with me, so I’d had to slink back into the rink and dig for my phone in my bag as Luke conveyed to Coach exactly why I’d left the ice and why I wasn’t getting back on it yet.

And Nelly hadn’t answered my calls.

The only reason I was able to get back on the ice was the notification I got that my front door had been opened and closed. She was home, she had Matty with her, and at least I could spend the following few hours knowing she was safe.

But as I pushed through the front door now, it felt like I’d left it too long.

“Nell?” I called out, dropping my shit by the door as hastily as I could, but the moment I looked up, I saw her there — standing in the kitchen, her arms crossed, her gaze lingering on me from across the space. Cartoons played from the living room, and I moved past the doorway, crossing the space without so much as saying hello to Matty.

I needed to check on her.

She didn’t move as I entered the kitchen. Her lips pressed into a thin line, and although she wore a shirt and pajama bottoms instead of the jeans she’d worn earlier, it was the only difference in her appearance from when I’d found her in the back area of the rink.

I crossed the space in the span of a second, taking her face in my hands. Fuck it if Matty walked in. I’d figure out a way to explain it. “Are you okay?” I breathed. “Luke told me⁠—”

“I’m fine,” she said. Her voice was flat, almost deadpan. But the redness around her eyes and nose told a different story.

“You’re not,” I retorted. “I should have been there. I’m sorry. I tried to run after you but by the time I was able to get my skates off, you were gone⁠—”

“You should have,” she agreed. Her jaw jutted out in defiance, but it wobbled, and God, I’d been a part of this, I’d made her feel like shit again by not being there. I couldn’t let this get out of control like last time. “But you were far too busy with Zoe.”

The muscles in my brow worked. How is Zoe related to this? “I… I know, I’m sorry, she just actually knows quite a bit about how to manage scar tissue in a knee joint. Her dad has a similar issue so I was trying to get as much information as possible. I shouldn’t have let it distract me as much as it did.”

She scoffed and turned her head from me, breaking out from my gentle hold on her as she slipped a couple of feet away. “Convenient. You expect me to believe that?”

What did that mean?

“Nell,” I said, taking a step toward her. But she blocked me with the fridge door as she opened it up. “I don’t understand. Help me out here, please, so we don’t end up in a stand-off again.”

“I mean that it’s clear something is going on between you two. And you trying to pass it off as getting information about your knee from some flame is fucking ridiculous when I saw you leaving that room with her,” she said, her voice wobbling as she pulled out Tupperware full of leftovers. “Did you think I didn’t notice that? I’m not blind, Sebastian.”

I blinked at her, the realization slowly sinking in. Oh God. “She’s not a flame,” I said, my stomach beginning to twist as I imagined her here, stewing in worry, panicking that I’d… “I’m so sorry, I thought you’d met her. She’s one of our massage therapists, Nell, I swear.”

She shut the fridge door a little too aggressively and turned from me, putting them on the counter without so much as a single response.

“Baby, please, please, don’t shut down on me,” I pushed, coming up alongside her. I slid between the counter and her body, taking her face in my hands again and directing her vision to me. “You can ask anyone at the rink. I…”

I thought back to that moment, the one where I’d seen her at the end of the hall after my massage. Shit… it did look damning. I’d come out in my unbuttoned jeans in a rush to get to practice after, my shirt over one shoulder and my shoes barely on. And it wasn’t as though our therapists had uniforms.

“I understand how it looked,” I explained, the panic rising in me more and more as Nelly stayed exactly the same. It didn’t feel like I was making progress. “I get it. I can see it from your side. She’d been working on my knee before practice and I was running late. That’s all that was, I swear.”

Her eyes became glassy, a little bead of moisture building in the inner corner.

“Don’t you think I would have panicked when I spotted you like that if that’s what I was doing?” I asked, brushing the sides of her cheeks with my thumb. Behind her, in the doorway, a little mop of brown hair and wide blue eyes appeared around the corner. I bit back the urge to drop my hands, to step away from her, to shield Matty from that — it wouldn’t help the situation with Nelly if I did, and Matty would find out eventually. I could tackle that after. “That’s not who I am. It’s not.”

“I don’t know that,” she croaked. “You went all wide-eyed⁠—”

“I was just surprised you were back there on your own,” I insisted. I pulled her head toward me, pressing a kiss to her forehead, holding her there for a moment as I tried to breathe through the rising panic. I didn’t want her to leave again. I didn’t want this to dissolve into the chaos we’d had when I’d lost my temper with her. And I knew, I knew, that this was pushing those same buttons for her, igniting fires where they didn’t need to be. “I’m not him,” I added, my lips moving against her forehead.

I dropped one hand from her face and wrapped it around her waist, pulling her body into my chest gently. A choked little sob broke from her, and all I could do was hold onto her, wishing I’d picked up on how that looked back at the arena. I watched over her head as Matty stood there, his eyes locked on us, his confused expression asking so many silent questions. I closed my eyes to block it out.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“You weren’t there,” she whimpered. “I kept looking across and seeing you laughing with her.”

Fuck. I’d messed up. I’d messed up again. “I swear, I have nothing to hide from you. Nothing, baby.” I pulled her head back, not giving two shits anymore what Matty saw, and pressed a kiss to her lips. “I know that’s hard for you to believe after what happened with him, I do, but I need you to trust me.”

“I don’t know if I⁠—”

“Daddy?”

Nelly’s watery eyes went wide as I held her head in place, staring up at me with her back going rigid. She went to move, but I kept her place with enough pressure that made it clear I wanted her to stay — but not too much that she felt unable to break free if she needed to.

I didn’t take my eyes off her. “Yeah, bud?” I said, making it explicitly clear to her that I didn’t have it in me to hide this from him right now. This was far too important to me to drop it.

“I don’t think Nelly likes that,” he said, his voice small but closer. An ache blossomed and burned in my chest. Fuck. He’d seen it at the rink.

I was going to fucking kill Bryan.

I didn’t want to answer that for her. I didn’t want to insist that she would push me away if she didn’t want me touching her, didn’t want to imply to my son that I was assuming anything here, even if I was. Not when he could get that mixed up with what happened at the rink.

“It’s okay,” Nelly said, unlatching her head from my hand and wiping her eyes. She turned to him, and I let my eyes follow, let myself release her begrudgingly as she pulled from me completely. She knelt down to him, her hands on his shoulders, and gave him the faintest little smile. “This isn’t like what happened earlier, okay? Your daddy is trying to make me feel better. Bryan wasn’t.”

Matty’s confused expression only deepened. “What if Bryan was trying to make you feel better?”

She shook her head. “He wasn’t. And even if he was, it wasn’t okay because Bryan and I haven’t communicated that it’s okay for him to touch me like that.”

I scrubbed my face with my hands, the stress of it all building even more. Here she was, trying to have an honest, heartfelt conversation about consent with my son, and none of it would have had to happen at all if I’d just been paying attention.

“Okay,” Matty said, his confusion still painfully evident. “But you and Daddy have?”

She nodded. “Yeah,” she breathed. “We have. So it’s okay. But thank you for checking. It’s always, always good to check if you’re worried about that.”

“But you’re crying,” he said, wrapping his arms around his midsection.

“There’s just a lot going on, bud,” I interjected, putting my now-free hand on top of his head and ruffling his hair. “Nothing you need to worry about. I promise.”

“But you kissed her.”

More panic, more problems I had created for myself. “I know. We can talk about that if you want.”

He nodded, and Nelly stood, wiping her eyes with the base of her palms again.

“Hey,” I said to her, getting her attention. “If you don’t want to have to deal with this right now, I can handle the conversation with him. And I’ll sort out dinner, okay? But please don’t think that’s me telling you to go.”

She sniffled. “Okay. I need a shower anyway.”

I pushed the hair from her cheeks, my mouth flattening as I watched her eyes well up again. “You don’t have to be alone if you don’t want to be,” I said softly.

Her throat worked on a swallow. “I know.”

————

I hadn’t been sure I’d handled the conversation I’d had with Matty the best I could have, but we’d ended it on a positive note instead of a confused one. I’d been vague, trying to keep my intentions clear and as non-confusing as I possibly could, but he’d presented me with a question toward the end that I hadn’t known what to do with.

Do you love her?

It wasn’t like we’d had a massive amount of time to figure that out. It wasn’t like I’d gone into the conversation prepared to be asked that. I’d had to bite my tongue, had to think of an answer that would be enough to satisfy him without creating further complications.

“I could,” I’d said. “I don’t know yet.”

But the longer I sat with it, the more I felt like I knew the answer. And it scared the shit out of me.

The light was on in the guesthouse, and as much as I wanted to go over there and speak to her now that Matty was asleep, I didn’t want to go in unprepared. I didn’t want to fumble it like I had the last time we’d fallen out.

So, I did the one thing I could think of to help me.

“Seb, it’s like ten-thirty. What do you want?”

My sister didn’t exactly sound pleased to hear from me, but she’d always been a bit of a fickle one, even if her heart was made of pure gold. “I need your advice,” I said down the phone, leaning back into the couch and propping my feet up. I stared directly to my right, watching as a shadow moved in the guesthouse. “Desperately.”

“If you want therapy, you have to actually pay me,” she deadpanned.

“Oh, I’m sorry, should I just allocate a thousand dollars in the family pot for you?” I snorted.

I could have sworn I could hear her eyes roll. “What do you need my advice on?”

I took a deep breath.

And I told her everything.

From the start to the bottom, from the first night at Smokey’s to tonight. I gave her as much detail as I possibly could, told her about Morris, told her about the wedding, told her about the situation with Matty, and everything in between. I told her about Nelly’s lessons that she absolutely didn’t need. I told her about what happened earlier today, how she’d found me, the assumptions she’d made, and how I’d not thought to tell her otherwise until she brought it up.

I told her as much as I could.

“I don’t know what to do, Dani,” I said into the deafening silence. “I don’t want to fuck up with her. Not again.”

Her heavy-hearted sigh was so loud it blew through the speaker. “I mean… look, I’m not a relationship coach. I’m a therapist. But in my opinion, you need to tell her how you feel, if you know how you feel.”

“I’ve tried,” I insisted. “I did, back at the wedding. I told her I wanted her, wanted this, and it seemed like she believed me. But she just doesn’t trust me. And I can understand why, honestly, but I feel like I’m hitting these impenetrable roadblocks with her that either means she disappears until I can figure it out, or we’re screwed.”

“You telling her that you want her sounds more like a sexual thing than a relationship thing,” she said. “Is she aware that you want her in that capacity, too?”

“I mean, I’d be surprised if she wasn’t. I kissed her in front of Matty for the first time earlier. I wouldn’t have done that if I didn’t want her like that.”

She groaned in frustration. “But have you told her directly?”

“Well, no⁠—”

“Do that.”

“That won’t fix the problem of her thinking that I’m cheating on her,” I snapped.

“No, but it could help her feel more secure about the situation,” she retorted. “Do you love her?”

“Why is everyone asking me that today?” I grumbled.

“That’s not an answer, Seb.”

I sucked on my teeth, watching out the goddamn glass doors as the light shut off in the guesthouse. I wanted to tell her what I’d told Matty, but it felt insincere, it felt flaky. Like I wasn’t sure when I should be, when I was. “Can you even love someone that quickly, Dani?”

“I don’t know, Seb, can you?”

The silence that fell between us as I thought it over made me nauseous. “Yeah,” I rasped. “I guess you can.”

“Great, okay, so you love her,” Dani said, her voice completely deadpan. “You should tell her that.”

“She’ll think I’m insane.”

“Better she thinks you’re overzealous and head over heels for her than a cheater, no?”

“I just don’t know if it’ll cancel out the way you think it will,” I sighed. “Besides, you only date women.”

“Surely that just gives me more authority on this,” she said, a snort breaking through her laugh. “I am a woman. And I date women. I know how they work.”

“You know how to date women as a woman,” I shot back. “Aren’t lesbian relationships notorious for moving insanely quickly?”

“I mean, yeah, but that’s just a stereotype.”

“You literally moved in with Cassie after a month.”

“We were just speedrunning it,” she laughed. “Just, listen. Talk to her, alone, without your kid in the room. Tell her everything. And hope it works.”

“I don’t think I can do that,” I sighed. “But I can try to show her.”


Chapter 33



Nelly



That fucking family photo.

I couldn’t stop staring at it as I hung Matty’s latest masterpiece—a man walking his dog that he’d seen out the window. He’d drawn that one of the three of us the first week I was here, so sure already that he wanted me to stay in his life. It hurt to look at it again, gnawing at my chest uncomfortably, and all I could do was look at it, feel it, hurt myself with it.

I had to protect myself, and by extension, I had to protect Matty.

And I knew what that meant. I knew what I needed to do for myself and for him to right the hundreds of wrongs I’d done.

As much as I wanted to believe I was wrong, I wasn’t in any place to handle a relationship, clearly. If I was right, if Seb was sleeping with someone else and lying to me about it, then I’d be saving myself a shit ton of heartbreak. And if I was wrong… then he and Matty didn’t need to deal with the stress of my paranoia. It wasn’t fair for them to have to deal with an unhealed version of me, as much as I wanted to think I was over it all.

But I would be smart this time. I wouldn’t disappear without warning. I wouldn’t put everyone else through hell for me. I could wait until after playoffs to make sure that Seb wasn’t destroying their chances because of me. I could wait until then for Matty, too, since he’d be out of school, and it wouldn’t affect that. And if I waited, Seb could handle the changeover since his schedule wouldn’t be as hectic, and he’d have time to find someone else to watch Matty.

I slipped out the back door and fought the burn in the back of my eyes that hadn’t fully gone away since last night. Rosie needed to know, at least, so she could start looking for something else full-time for me again — with a start date after the playoffs ended.

“Again?” Rosie asked, the worry in her tone more than evident. “What’s happened?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I steeled my jaw to keep from crying again. “Just, keep me open for that time. I can switch then with minimal issues and it shouldn’t come back to bite the business in the ass.”

“Nelly,” Rosie pushed.

“Please.”

“We should talk about this before I put it down in the books,” she insisted. “I’m worried you’re making a mistake again. You forgave him, I don’t understand what’s changed.”

“I just can’t keep doing this with him, okay?” I said, my voice cracking as my facade began to slip. I hastily put it back together as quickly as I could, the worry of Matty coming around the corner and seeing me as a mess again too much to fathom. “Please. I’ve got to look after Matty and I can’t be a sobbing wreck right now.”

She sighed. “Okay,” she said. “But you need to tell me what’s happening sooner rather than later. I’ll put you back in the diary.”

“Thank you.”

I hung up without a second thought.

Taking a moment to calm myself, I breathed deeply, forcing the burning to go away and my lower lip to stop wobbling. I could handle this. I had to handle this.

But if I was being honest with myself, I wanted to believe him, and I wanted the time between now and the last game to fix myself. I wanted him to prove me wrong. I wanted him to show me that I could trust him and trust myself to handle these things.

I wanted him.

I wanted him, and Matty, and everything that would mean if we did it for real. I didn’t want to walk away. But I couldn’t stay if I was right.

I didn’t know what the fuck to do anymore.


Chapter 34



Sebastian



I’d kept my head for the entirety of practice.

I’d kept my head when Coach rattled on about how Bryan and I would swap off at the game on Saturday.

I’d kept my head as we got off the ice, kept my head as we cleaned up and showered, kept my head as we walked out of the arena.

But the moment my shoes hit the tarmac of the parking lot, I didn’t need to hold back anymore.

“Bryan!” I shouted, and he paused with the door of his car open, his back to me. “Don’t you dare fucking leave without talking to me.”

Slowly, he turned, his head cocked to one side as I crossed the pavement toward him. “Doesn’t look like you want to talk, Bluesy.”

“Seb,” Luke called, the worry evident in his voice. I ignored him.

“No,” I laughed, coming up between the two cars he stood between. “I don’t.”

My hand darted out, grabbing a fistful of his shirt and pulling him to me. He stumbled forward, his eyes widening for a split second before narrowing into a smug little glare that ignited every bit of fire burning inside of me. “What’s this about?” he asked, so nonchalant it was obscene. His hand reached out, pushing against my arm and dislodging it from him. “You mad I’m a better right wing than you?”

“Don’t play dumb,” I snapped. My pulse roared in my ears, my fists clenching so tightly that my knuckles ached. “You know exactly what this is about.”

The smirk he bore deepened, so infuriatingly casual. “Oh, you mean the thing with Nelly?” He brushed his shirt flat with his hand as if I’d somehow dirtied it. “What, I can’t talk to her now? I didn’t realize you owned her.”

His words hit me like a punch in the chest, like gasoline on an open flame. “Talk to her?” I hissed, taking a step closer to him. “Is that what you call touching her when she clearly wasn’t okay with it? In front of my fucking son? She didn’t want that. You knew that.”

Bryan laughed, low and sharp and angering, and shook his head. “God, you’re such a boy scout. She’s fine. Women like a little passion, Bluesy. You’d know that if you weren’t such a⁠—”

I didn’t let him finish.

My fist connected with his jaw so quickly that it even shocked me, swift and angry and strong, and he staggered back, slamming against the doorframe of his car. His eyes went wide with surprise, then turned into something wilder, darker, that I hadn’t quite expected.

“You fucked up, Bluesy,” he growled, straightening up.

And he lunged.

His shoulder caught me in the chest, knocking me back a couple of steps from the surprise blow of it, but it didn’t matter — the tension here had been building for months, and it had finally snapped. I pushed forward, locking both hands on his shoulders, and shoved him hard, slamming him against the side of his car.

“You don’t touch her,” I barked, my voice barely under control as it cracked under the strain of it. “Not her, not anyone. Do you understand, Addaway?”

Bryan swung for me immediately, his fist grazing my shoulder as I ducked out of the way. The parking lot around us seemed to blur, the shouts from Luke and a handful of others ringing out, but I barely heard them, barely registered a single word. All I could see was Bryan’s face in front of me, that smug, self-satisfied smirk that had pushed me too far for the last time — and in my mind, all I could see was Nelly, crying in the kitchen with her head tucked into my chest because I hadn’t fucking been there to stop him.

This wasn’t a game. This wasn’t hockey. This was me making sure he understood, once and for all, that he’d crossed a line he’d never be able to cross again.

But he came at me again, faster this time, his fist swinging wide. I ducked low again and drove my shoulder into his stomach, slamming him back against the car once more, the metal groaning under the impact.

“Get off me, you fucking psycho,” Bryan seethed, his hands shoving at my shoulders wildly. He spat somewhere off to my right, a hint of blood tinging the edge of his mouth, and just as I was caught off guard by it enough, his knee jammed against my right one, igniting the ache from the scar tissue.

That rattled me. I wasn’t prepared to block out the pain of it.

He shoved me back hard, finally breaking my stance on him. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Bluesy?”

He swung again, and I wasn’t ready. His fist collided with my cheek, a sharp burst of pain sprouting instantly and sending little shockwaves across my head and shooting stars through my vision. I stumbled back, my legs and rear walking straight into the car behind me, but I found my footing. I surged forward again, slamming my forearm and elbow into his chest to pin him to his car.

“You don’t get it, do you?” I rasped, my breaths and throat ragged. “You’ve fucked up. You’re lucky she didn’t call the fucking police and get a restraining order on you. You’re done, Bryan. With her, with me, and with this goddamn team if I have any say in it.”

“Big words,” he laughed, his hands fumbling to grip my arm and get it off him. “You think you’re so righteous, Bluesy? You think you’re her fucking hero? Maybe you should have been there.”

He laughed. He knew, he knew his words hit a nerve. He wanted to rile me up, wanted to make me lose control completely — he wanted to push every button he could in the hopes it would get me kicked off the team. I couldn’t give him the satisfaction. “Say whatever you want,” I shot back. “It doesn’t change what you did. It doesn’t change this.”

I dug my fingers into his shirt again and pulled him toward me just enough to shove him to my left, sending him sprawling out onto the pavement. He landed square on his back with a loud grunt, his hands splayed out on either side in an attempt to catch himself. For a moment, he just lay there, chest heaving as he stared up at me.

“Enough!” Luke’s voice finally cut through the haze, and I turned my head. He rushed toward us, his eyes wide with a mix of panic and frustration coating his features. “Seb, stop!”

Bryan coughed once, propping himself up on one elbow. His gaze met mine, a twisted, bloodied grin spreading across his cheeks. “You fucking idiot.”

I stepped forward, fists clenched, but Luke’s body reached mine too quickly. He grabbed my arm, pulling me back. “Don’t,” Luke warned, a deepness in his voice that I wasn’t used to. “He’s not worth it, man.”

Bryan laughed and wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, pushing himself until he was sitting fully upright. “Listen to your little babysitter, Bluesy. He’s right.”

I glared at him as he picked himself up off the tarmac, my chest heaving, and for a second, I considered lunging at him again. But Luke’s grip tightened, pulling me, and I forced myself to take a step back from him. “You go near her again, and I swear to God, Addaway, I will finish this,” I seethed.

Bryan scoffed as he brushed loose gravel from himself. “Whatever. You’re all bark. We’ll see.” He yanked his car door open and climbed in before I could consider breaking free from Luke, his engine roaring to life a second later.

I stood there, fists still clenched, adrenaline coursing through every inch of my body, staring — watching as his car disappeared out the exit. I waited and waited, and waited until I didn’t have the patience anymore. I let out a shaky breath and leaned against the car behind me as Luke finally let go of my arm.

“Seriously, Seb?” he mumbled, his head shaking as he looked from me to the empty exit. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

I swallowed. “I wasn’t,” I admitted, running a hand through my hair. My cheek and eye throbbed, my knuckles sore, my head spinning — but fuck, it didn’t matter. None of this mattered. But I’d gotten a hint of my anger about the Nelly situation out, and I’d made it clear that his actions had fucking consequences.

Maybe it was a white-knight move. Maybe it was stupid. But I didn’t care.

————

I’d stared at myself for five straight minutes in the rearview mirror of my Audi before finally getting the nerve to walk into the house. A jagged cut that I hadn’t even felt had opened up beneath my eye, and dried blood and dirt were stuck to the side of my cheek. The area around my eye socket had deepened in color drastically, and by the end of the evening, I was positive I’d have a full-on black eye.

I didn’t want Nelly to see it. But more importantly, I didn’t want Matty to see it and question me about it.

But I couldn’t avoid that forever. I had to deal with this, and it was better to get it out of the way now.

I opened the front door, the sound of cartoons filtering into the half-lit foyer. The sun was moments away from setting, so if I could just avoid Matty seeing the left side of my face for an hour, I could get away with it for tonight.

Nelly, though, was unavoidable.

She clocked me as she stepped out of the living room.

“Seb?” she said, her eyes narrowing on the left side of my face as I set my bag down. “Oh my God.”

Her footsteps echoed as she rushed toward me. She’d been distant again the last couple of days, and the change of pace was almost a relief — a part of me wanted to thank Bryan for giving her a reason to want to speak to me. “Please don’t freak out,” I muttered.

Wide eyes darted between mine and the damage. She stood there, one foot from me, in her tight shorts and oversized shirt, her hair up in a messy bun. Her mouth parted, her brow furrowing in worry, and I just wanted to kiss her, just wanted to hold her, just wanted to tell her what had happened and tell her I was sorry and that I just needed us to go back to normal — I couldn’t take this distance from her. Not again.

“I don’t want Matty to see,” I rasped. “At least not like this. Can you distract him while I clean up?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she sighed. She took a few steps to the opening of the living room, poking her head around the corner. “Matty, your dad and I need to talk upstairs for a few. Are you okay to watch cartoons on your own?”

“Daddy’s home?” Matty’s voice carried excitedly through the foyer, and my heart lurched, wanting to go to him, wanting to scoop him up in my arms and hug him. But I didn’t want to upset him, either.

“He is, but we just need to take care of something real quick and then you can say hi, okay?” Nelly said, glancing back at me with worry deepening in her expression.

“Okay,” Matty bleated.

She walked back to me, one hand extended, and wrapped her fingertips around my wrist. “Come on,” she said.

I walked up the stairs with her in almost shameful silence. She didn’t look back at me as she led me to my bedroom, deposited me on the bed without a word, and stepped into the bathroom.

Drawers opened and closed, the faucet turned on and off, paper ripped, caps unturned.

By the time she’d come back through, the pain in my knee and my face was gnawing at me far more uncomfortably than it had before. “Take these,” she said softly, passing me a couple of the pills I took for my knee pain and a small cup of water.

I downed them.

“What the fuck happened, Seb?” she asked, her gaze meeting mine briefly as she lifted a warm, damp washcloth to my cheek.

I hissed from the pain the moment she started to flake away the dried blood. “I, uh, got into a fight with Bryan,” I muttered, swallowing down the discomfort the moment the washcloth touched the wound.

“Fuck’s sake,” she sighed. “Please don’t tell me his skate did this.”

“No,” I said. “His fist. We were in the parking lot.”

Her mouth formed into a straight line. “That explains why you didn’t go see Zoe for this.”

No. Please. Not again. I caught her by the wrist, stopping her before she could touch the wound again with the white and bloodied cloth. “Nell,” I rasped. “Please. I told you, there is nothing going on there.”

Her gaze flicked away from me, but she didn’t say a word.

“I need you to believe me,” I said, tightening my grip on her wrist to try to get her attention back. “Tell me what I can do to prove that to you. I don’t want you hurting over this.”

Her eyes went glassy, fogging over with tears as she lifted her gaze to the ceiling to try to stop them. “Seb…”

“Please,” I breathed. I reached out to her with my other hand, grasping her gently by the waist and pulling her just a little bit closer. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do. What can I do to show you that it was nothing?”

She swallowed. “I don’t know.”

“If I was sleeping with her behind your back, baby, I wouldn’t have spent that time chatting with her in front of you,” I said, pulling her a little closer, dragging her knees to the edge of the bed. “I wouldn’t have made up something so easily refutable by saying she’s employed by the team. I wouldn’t have gotten into a fucking fight with Bryan over what he did to you.”

“That’s what this was about?” she asked, her voice full power, her head snapping back into place to look at me. There was something there, something unreadable behind her eyes.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“I don’t want you to get into fights over me,” she said, dropping the damp down into my lap and slipping from my grasp.

“Wait. Nell⁠—”

“You don’t understand,” she snapped, passing me the band-aid she’d procured from somewhere in my bathroom, along with a couple of damp cotton balls that smelled heavily of peroxide. “You don’t fucking get it, and that’s fine. Do this yourself.”

“Help me understand, then,” I insisted, pushing myself up off the bed and abandoning the first-aid tools she’d given me. I reached for her retreating frame again, desperate to deal with this, desperate to put it to bed. “Please, I need you to fucking talk to me about this. I need you to not shut down. I know that’s easier, but you’re just hurting us both.”

“I don’t know how!” She spun on her heel, the tears breaking free and splitting down her cheeks. “It’s not that it’s easier, Sebastian, it’s just the only thing I know how to fucking do. Shit gets hard, I shut down. I can’t control that. I learned that from five years of shit being hard. That’s not something I can turn off overnight for someone I apparently can’t even trust.”

My chest tightened as if she was Bryan, an hour ago, shoving his shoulder into my sternum. Her words stung, but it was the way her voice cracked, it was the way her tears fell, that hurt even more. “Nelly,” I said softly, stepping a little closer, my hands raised in surrender. “You can trust me. I don’t know how to convince you of that, but I swear on Matty’s goddamn life, I didn’t do anything with Zoe. I would never⁠—”

Her hand rose between us like a fucking brick wall was being erected. “Don’t say that. Don’t tell me you’d never hurt me, or that I should just believe you, or that this is different. It’s exactly what he did. And you know what? It was all lies. All of it.”

“I’m not him,” I pleaded, my voice cracking from the frustration I couldn’t hold back. “I’ve never been him. It breaks my goddamn heart that he did that to you, that anyone could do that to you, and I’m so sorry that you had to go through that, but that’s not who I am.”

“I don’t know that,” she croaked. “How am I supposed to know that? How am I supposed to blindly believe that?”

“I can’t—” I cut myself off, dragging a hand down my face, exasperation boiling in my gut and under my skin. “I can’t fix any of this if you won’t let me. You’re putting roadblocks down again. You’re making me fight a ghost, baby, making me fight someone else’s mistakes, someone else’s lies. I’m not the one who did that to you.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she choked, pressing her palms into her eyes and smearing away the tears. “Even if you didn’t do it, it doesn’t mean that you won’t, that you can’t. It doesn’t mean I can just… I don’t know, shut off the fucking voice in my head telling me I’ll never be enough for you, for anyone, because of him. I feel like I’m going crazy, Seb, I don’t know what happened and what didn’t anymore. How am I supposed to believe you when I don’t even know how to believe myself?”

How am I supposed to love you when I don’t even know how to love myself?

The words hit me like a fucking freight train. I struggled for a moment to get my bearings, to remember that I was here, in my room, a five-year-old downstairs instead of a one-year-old, Nelly in front of me instead of Taryn. I knew she didn’t mean to say something so close to what Taryn had thrown at me before she left, but it still felt like whiplash, still felt like I was thrown back into the fucking River Styx and left to claw my way out again.

I swallowed down the weight of it, forcing myself to breathe, to push through it. I took another step toward her, shaky but steady-footed, and reached for her — but she flinched back.

“Don’t,” she said, her voice trembling, her fire and frustration burning out like embers. “I can’t do this right now. I… I need to go back to the guesthouse. Can you handle bedtime?”

“Nelly,” I begged, my voice barely above a whisper. “Please don’t walk away from this.”

But she was already turning, already stepping toward the door, already leaving me behind. “I saw what I did to you. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize until after I said it.”

“It’s okay, just stay⁠—”

She slipped from the room, the door clicking shut behind her, leaving me standing there with nothing but the fucking Band-Aid and peroxide-soaked cotton balls and the silence.

————

“What the fuck do I do?”

“I really don’t know why you’re asking me for advice after the shit you pulled today,” Luke huffed, his voice barely cutting through the background noise filtering in through the phone. He was at Smokey’s, and it was loud — our main rivals were playing tonight, and the bar was filled with Atlanta Fire fans hoping they’d lose and drop out of the playoffs. “Isn’t your sister a therapist? Why don’t you ask her?”

“I did,” I grunted, readjusting the icepack on my face as I stood in the kitchen, staring out the little window above the sink to the guesthouse that Carl the House Goalie guarded as if his non-existent life depended on it. “She just told me I needed to tell her exactly how I was feeling and it would somehow magically solve all my problems.”

“What kind of feelings? Anger? Irritation? Frustration?” Luke laughed.

“No, the nicer ones,” I sighed, a little chuckle breaking free. “I don’t know, man. I don’t want to say it, but you know what I mean.”

“Oooh, that one,” he teased. “I mean, you could do something big. Literally every woman I’ve been with loves some kind of big, heartfelt confession, you know? Maybe that would be enough to get her to calm down.”

“Something big?” I grunted, flinching as the bag of ice moved and poked me in the most bruised spot on my face. “Like what?”

“That’s for you to figure out, not me,” he laughed. “You know her better than I do. One girl I dated really liked flash mobs, like, to a weird degree, so I orchestrated one of those and she went wild for it. But Nelly doesn’t seem like a flash mob kind of person.”

“Nelly is absolutely not a flash mob person.”

“Then you’re on your own with this, Bluesy.”


Chapter 35



Nelly



Ihadn’t wanted to come tonight, but Matty had begged me to watch his dad play, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him no, not when it was one of the biggest games of the season, and he didn’t have school the next day.

There was no pre-skate today for the kids, so we showed up just before the game began. The Peach Arena buzzed with electric energy, the kind that made your body hum even if you weren’t a fan, from the moment we walked in. Fans decked out in jerseys and scarves waved signs and foam fingers from around us, their cheers already deafening even though the ice was empty save for Coach Casey and a few others. Matty perched beside me, his feet dangling from his seat, his body bouncing like he might just spontaneously combust if the game didn’t start soon.

“Daddy’s gonna win, I think,” he said, his wide eyes glimmering under the bright lights from above, fixed intently on the opening in the boards where they’d come through.

“We can definitely hope for that,” I said, forcing a bit of a smile as I pushed a stray wave of brown hair from his face. I’d worn Seb’s spare jersey, the one he’d given me before to wear to a game and the one I’d accidentally left in the drawer when I’d picked one out that night in his room. It felt wrong, repping him — especially when things were so tense between us.

We’d barely spoken since I’d walked out on him. I’d made myself physically sick thinking about the words I’d said, the parallels to what he’d told me Taryn had started believing. I wondered if she’d said something like that to him, wondered if I’d unintentionally cut him deep enough to leave a mark, and vomited up everything in my stomach at the idea of it.

I understood the saying now. Hurt people hurt people.

And maybe we were both guilty of that. But even if he’d done what I thought he had, he didn’t deserve to have that brought back up for him.

The players bursting onto the ice dragged me back to my surroundings, and the crowd around us in matching jerseys roared their approval. My chest clenched when I spotted Sebastian skating out, his movements fluid and confident despite the limp I’d seen him walking around with for days now.

“There he is!” Matty squealed, pointing down to the ice. “Hi, Daddy!”

Seb didn’t hear him, of course, not over the screaming crowd and the music blasting, but it didn’t matter. Matty was grinning so wide I was worried his face would split in two.

The sight of Seb was somehow both comforting and utterly unbearable. He looked so at home out there, so confident around his teammates, even though I knew Bryan was down there somewhere. He looked like this was where he needed to be.

“Did you know that Daddy is the best on the team?” Matty said, his little nose sticking straight up like a tiny hockey snob.

“He definitely is,” I chuckled.

Matty sat back as the announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers, introducing the Atlanta Fire and the away team — the Miami Sharks. The game started before I could even process what was happening, the puck dropping and immediately being fought over with brutal precision.

Seconds ticked by, then minutes, and I found myself gripping the edge of my seat just like Matty, drawn into the intensity far more than I’d ever been. Something about the crowd, the people, and the five-year-old beside me made this feel like so much more than the average game.

This one was important. This was a part of playoffs, and this one needed to be won.

Sebastian skated like his life depended on it, weaving between defenders, his focus unshakable. He was entirely in his element, shouting across the ice — it was almost impossible not to admire him for it. Even bogged down with the hurt and anger and regret I was carrying, I couldn’t deny the pull he had, and I couldn’t deny how much he dragged me in, even from up here.

The crowd erupted around us as a shot was blocked by the opposing goalie, the rebound bouncing out toward Sebastian. He snagged it, darting across the ice⁠—

“That’s it!” Matty shrieked, jumping from his seat the moment Seb slid across the ice. “His forward cross-over!”

I turned to look at him, my brows knitting in confusion. “The thing he was struggling with?”

Matty nodded ferociously, his eyes locked on Seb below, and I turned, watching as he spun a pass off to who I was almost positive was Luke, the two of them passing it between them until Seb rocketed it off toward a center, nearly missing, and⁠—

“GOAL!” Matty screamed, leaping up in excitement as the horn blared from above.

We’d scored, thanks to Seb’s assist. I clapped and hollered along with the crowd, caught in the infectious energy of everyone’s excitement. The part of me that felt heavy and conflicted over being here at all became smaller, tucking away neatly in the back of my mind.

The game continued, and I found myself relaxing, bit by bit, even when the other team scored and we sat in a tie. It was impossible to fight it with Matty’s excitement beside me and the never-ending happy shouts from around us, and for the first time in days, it didn’t feel like the hurt I was carrying was all I had. It felt like I could handle them. Like I could still enjoy things, enjoy people and nights like this, enjoy Seb, even with it raging inside of me at the level it was.

It felt like maybe I could make room to feel the way I felt and still be okay.


Chapter 36



Sebastian



The game paused after the first quarter, and I left the ice, panting and bleary-eyed as I popped my skate guards on. The referee was double-checking the replays of a score by the Sharks after Coach had raised an issue, and now we sat in limbo, waiting for a result.

Luke stayed on the ice and chatted with a couple of members of the opposing team, going over what we believed happened versus what they did, but I needed the quick break, needed a sip of water, needed to calm down after the explosive start I’d had.

Nelly was in the audience tonight. I wasn’t sure if I was so on my game because of that or despite it, but I’d proven myself already — I’d nailed every single forward cross-over and maximized my speed, pulling off the one pass I’d struggled with for months.

“Heard Luke say Nelly’s here.”

The cocky grin I found myself face to face with lit my veins with rage the moment I clocked him. We’d managed to avoid each other at practice, but I should have known I’d see him here tonight, should have prepped myself better, because dear God, I wanted to punch that smug expression off Bryan’s face again.

“Do us all a favor and don’t fumble the fucking game because of it, Bluesy,” he said, jutting his chin out at me and flaunting the busted lip I’d given him. My eye, at least, wasn’t swollen anymore — but the skin around it was still tender and bruised to high hell. Coach hadn’t asked any questions, but he’d absolutely eyed the two of us the day after.

I didn’t take the bait from Bryan this time. I was on an adrenaline high, anyway, and his words didn’t hit me the way they normally would. Nelly was safe and sound up in the crowd, and if I couldn’t locate her while on the ice, neither could he. “Pretty sure it was my assist that scored us the first goal,” I retorted, shooting him a grin. “Besides, Addaway, if we lose today, it’s on everyone. Not just me. We’re a team, remember?”

Coach shifted slightly beside me as he leaned onto the boards, his head turning just an inch in my direction. I couldn’t tell if he was aiming his ear at the two of us or his other at the men on the ice.

Bryan’s lip curled in disgust. “I’m not on your fucking team,” he snapped, leaning forward with his elbows resting on the tops of his thighs. “It’s every man for himself out there. And the moment Coach pulls you and puts me in, I’ll drag us tooth and fucking nail to victory.”

“Whatever—”

“Addaway,” Coach hissed, turning his head further until he was looking fully over his right shoulder. “Consider yourself benched for the rest of the game.”

Bryan pushed up from his position almost immediately, his feet steady on his guards. “What the fuck? Why? I’m supposed to play in the second half, Coach, you said it this morning.”

“That was before you copped that fucking attitude,” Coach said. He turned, leaning the left side of his body on the boards, and looked between the two of us. “Are you a child? Do I seriously have to tell you that there’s no I in team?”

“Don’t act like you don’t evaluate us all individually,” Bryan spat, pulling his hand and wrist guards off, his knuckles still bruised and torn from the single punch that he had landed during our fight.

“Of course I do. You all need help with specific things. And clearly, yours is your selfish point of view,” Coach said, his voice calm and level-headed as he watched him. “You’re benched. No fighting it. And after tonight, we’ll be reviewing your contract. Understand?”

Bryan’s head cocked to the side, that sneer deepening. “You wouldn’t.”

“I absolutely would,” Coach deadpanned. “There’s no room for that on the Atlanta Fire.”

Relief flooded me the moment Coach spoke those words. Bryan could be removed. Bryan likely would be removed, and that meant he’d be away from me, from Nelly, from Matty, from anyone close to me that he could so much as get his grubby fucking hands on — and it meant I could breathe.

And considering Bryan was already throwing a tantrum and pulling off his skates, I was pretty sure it meant he’d be leaving sooner rather than later tonight. And that, in turn, made me feel twenty times better about what I planned to do.


Chapter 37



Nelly



“Ididn’t know you liked Whoppers,” I said, my brow furrowing as I looked down at Matty after he’d loudly proclaimed his order to the man behind the concession stand: one juice box and a pack of Whoppers. “You didn’t get them at the last game.”

“The last game wasn’t playoffs,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“What do you mean? Why does that matter?”

“They’re a good luck treat!” he chirped, and I furrowed my brow, turning my attention from him and leaning over the counter. “Any chance I can check the allergens on the box?”

“Sure,” the man said, shrugging his lanky shoulder beneath the oversized Atlanta Fire jersey. He reached under the counter and pulled out a box, turning it over to the back before passing it to me.

I skimmed it, making absolutely sure that there weren’t peanuts in the ingredients, but I felt the stares from the people waiting behind me like daggers in my back. “All right, two packs of those, a juice box, and a Diet Coke.”

“Get another one for Daddy,” Matty added, pulling at my jersey insistently. “For after the game.”

“All right, all right,” I chuckled. “Sorry, three packs of Whoppers.”

“Anything else?” he asked, eying me warily as his hand hovered over the touch screen.

“No, that’s it.”

He didn’t say a word, but the total flashed up on the card reader in front of me, and I tapped Seb’s card before shoving it back into my wallet. I grabbed our snacks and our drinks, throwing them into the fabric backpack I’d brought with us, and hoisted Matty up onto my hip so I wouldn’t lose him in the crowd of people.

Intermission still had another ten minutes at least, and I was tempted to stay out of the inner area of the arena, my rear sore from sitting on the hard seats. I found a calmer spot a little away from the main doors and set Matty down, squatting down beside him as I fished out his juice box.

“Your Daddy said that tonight was important,” I said, watching as Matty fumbled a little with the straw before he managed to push it through the top. “But that they won’t be eliminated if they lose. I’m not quite sure how it⁠—”

“Nell.”

The word interrupted the string of chatter coming through the speakers above, and my ears perked up for half a second.

“Daddy?” Matty said, his head tipping back as he looked at the ceiling, his eyes locking on the speaker.

“I don’t think that was Daddy,” I chuckled. “They probably said something that sounds like my name. It means nothing⁠—”

“Nelly Moreno?”

Okay, nope, that was Seb, and he had absolutely said my name. Why the hell is he calling on me over the loudspeaker? Doesn’t he have his phone?

“I don’t… I don’t know where you’re sitting, baby, can you stand up?”

My eyes went wide as the realization set in that he was looking for me — and I wasn’t in there. Something must have happened. Adrenaline dumped into my system immediately, propelling me, forcing me to act. “Shit,” I breathed, wrapping an arm around Matty and hoisting him back up onto me.

“You’re not supposed to say that,” Matty giggled.

“Our little secret,” I shot back.

I pushed into the crowd again, aiming for the open doors, fighting for leverage in the slow-moving sea of people who didn’t seem to have a care in the world. But none of them were having their names called over the loudspeaker by the father of the child they were looking after, and none of them were wrapped up in complex feelings with said father.

“Goddammit, I can’t… I can’t see you.”

I managed to push through, and the moment I was through the bottleneck of the door, the space widened out and I was able to move quicker, easier, freer. Seb stood in the center of the ice, a couple of feet in front of the guys who had been chatting away about hockey facts. He clutched their microphone in his hand, his gaze scanning the crowd above.

“Daddy!” Matty squealed, his feet kicking on either side of my body as he sat heavily on my hip. But it was too loud, and we were too far, and there wasn’t a chance he’d hear Matty.

I pushed forward further, security blocking the front rows along the boards. “Seb!” I shouted.

His head whipped to his right, to me, his eyes wide as he took me in. He was still in his gear, but his helmet was off, his mouth guard out, and fuck, even covered neck to toe in padding and guards, even with his hair slick with sweat and his black eye, he looked like a dream.

“Hi,” I said, confusion setting in from his lack of panic. Why… why was he looking for me? Is this not an emergency?

“Hi,” he said, the mic a little too close to his mouth. The word boomed over the speakers. “I needed to say something to you, and you might think I’m insane or that this is cringe, but I don’t care.”

I readjusted Matty on my hip, my stomach sinking and twisting. There were two obvious ways this could go — either he was batshit crazy and about to profess that he was in love with me, or he was going to break it off with me in the most spectacular, history-book-making way possible. My hands trembled at the idea of either of those options, and I tried to hide them by holding Matty.

“Nelly, I… I know that nothing has, well, been easy for you for a while. And I’m sorry for any bit of that I’ve had a hand in,” he said, the words a little shaky, a little breathy. “The years haven’t been easy for me either — at least, not until you came into my life.”

Seb’s voice echoed through the arena, hushing the crowd to alarming levels save for a few murmurs and scattered whispers. I tried to tune them out, tried to focus entirely on him. I still couldn’t tell where this was going, and I was thankful I hadn’t eaten dinner or touched the box of Whoppers. They’d absolutely be making a horrific return to the surface if I had.

“I wasn’t expecting it. Any of it,” he continued, shifting slightly on his skates. His free hand curled into a fist, his knuckles white as if he were holding on for dear life, and across the rink, a thud rang out as Luke practically slammed into the boards, his eyes wide as he watched Seb. “I was just trying to figure out how to be a good dad and a good player, how to make it all work without screwing one or both up completely. And then you appeared out of thin air. You saw me, Nell, really saw me, even when I struggled to see myself.”

Matty, completely oblivious to the weight of wherever his father was going with this, tugged at the collar of my jersey. “Why is Daddy on the speakers?”

I swallowed, smoothing my hand over the top of his mop of brown waves. “Shh.”

Seb caught the movement, his eyes flicking briefly to Matty before settling back on me. “You haven’t just made my life better. You’ve fixed so many things I didn’t realize were broken, you’ve filled a hole I was trying to ignore. You’re here, tonight, cheering me on when I know damn well that was hard for you. You care about my son like he’s your own, and that’s—” He paused, his voice cracking slightly. He covered his mouth with the back of his hand, his nasal exhale going straight into the mic. “That’s something I’ll never be able to thank you enough for.”

My breath hitched, and I tightened my grip on Matty, tucking my lower lip between my teeth. If he was breaking this off with me, I was going to fucking kill him, but something in my head screamed that he wasn’t, that I’d been right with my first thought.

“I know you’re struggling with this,” he continued, pulling his hand away and repositioning the mic. “And if you decide that you can’t deal with this, that this is too much, that you can’t trust me, I’ll understand. I’ll take that, baby. It’ll fu—It’ll hurt, but I will figure out a way to push on.”

The arena buzzed faintly with whispers and mumbles, but they barely registered. The backs of my eyes burned, and my vision blurred as his words sank in, wormed their way into my chest, and cracked it.

“Nelly,” Matty whispered, pulling again on the fabric around my throat.

Seb took a shaky breath into the microphone. “But I love you,” he said, his voice clear and almost steady. “I love you, Nell, not just for what you’ve done for me, for Matty, but for who you are. For the way you fight me on what’s best for him, the way you care, the way you make everything… better, just by being there. For your inconveniently timed references, for staying up with me until one in the morning watching the same episode of Survivor I’ve seen ten thousand times before, for the way you forgot to ask for your days off because taking care of Matty seemed to come as second nature for you.”

His hand shook, and he tilted his head up, his skates moving forward a few feet. The lump in my throat was too big to swallow, and I didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what to say, locked in the strongest freeze response of my goddamn life. Even Matty had gone still.

“I love you for all the progress you’ve made after what you went through,” he said, his voice trembling as he came to a stop just a foot from the boards. “And I know this doesn’t fix anything, baby, but I just needed you to know. You’re it for me. I don’t want anyone else. And if there’s even a tiny piece of you that feels the same, that wants to fight for this, just… just know I’ll happily spend the rest of my goddamn life proving to you that you can trust me.”

I needed to move, needed to do something, but I was locked in fucking place, locked behind everything I wanted to say and the overwhelming urge to run. But I didn’t want to run. I didn’t want to run away from this, even if he was absolutely right — I did think he was insane for this. But in the most ridiculous, best way possible.

His hand reached the board, and he gripped it, the wood nearly splitting beneath his fingertips. His hand holding the mic came down, only five or so feet between us and two security guards. “Please say something,” he said, his voice breaking as his lower lip worried. He didn’t announce it for everyone to hear this time. Just those within earshot of him. “I can’t… I can’t lose you, Nell. Not like this. Please.”

Matty twisted slightly in my arms. “Nelly, you have to talk.”

The words jarred me enough to break through, pulling me out of the almost unbreakable haze I’d found myself in. Seb watched me, his mouth parted, his eyes focused wholly on me, his dark curls flattened to his head. Behind him, on the other end of the rink where Luke watched with bated breath, a woman with auburn hair and an Atlanta Fire jersey on stood beside Luke and Coach Casey, her hand flat on her chest and a smile on her face as she watched Seb.

I’d been wrong.

I must have been wrong.

“Seb,” I breathed, pushing forward an inch before security stepped in my way. They blocked my path entirely, and even with Matty reaching out and pushing against their arms, they didn’t budge. “Let me through!”

Seb’s voice came back through the loudspeaker this time. “She’s obviously with me, you fucking idiots. Let her pass.”

Matty’s eyes went wide.

“Don’t repeat what he said,” I said quickly, and Matty nodded.

The two men huffed their annoyance and parted just enough to let me through, and I scrambled, nearly tripping over the step down to the front row as I pushed myself toward the closed gate he leaned against.

I didn’t waste a single second panicking. I didn’t throw away what was in front of me.

The moment I was close enough to touch him, I reached a hand out, tucking it against the side of his neck and pulling him to me.

He kissed me.

It was raw but restrained, the positioning difficult as he practically leaned half his body over the board, but he didn’t let it stop him from channeling every bit of what he’d said into it. His hands cupped my cheeks, the shaking of them so much more obvious now, and even as Matty giggled and made fake gagging noises, he didn’t stop. Even as the crowd came back to life and hesitantly cheered, he didn’t stop. He kissed me, and he kissed me, and he kissed me, and all I could think about was how stupid I’d been, how headstrong and angry and confused because of myself. I’d put him through hell because of me.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked the moment he gave me room to breathe. “I should have believed you. I never… I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“I know you didn’t,” he muttered.

“I-I love you,” I stammered, tightening my grip on Matty as his hips began to slide.

His lips tugged up at the corner, his eyes locked entirely on mine. “You mean that?”

I huffed out a choked chuckle. “I mean it.”

His mouth trembled, but he pulled me to him again, pressing a brief kiss against my lips. “Thank God for that,” he mumbled.

“Daddy, I’m right here,” Matty groaned, his finger poking Seb in the cheek.

Seb laughed, his forehead falling to mine for the briefest seconds before he turned to look at his son. “Hey, bud,” he said, wrapping his hand around the side of Matty’s head and pulling him toward him, his mouth meeting Matty’s temple. “Sorry for swearing.”

“You said the worst word!” Matty giggled.

“Shh,” Seb hushed him. “I’ve got to go before Coach screams at me.”

“No,” Matty whined.

“It’s okay,” I insisted, wiping the underside of my eyes with my palm. “We can see Daddy after he wins, okay?”

Matty pouted as I took a step back, but Seb’s grin didn’t dare fade, not for a second, as he pushed back off the boards, skating backward for a few feet. Bye, he mouthed, and then he was turning, taking off toward the other side of the rink and throwing the microphone back to the wildly confused men standing in the center.


Chapter 38



Sebastian



Icould breathe.

Even through the exhaustion creeping into my bones as I sped across the ice, the puck beneath my stick, and five men in front of me trying to take it, I could breathe.

For the first time in weeks, my chest wasn’t heavy and bogged down with doubts or regrets. My legs burned, my knee screamed, and my lungs ached, but I was alive, every nerve alight with intent and purpose.

The puck hugged the bottom of my stick, the vibrations of its contact buzzing up my arm as I pushed, and pushed, and pushed forward. A defender closed in, his shadow looming in my peripheral, but I pivoted, cutting sharply to the right as I nailed another forward cross-over. He lunged, his body swiping air where I’d been a second before.

The roar of the crowd surged as I streaked down the ice, my linemates flanking me. Somewhere behind me and off to my left, Luke was shouting something, something I couldn’t make out over the chaos, something panicked.

But my focus tunneled. Everything zeroed in on the puck, the goal, and the clock. Fifteen seconds left.

I darted past another defender, their stick clashing against mine when they tried for a steal, but my grip tightened, my muscles straining as I pulled the puck free and kept moving. Ahead, the goalie loomed, crouched low, his gaze locked on me through the guard on his helmet.

Ten seconds.

My body buzzed with adrenaline, but God, it wasn’t just that — it was her. Knowing she was there, watching me, cheering me on. Knowing she loved me. The weight of that word wrapped around me like fucking armor, steadying me, grounding me, driving me forward.

“Nine seconds!” someone screamed.

Thinking on my feet, I faked a pass, flicking the puck to the opposite side of my stick into a backhand and weaving through the last defender. The net was clear — the goalie had shifted just slightly to follow my bluff.

Seven seconds.

I pulled back, the blade of my stick brushing against the puck.

Five seconds.

Time seemed to slow around me, and I took the fucking shot. The puck soared, cutting through the air, spinning end on end toward the net.

Four.

Three.

The red light flashed. The horn blew. The clock hit the final second. We won.

For a moment, the arena froze, no one daring to break it.

And then… chaos.

I was swarmed. My teammates came up around me, piling me in, shouting, grabbing me, their sticks slamming against the ice in a hollered celebration. I barely registered any of it — instead, my mind replayed the shot, the moment it hit the back of the net. But around it, overwhelming it, it replayed Nelly’s face, the way she’d looked at me with her eyes damp and her features soft when she’d said I love you.

The roar of the crowd was almost deafening, but through it, I could hear Matty’s shrieks of excitement. I turned, scanning, there — against the boards, beside Coach, his arms wrapped tightly around Coach’s neck as he held him on his back. And next to Coach, Nelly stood there, her hands covering her mouth, her smile hidden but wide as could be from the way it pushed her eyes up.

She was here. Right there. She’d seen it.

For the first time in far, far too long, I felt whole.

I pushed through the crowd of my teammates and skated up to the exit, my knee finally giving up and forcing me to move in a lopsided way. I didn’t bother trying to find my skate guards as I stepped off the ice. Fuck it if I chipped the blade. I’d buy new ones.

I spat out my mouthguard and pulled at the latch on my helmet, freeing it in seconds. I pulled my gloves from my hands, and dropped it all somewhere in the short distance I had to cross.

She was there, her body turning toward me, her eyes wet with what I assumed, this time, were happy tears — and relief, adrenaline, and overwhelming adoration drove me to her. I scooped her up the second I was close enough, one arm around her waist and the other grasping the back of her head.

I love you.

Her arms gripped me around my neck, nearly coming up on either side of my head from my shoulder pads, and all I could do was dig my fingers into her body, squeeze the ever-living daylights out of her, and wish I didn’t have all this goddamn padding between our chests so I could actually feel the heat of her against me.

“You did it!” she grinned, pulling back just enough to look down at me from how high I held her. “You fucking did it, Seb!”

The sound of her voice was better than the horn, better than the cheers, better than anything I’d heard in my entire goddamn life. “Marry me.”

The words tumbled out before my brain could catch up with my mouth, raw and unfiltered.

My cheeks burned as the realization hit me. Her eyes widened as the words sank in for her, too, and I quickly tried to backpedal, letting out a sheepish chuckle. “I, uh… ignore that. It’s the rush, the high, you know⁠—”

“What?” she interrupted, her voice nearly drowned out by the chaos around us.

I blinked at her, lowering her slightly but keeping her flush with my body. “I’m sorry, that’s… that’s crazy,” I rambled, dropping my forehead to hers as her feet touched the ground. “I’m just—fuck, it’s just adrenaline, don’t freak out.”

“I’m not, I…” Her voice wavered, but her arms stayed tight around me, grounding me. Her hand slid into the damp mess of hair at the back of my head, fingers curling like she was anchoring herself to me. “It’s too soon for that, surely?”

“Probably.” My breath came in short, quick bursts as I met her gaze, too close to focus. “Almost definitely.”

Her cheeks darkened to the deepest shade of red I’d seen them go, a shade I wanted to memorize, wanted to burn into my brain forever. Her lips parted, her eyes darting between mine, and when she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper — but it cut through the noise like a fucking siren. “But were you serious?”

I froze. Her question knocked the wind out of me more than any fall on the ice ever had, and my pulse thundered in my ears as I forced myself to lift my head, to meet her gaze properly. The laugh that pulled from me was shaky, nervous, and fuck, what was I doing? “That, uh, depends on what your answer would have been.”

Her lips twitched upward, and for a heartbeat, I could have sworn the rest of the world melted away. “Will you think I’m crazy if I would have said yes?”

The air in my lungs vanished, replaced by a hectic pounding so intense it felt like my chest might burst. “Only as crazy as I am for asking.”


Chapter 39



Nelly



“See,” Matty said, his hands on his hips as he stood in front of the fridge. He stared straight ahead, inspecting the drawing he made that first week I was here. “I knew it from day one.”

“Knew what?” Seb asked, raising a single brow at his son as he shoved the last bit of a banana in his mouth. He leaned against the kitchen counter, his plain white shirt tugging around his muscles and his joggers hanging low on his waist.

I stood behind Matty, my arms crossed, inspecting the image right alongside him. I had no idea what he was referencing.

“That we were going to be a family,” he said as if it was blatantly obvious. “Me, Daddy, Nelly, and Carl the House Goalie.”

Seb snorted with his mouthful of banana, pushing off the counter immediately and crossing the kitchen. He came up behind me, his arms wrapping around my waist, and I could hear the swallow as he forced the banana to go down his throat. “You know, bud, I did get you better crayons. You could draw a new one, maybe one where Nell is the right color and she isn’t so far away.”

I covered my mouth to hide the laughter I couldn’t quite keep down.

“No, I like this one,” Matty grinned, his head turning over his shoulder to look up at us.

Seb’s hand found mine, his fingers playing with the ring on my left hand. “Did you think, when you agreed to this, that our first family portrait would be in crayon?” he asked me, his lips pressing a quick, banana-scented kiss against my cheek. “Because I certainly didn’t.”

“Honestly, it’s the best we could have hoped for. And it was free,” I chuckled. “That’s a steal, if you ask me. A Matthew Blue original in this very house. They say he predicts the future with his drawings, you know.”

Matty giggled and spun around, one hand up with a pointed finger and the other on his hip. “I do predict the future,” he said matter-of-factly, pointing that very same finger to the other one I’d hung recently, the stick figure he’d crafted after seeing an older man walking a dog out the front window. “And I predict we’re getting a dog.”

“A dog?” Seb balked, lifting himself a little higher and resting his chin on top of my head.

Matty nodded, his face completely serious. “A dog, Daddy.”

“And why do we need a dog?” Seb huffed out a chuckle as he squeezed me just a little tighter.

“To make our family complete!”

Complete. I swallowed at the uncomfortableness of that, of the finality of that. I hadn’t given much thought to whether or not I actually wanted children of my own — I’d planned on IVF for Morris’ sake because he’d always wanted kids. And I was good with them, clearly, but I hadn’t ever given myself the space to consider what I wanted.

I loved Matty. Was that enough?

Seb’s head moved, his mouth coming to my ear. “Complete doesn’t have to mean anything,” he whispered, almost as if he’d read my goddamn mind. He knew where my thoughts went far too well. “You’re enough as you are. But if you want more, we can make that happen.”

I locked my fingers with his. “I need to think about that,” I breathed.

He pressed a kiss to my temple and lifted his head again. “What kind of dog do you want, Matty?”

“Any!” he squeaked, turning back to inspect his work a little harder. “But maybe not a weiner dog. Those are weird.”

I twisted in Seb’s arms, looking up at him over my shoulder. “You’re happy to get a dog?”

“I do like dogs, you know,” he chuckled. “And besides, Matty will never shut up about it if I say no, and lord knows you’ll fight for it, too.”


Chapter 40



Sebastian



There was only one shelter in town that I knew the location of, and it was the only place I could think to go.

Matty practically skipped across the parking lot, his body so full of excitement from the moment I’d told him we were going to look at dogs today. I clutched Nelly’s hand in mine as we followed behind him, her left in my right, and I lifted it, watching as the light glinted off the diamond in the afternoon sun.

“I told you it was far too expensive,” she mumbled.

“Nope. It’s perfect. And you don’t even know how much it cost,” I chuckled, pressing a kiss to the back of her hand. “How do you know I didn’t drop, like, a hundred dollars on it? It could be fake, you know.”

Her mouth popped open as her brows furrowed. “You did not give me a fake ring, did you?”

“Of course not,” I smirked. “At least, I hope not. I’d need to get my lawyer to fight for my twenty-one grand back.”

Her face paled immediately, her brows softening and raising as her eyes went wide. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

“Oh, come on, Nell,” I laughed, turning as we walked and stepping backward, my knee nearly buckling. “You honestly think I’d want my fiancée out and about wearing something worth twenty-one grand?”

I could have sworn I saw her eye twitch. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“All right, you got me, it was thirty-five,” I said, shooting her a wink as I spun back around, spotting Matty up at the doors in half a second. “Or was it forty-five…?”

Her eyes went impossibly wider. “Sebastian!” she huffed, smacking my arm with the back of her free hand. “You’d better be joking. Forty-five grand? That’s… are you insane?”

I couldn’t bite back the cackle rising from my throat, the sound echoing through the parking lot as we neared the doors. “Relax, Nell. It’s insured. Worst case, you misplace it, and I have an excuse to propose to you all over again with a new one.”

She groaned, but I caught the faintest twitch of her lips, her body betraying her and showing the smile she was trying to hide. “You’d better hope I never find out the real number because I will lose it,” she mumbled, her fingers squeezing around mine.

“Lose it, or lose the ring?” I teased.

Matty pushed the door open excitedly, and I reached out my hand, catching it and holding it open for both of them before slipping in behind them. Nelly’s only response was an exaggerated eye roll and the ghost of a grin.

“Seb? Nell?”

Luke’s gaze met mine across the lobby, his confused expression trained on me as he paused with his hands around either top of a broom or a mop.

“What the fuck are you guys doing here?”

“Luke, language,” Nelly hissed, a chuckle coming at the tail end of it as she hoisted Matty up in her arms.

“Oh, shit, sorry — I mean, sorry,” he laughed. “Don’t say those things, squirt.”

Matty grinned, the stretch of it almost comical as it almost reached from ear to ear. “I know!” he said. “We’re getting a dog!”

Luke’s brows shot straight up on his forehead. “You’re getting a dog?” he repeated, putting down the mop-broom and walking up to the opposite side of the counter. “You mean you didn’t come here just to see me?”

Matty shook his head ferociously. “Nope.”

Luke had mentioned a handful of times that he spent his weekends volunteering here when he had the time, and considering we had a weekend free from practice, I’d made the correct assumption that this was the place to find him — and he was the perfect person to help us pick out the ideal dog for Matty.

“Well, you’re in luck then, 'cause we just got a few puppies in yesterday,” Luke grinned. “They’re about ten weeks. All vaccinated and ready to go. They’ll need to be spayed and neutered, of course, though.”

Matty squirmed in Nelly’s arms, his excitement too much for his small body to handle. “Can I play with them?”

“Of course!” Luke chirped, slipping out from behind the counter.

————

“So, we don’t know their exact breed, but we think they’re either labs crossed with golden retrievers or just slightly longer-coated labs,” Luke said, leaning back on the door to the extra-large kennel they kept the litter of puppies in.

Matty lay flat on the floor, surrounded and swarmed and covered in five golden-colored pups, all wagging their tails and licking him head to toe. His laughter was infectious, all giggles and shrieks and giddiness.

“Daddy! Look!”

“I’m looking!” I insisted, chuckling along with him.

“Those are both good with kids, right?” Nelly asked, her gaze flicking between Luke and the pile of puppies on Matty.

“Oh, absolutely,” Luke grinned. “Labs are, like, the most popular family dog. And golden retrievers are close behind. So whatever they are, they’ll be great. And if they’re neither…” Luke watched as one of the puppies sat directly on Matty’s chest. “Well, they’re certainly well-socialized, so it shouldn’t matter too much. They seem pretty bomb-proof.”

“How old are they?” I asked.

“I want this one!” Matty exclaimed, his hands cupping the head of the one that was sitting on him.

Luke’s head lolled from side to side. “Somewhere between eight and ten weeks. Hard to be super certain when we don’t know where the mom is.”

Matty gasped, sitting up straight and letting the puppy slide down into his lap. “Where's your mommy?” he said, his eyes wide in wonder as he looked down at the slobbery little guy in his lap. “You can have Nell too!”

Oooh. I wasn’t expecting that to hit me right in the goddamn heart.

I swallowed past the ache in my throat and turned to Luke, trying not to overthink Luke’s expression — he’d clearly caught that, too. “We’ll take that one, then.”

————

We’d carried the still-unnamed puppy out to the car. Matty was already buzzing about being able to walk her.

Luke had sold us everything we needed — food, toys, a collar, a leash, treats, pee pads just in case she panicked in the car, and a bed. But I knew I’d be ordering even more the moment we got home.

“Clara?” Matty suggested from the backseat, his hand flat on the puppy’s back as she settled into the seat beside him. We’d collared her up so she couldn’t get very far if she tried. “Or maybe Missy. Or Meg!”

“I like Meg,” Nell said. “But we can name her whatever you want to name her.”

“Meg’s definitely a winner,” I nodded. “What else?”

He rattled off name after name as I drove, my hand locked in Nelly’s. I couldn’t deny that I was genuinely excited to have a dog around — I hadn’t had one since I was a kid, well before we had Otto the cat. I’d wanted one with Taryn, but she was allergic, and that idea had been scrapped before it could even hit the table. Thankfully, Matty wasn’t, and neither was Nelly.

“I think you’re right,” Matty said as we pulled into the neighborhood. “Meg is the best one.”

Nelly grinned as she looked at me, waiting for me to reply to him this time.

“Then her name is Meg,” I said, shooting Matty a smile in the rearview mirror.

“It’s perfect,” Matty cooed, his hand petting Meg’s head gently as I turned the car into the driveway. “Now we just need a cat!”

I slammed the brakes a little too roughly.

THE END

What to read next? You’ll love Accidental Vegas Vows, all the adorable hotness of a silver fox single dad, available on Amazon. Read now!

Check out the first chapters on the next page…
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Under the intoxicating spell of Sin City, I've never wanted a man so desperately.

He's my scorching hot boss, old enough to be my father.

Problem is - I'm saving myself for marriage…

So what do I do? I accidentally marry him.

That night, he took me to heights of earth-shattering pleasure I never imagined.

But as the champagne buzz fades, we're hit with the gut-wrenching realization of our epic mistake.

Two opposites with no future, right?

So I thought. 

A five-year-old boy is left on his doorstep.

How can I say no to the rookie single dad when he asks me for help?

And suddenly, I'm playing house with my, uh, husband.

But as I feel our baby growing inside me…

A startling thought strikes me.

Could this accidental family be the start of a love story neither of us saw coming?

[image: ]


Chapter One

Olivia

Icould barely hear the roar of applause or the words spilling from the wiry man’s mouth over the incessant, unending thumping of my heartbeat.

There were eighteen of us left — interns, all of us, straddling our seats as though they would somehow ground us.

One more would be chosen to give their presentation.

And I needed it to be me.

Dear God, I needed it. Needed the attention of the higher-ups, needed the security of a full-time job out the other end of this in three months. And the only way to get that was to be noticed. But the chaos of the room, filled to the brim with clients, employees, management, and board members of Blackwood Energy Solutions, was making my anxiety almost too much to bear.

I swallowed down my fear as the intern at the podium stepped down.

To my right, a girl I’d only seen in passing a handful of times crossed her fingers in her lap beneath her binder. The lanyard around her neck clipped into her dangling ID card. Kelsey Somers. I’d heard about her, heard of her determination and loudness, and for what might have been the first time in my life, I actively wished for someone else’s demise. However badly she needed to be chosen, I needed it more.

My stomach churned. Okay, Liv. Maybe don’t wish for others to fail.

Sound slowly filtered back in, and in the now deafeningly silent room, the heavy steps by the podium boomed and echoed against all four walls. Last chance.

Turning my attention to the sound, though, might have just been the worst thing I could have done.

The large, hulking frame of a man who stepped up to the podium wasn’t the same as the one who had been presenting in between interns — no, this was someone new, but someone I recognized, someone who even from here took up far too much space and demanded attention.

Damien Blackwood.

Oh my God, I’m going to be sick. The CEO of the company, the owner, was up on the stage, staring straight into the group of interns. My pulse hammered again, blocking out the noise.

He was far, far too attractive in person.

His height struck me first. It was something I hadn’t been able to glean from the staged photographs in the lobby, but here, in full fucking color, it was obvious — he must have been somewhere between six foot and six foot four. His hair, meticulously styled with little black and gray strands hanging beside his face, was the only true indicator of his age: forty-five, according to Forbes in their January issue. A playboy by nature, according to the tabloids, and the likelihood of him even giving someone like me the time of day was unheard of.

He was far too sexy to be running a company. His face should have been plastered on billboards, projected in movie theaters, or printed by fashion houses. But even with all of that, it wasn’t the wrinkles beside his eyes, the close-cut facial hair, or the shocking blue of his irises that grabbed my attention.

I was far too focused on his hands.

One large, ring-laden hand wrapped around the microphone and for a fleeting moment, I forgot entirely about my project, about my pitch, about everyone else in the room. The light glinted off the watch on his wrist and my breath caught, but not out of fear, not because my mouth had gone dry and my throat was closing in. Instead, my mind drifted far too close to the sun, imagining the way that same hand would look around my wrist, the way it would curve around the swell of my breast, the way two fingers would disappear inside of my⁠—

The eruption of applause yanked me back down to reality so harshly I almost forgot to breathe.

Kelsey stood up beside me, beaming as if the world was her Goddamn oyster, and clutched her binder to her chest. Did I miss something?

“Excuse me,” she said, her knees practically bumping mine as a request to move past.

The others around me clapped with tight lips as I shifted in my seat to allow her through. I joined them almost robotically, the reality of the situation slowly sinking in, forcing bile up my throat to make room for the rocks that filled my stomach.

I wasn’t picked.

I wasn’t fucking picked.

My breathing picked up as I watched her climb the stairs. Mr. Blackwood reached out a hand for her and she took it gleefully, her fingers so small as they rested gently in his palm for leverage in her heels. Her black hair, curled and tucked behind her ears, bounced as she approached the podium.

But I didn’t hear the echoing sound of her nails tapping against the microphone, didn’t hear the laughter from the crowd when she asked, “Is this thing on?”

Instead, two words pinged around inside of my mind, filling the space, doubling, tripling, quadrupling until the words blurred and became meaningless as they seeped into my bones, becoming me, entangling themselves with me.

I failed.

————

I couldn’t get out of my head.

I made a break for it the moment the meeting ended, choosing to pour myself back into work instead of hanging around, mingling, and chatting idly with everyone else. At least if I could work on my project and perfect it, I could leave Blackwood knowing I’d given it every Goddamn shot I had in me.

Staring at my feet to keep myself from making eye contact with anyone who might want to talk to me, I slipped inside the elevator, my shoes crossing over the metal threshold just as the doors slid shut behind me.

Across from me, a larger pair of shoes lingered, polished to a shine, fine leather and tapered slacks⁠—

Oh, fuck.

I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye as I checked which floor we were on, jamming my finger into the button of the next closest one up, but the light flickered, flashed, and I pressed it again. It didn’t even light up at all.

“You’re one of the interns, right?”

The elevator came to a screeching halt and so did I.

Frozen, unmoving, with my finger jammed into the button for floor eight, all I could do was try to breathe. Why aren’t we moving? Why aren’t the doors opening?

“What the…?”

Turning my head to glance over my shoulder, I stared directly at the center of Damien Blackwood’s chest.

I wasn’t brave enough to look any further north—or south, really—but even that was a mistake.

The way his suit clung to him… tailored perfectly to fit the obvious muscles in his arms, his shirt puckering just slightly over what I could only assume were the ripples of abdominal strength in his core.

And his cologne.

It permeated the space the longer we lingered, with hints of rum, almonds, and vanilla invading my nostrils and making my head spin.

Fuck, it smelled heavenly.

The lights flickered above my head, and I made another mistake and looked up at them, my gaze dragging right across his chiseled, hair-speckled jaw and the high ridges of his cheekbones.

Every beat of my heart seemed to amplify behind my eardrums as the lights went out.

“Power must be out,” Damien mumbled, and a second later, two white emergency lights lit the small metal cube.

“Ironic,” I gulped. His piercing blue stare burned into me as I finally dropped my gaze to his, every part of myself heating. “Cause of the… y’know, the solar panels.”

Ignoring me completely, his hand slid down his jacket, tendons flexing and two platinum rings catching the light just as his fingers dipped into the pocket. One singular brow rose when I caught his gaze again, and just as quickly as it had appeared, it slipped from his features as he typed furiously at his phone.

The walls were too Goddamn close.

Every surface reflected the two of us standing as far apart as we possibly could in the cramped space. Endless realities, endless mirrors, and no matter what, in every single one, he hadn’t picked me today.

My throat went dry.

“They’re getting the power back on,” Damien said, his voice filling and replacing every cubic inch of air. It was rougher than before, a little hoarse, a little angry. “It’ll be a few minutes.”

I nodded and leaned back against the cool glass of the mirrored wall, letting my head fall against it. “Okay.”

The quiet descended, nothing but our heavy breathing and the occasional clunk from outside of the elevator.

I tried not to look at him, but the only direction that didn’t reflect him a million times was down, and even then I could still see his pristinely polished shoes. I was almost positive his reflection beamed from those, too.

But the silence, the stress, the anger — it was bearing down like gravity, pushing into my shoulders, my head, my bones. I hadn’t been picked. Someone, likely him, had read through my proposal and didn’t think it was worthy of being spoken aloud or presented to the board. I clutched the binder closer to my chest, trying to take a deep breath in, but all I got was that damn cologne and the faint scent of what I could only imagine was shoe polish⁠—

“Why wasn’t I picked?”

My stomach sank the moment I realized I’d said the words out loud.

Somehow, the silence became thicker, heavier, and I winced as another clang came from somewhere above the elevator box. His jaw tightened, the muscles below his ear sticking out just a hair further.

“I’m sorry—” I said.

“Which one was your proposal?”

The softness of the words caught me off guard.

I clutched my binder tighter, my heart pounding behind my ribs, and tried to focus. Why the fuck did I even bring it up? “Uh, mine’s the…” My words trailed off as one hand, rings glinting, reached for my binder.

“Let me see it,” he said, his voice like gravel.

His brows knitted as his fingers slipped over the top of the binder, the tips of them ghosting against the top buttons of my blouse and making both my breath and the black fabric catch.

I relinquished my binder before he could demand it and loosened my grip on the one thing I’d worked the hardest on since university, watching mindlessly as he pulled it from my chest and flipped it open.

“It’s the water purification one,” I breathed.

He glanced at me briefly with a smirk and then skimmed the first page. Why was he smirking?

“You say that as if I should already know,” he said, tucking one finger beneath the paper and using it to flip it over the rings of the binder effortlessly.

What the fuck does that mean? “Were you not in charge of choosing who got to present?”

The question hung in the air as he read over my proposal. I watched him like a hawk, taking stock of every shift of his features, every time his brows rose or his nostrils flared. He flipped the page and flipped again, shifting on his feet, studying the words I’d worked so fucking hard on.

I didn’t know what to say to him, didn’t know if I was allowed to say anything at all. But when I’d finally worked up the courage to ask for my binder back after the fourth and fifth clang of the elevator from above us, he spoke before my words could breach my teeth.

“Is this true?”

I blinked. “Is what⁠—”

He flipped the binder in his hands and held it out toward me, one platinum ring glinting as he pointed his forefinger at a single sentence I’d written. The research team at the Korea Institute of Science and Technology (KIST) and Myongji University have created a membranous fabric capable of filtering water while simultaneously using the current to produce electricity.

I followed the length of his finger up, my eyes raking over the tanned skin of the back of his hand and the antique-looking wristwatch, up his suit jacket sleeve, and oh God, he was closer now, towering over me⁠—

“Is that true?” he asked again.

I nodded, but fuck, my head was spinning. “Yeah. The filter is dense enough to filter out everything from microplastics to heavy metal particles,” I explained, swallowing whatever saliva I could accumulate in my mouth to soothe my raw throat. “Purchasing that technology could be business-changing.”

“Yeah. It absolutely could,” he mumbled, pulling the binder back toward him. “Do you know if they’re offering up their rights to it?”

Blue eyes met mine again, softer almost, and from this close, I could see his age clearer.

The crows’ feet on either side of his eyes, the faint crease between his brows, the lines of his forehead. What I’d thought was completely black stubble showed hints of gray just like his hair, and the longer I looked, the more it seemed almost taboo to have thought the things that had gone through my head back in the presentation room.

He was almost twice my age.

Forty-five to my twenty-four.

But that didn’t stop those images from flashing through my mind again.

“Olivia.”

One word, one singular word, my name. The way he said it sounded as sweet as honey and just as viscous and thick. I imagined it slipping from his lips over and over as they trailed my bare skin, over my collarbones and further across the swell of my breast, another mumble seeping out as they latched on to my nipple⁠—

“You know my name?” I breathed, reality crashing back in like a screeching banshee.

He blinked at me once before tapping the front of the binder. Olivia Martin, it said in big, bold letters. “You’re also wearing your name tag.”

I gulped. “Right. Yes, they’re considering selling the tech.”

The elevator shifted as the lights flickered back to life, replacing the bright white emergency ones. For a fleeting, ill-timed second, I almost resented them, resented what it meant.

“I’d like to take a closer look at this, if you don’t mind,” he said, shutting the binder with one hand and tucking it under his arm. The box we stood in moved again, shifting, until it slowly resumed its rise one inch at a time.

“Uh, yeah, sure,” I mumbled.

Two seconds later a ding rang out through the small space, announcing our arrival at the closest floor. So it had registered my button pressing. The doors opened and he took a single step, his cologne swarming me from the proximity, but quicker than I could register, his eyes met mine in a flash of blue as he paused.

God, he was too damn tall.

“I didn’t choose who got picked,” he said.

I was right.

“I would have chosen you.”

Words failed me as he stepped across the threshold of the elevator and exited on floor fourteen — Human Resources and Bookkeeping. The doors shut behind him, leaving me alone in the small reflective box with my racing, debaucherous mind and pounding pulse.

But faced with my reflection in the doors and no binder to cover myself, I couldn’t keep my eyes from wandering to my chest where more buttons than I’d intended had been left open.

Three, to be exact.

Enough to see the entirety of my cleavage and the edges of my bra.

Holy fuck!

My cheeks heated as I realized it must have popped open when his fingers had caught on it.

Oh my fucking God.

He saw everything.

Chapter Two

Damien

The view overlooking San Francisco from my office on the top floor of Blackwood Energy Solutions was barely enough to keep my thoughts from wandering back to the elevator and back to that encounter with her.

From up here, the cars crossing the Bay Bridge looked miniature, and the people on the streets looked like ants — but that wasn’t what I focused on. I took in Alcatraz, Treasure Island, and even the Golden Gate Bridge from the floor-to-ceiling windows that wrapped around two-thirds of my office. I stared, imagining the lives of every single person in each location, wondering if any of them were locals or simply passing through. Were they going home after a long day at the office? Were they heading back to their suburban two-story to take out their garbage and mow their lawns?

But even that, even placing myself into the shoes of the people who were literally beneath me, didn’t distract me enough from her.

From the moment she’d stepped into the elevator, I’d found her attractive. That wasn’t unusual — she was young, beautiful, timid but defiant. It tracked. But the green of her eyes kept haunting me, the way her thick lashes had batted when she was confused, the curve of her plump, pink lips when she’d folded her teeth over them… Her clear skin save for a smattering of freckles, the way her thick hair had fallen over one shoulder as if the chestnut waves had a mind of their own, how the top of her head only reached my shoulder at absolute best.

And her fucking brain.

The proposal she’d had was brilliant. I couldn't understand why it hadn't been chosen, and every word of it I read only proved to me that at the very least, her proposal trumped each one that had been picked to present today. I’d poured over it the moment I’d returned to my office, taking in every possible use she’d thought of, every business strategy she’d outlined for it. It was far beyond what I’d expected, and she easily deserved a full-time job here, if not something better. I wondered if she was chastising herself for how it went down, wondered if there was something I could do to make it better.

That fucking blouse, though.

The way the sides of it parted when I’d grabbed for her binder.

The peek at what she hid beneath it.

The way they’d practically burst out when I grabbed her.

I policed myself heavily when it came to the women who worked at Blackwood — I didn’t need the mess that would inevitably come from sleeping with one. But fuck, none of them had made me that desperate to touch my swelling cock in the confines of that Goddamn elevator.

I’d resisted coming on to her, of course. I wasn’t eager to make an employee uncomfortable or receive an HR complaint on my spotless record. But in the confines of my office with the door locked and nothing to distract me but work, my view, and the binder she’d prepared sitting on my desk, the temptation to jack off was getting harder to beat back.

But just as I was about to give in, a knock sounded on my door.

Fisting the fabric of my slacks and readjusting my throbbing cock, I sank into my leather chair and pressed the buzzer on my desk, begrudgingly unlocking the door.

“I know you’re busy, Damien, but I’d like to remind you that I’m a lawyer, not a lackey,” Ethan quipped, his glasses shifting on his scrunched nose as he shut the door behind him.

“Sorry. My assistant’s out for the day, and you were already heading up.” I leaned back in my chair, kicking my feet up onto the polished wood of my desk. “Did you bring it?”

His eyes rolled as he rounded the wingback chairs opposite my desk and dropped a handful of papers before me. “Yes, obviously.”

I grabbed for the papers, skimming them quickly. The first was a list of names of those joining us on the Vegas trip next week. The second, outlines for how to keep HR happy and content with the Vegas trip. And the third, bundled under the rest, was the employee information for Olivia Martin. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“I literally just carried paperwork from floor fourteen to floor eighteen, but sure, I’ll take it,” he said, eyeing me as he slouched into the wingback chair.

Ethan had a point. Although I kept him here at the offices, he wasn’t technically an employee of the company. He was Blackwood’s lawyer, my lawyer, but more than either of those, he was someone I enjoyed the presence of, even if he didn’t follow me blindly like the rest. “Well, you were already down in accounting,” I said, and his nose crinkled again.

“Do I get a bonus for helping, then?”

“Don’t overthink it, Ethan,” I grinned.

He was roughly fifteen years my junior, but with the disappointment covering his features, I could have sworn he was my father.

“Fine. You can have a bonus. Again.” I flicked through the papers and pulled Olivia’s file to the top. “Do you think HR would have an issue with me inviting an intern on the Vegas trip?” I asked.

He stared at me for a moment, his jaw twitching and his glasses shifting. His button-up shirt and slacks instead of a full suit were lackluster, especially for being on my floor, but I looked past it for today. “Do you mean the Martin girl? If she was chosen to present earlier, then I think they’d understand.”

I shook my head as I flipped a stapled page over, reviewing the photocopy of her resume. “She wasn’t picked.”

“Are you inviting the ones that were?”

I snorted. “No. They’d cause more trouble than they’re worth.”

Ethan leaned forward, his elbows resting on his spread knees. “So you’re sleeping with her.”

I shot him a glare. “You know damn well I don’t do that here.”

He shrugged.

“I met her today. We got stuck together in the elevator with the power outage,” I said, scanning each line of her resume. “She’s brilliant. Her proposal should have been top of the damn pile. I’ve no idea why she wasn’t chosen.”

I slid Olivia’s binder across the desk toward him and he took it willingly, flipping each page as if it wasn’t the most interesting thing he’d seen today. “She’s not even a full employee, Damien.”

“She should be. That proposal is genuinely worth more to Blackwood than all of the interns that presented today put together.”

He sighed as he flipped another page, studying it just a little bit closer. “I understand that you see potential,” he said, his words hanging as he glanced at me over the top of his glasses. “But you’re asking for trouble by bringing along someone that inexperienced to what is likely going to be the most important business trip of the year.”

He wasn’t wrong. Blackwood Energy Solutions would be pitching to envelop multiple other green initiative businesses into our conglomerate. If things went well, we’d be leaving with pocketfuls of new income revenues and avenues to scale up green initiatives across the country. It was crucial that we succeed — but I couldn’t deny that the idea of having her nearby didn’t excite me. Especially when there would be down time. I could tempt myself at least a little, get to know her a bit more.

“I can tell there’s ulterior motives here, Damien.”

“Okay, yes, I’m attracted to her,” I grumbled, slapping the paperwork down on the table. “But that doesn’t negate her being a valuable asset. I’ve already spoken to accounting about offering her a full-time job, so it shouldn’t be a hard sell. And I’m more than capable of removing myself from a situation if I’m too… tempted.”

“You know, you could try women your own age for once,” Ethan snorted, slamming the binder closed and chucking it back onto my desk.

I turned to my laptop, pulled up my emails, and began drafting one to the company address on file for Olivia. “I would if they weren’t so insistent on settling down immediately and using me for my money. Besides, you know damn well what happened with Marissa. It’s not my fault that girls Olivia’s age are more often up for casual things.”

“What are you doing?” he asked, his gaze flicking between me and the back of the screen in front of me.

“Inviting her on the trip.”

“I haven’t even spoken to HR⁠—”

“You will,” I grinned. “And you’ll convince them. For me.”

He pursed his lips as he slid his phone from the pocket of his slacks. “Can we at least discuss the plan for integrating the new companies?”

I typed furiously, writing down the first words that came to mind. “Yes. In a second.”

Olivia,

I want to offer my sincerest apologies that you were not chosen to present in front of the board today. Please know that I’m taking this matter incredibly seriously and will be raising it with the head of your department.

I’ve read more of your proposal. It’s incredibly well done and, honestly, one of the freshest ideas I’ve seen in years. I’ve spoken to accounting to ensure you’ll be offered a permanent role within Blackwood, so please do not worry about not being on that pipeline by not being chosen today.

That being said:

I’d like to formally invite you to join us next week in Las Vegas, Nevada for the pitch we’ll be doing at the Luxor. There are a few companies we’ll hopefully be acquiring and I think it will give you some good experience to see how it all operates. I also think the presentation you prepared for today would go down well if you’d be interested in sharing it in Vegas. Your flight, hotel, and meals will be paid for if you choose to join us.

Have a think and get back to me by the end of the day tomorrow.

Damien Blackwood

Owner and CEO

I read back over the words once, twice, and a third time, contemplating whether I should add the postscript that danced in my mind. With how nervous she’d been around me, the little ways her breath had caught, the blush that had painted her cheeks in a warm pink…

I typed it just to reread it.

P.S. — If you decide to come and present, make sure your attire is as put together as your presentation this time. ;)

I knew it was unprofessional. I knew it didn’t come across as well as the rest of my email. But a part of me couldn’t shake how flustered I knew it would make her, and the temptation that bit at the back of my skull took over.

I clicked send before I could talk myself out of it. At the very least, she’d get a chuckle out of it, and at the most, she’d know that I was… interested. It could even provoke a response.

Maybe I’d crossed a line.

Maybe I was tempting myself far more than I should. But I couldn’t help but find myself addicted to the if only, my mind dabbling in how I could handle that with someone from the office, how I could keep her a secret. It broke every rule in my book. It broke my standards. I’d only met her for, what, ten minutes? But there was something about her, something about her mind and her form that plagued me.

I knew that feeling well.

And I knew it might not stop until I got what I wanted out of her.

Chapter Three

Olivia

My stomach turned over as I stared down at Mr. Blackwood’s email for what must have been the hundredth time.

Make sure your attire is as put together as your presentation this time.

Every time I remembered just how indecent I’d looked when the elevator doors shut, it was like reliving that mortification over and over again. The little gasp, the heat of my cheeks, the sinking stone in my gut all came back and hit me like a freight train.

I’d already agreed — Mr. Blackwood and I had exchanged fairly civil emails back and forth immediately following it. But I still found myself staring at that initial one time and time again, wondering if he was simply saying that I needed to avoid that happening at the presentation or if he was insinuating something else entirely.

Something that made the nausea turn to butterflies.

But that wasn’t appropriate.

I stared out the window of the taxi as we passed the Golden Gate Cemetery, temptation eating away at me. If he meant more than what was written, and if my potential full-time role depended on me playing along, surely that was something HR needed to be aware of. But it was his company and his alone. He could act the way he pleased no matter what HR said.

There was someone I could speak to about this, though.

I pulled up Sophie’s contact on my phone and pressed the call button, lifting my phone to my ear. I’d be at the airport in less than ten minutes with the way traffic was moving, and I needed to know in that ten minutes just how nervous and uncomfortable I would be for the next two days in Vegas.

“Aren’t you meant to be getting on a private jet right about now?”

I snorted into the phone. “I doubt Mr. Blackwood went that far.”

“Mr. Blackwood?” She cackled, the sound quickly becoming muffled. “God, you’re so lucky I’m on lunch. The rest of HR would have had a field day with that.”

The thought of the entire human resources department laughing at me instead of just Sophie made me cringe. “Should I not call him that?” I asked.

“Christ, no. I think you’d send him to an early grave if you called him that to his face,” she chuckled. “And for the record, you are flying private. All of the attendees are.”

“Jesus,” I breathed, directing my attention out the window as we went straight past the entrance to the airport. “I wanted to run something by you real quick if that’s okay. Work-related, not friend-related.”

“Shoot.”

“It’s something I, uh, failed to mention a few days ago when I told you about the offer he’d extended,” I started. I glanced at the taxi driver in the rearview mirror, tempting fate as his brown eyes met mine briefly. “He added a P.S. at the bottom of the email. He mentioned my… wardrobe malfunction.”

“You mean your breasts being in his face?” she laughed.

“They were not in his face, Sophie.”

“Same difference.”

“He said to make sure my attire was as put together as my presentation,” I whispered, hoping the taxi driver wouldn’t hear me over the car’s engine and the faint classical music from his speakers. “Should I… report that? Like, to you?”

“Report it?” The slight sound of her chewing filtered down the phone, and her next words were around a mouthful. “I mean, if it made you uncomfortable, go for it.”

I bit down on the end of my thumbnail as the taxi turned into the bay labeled Signature Flight Support. “I don’t know if it did.”

“Then don’t report it.”

“What do you think he meant by it?”

“What do you think he meant by it?” she parroted, a little giggle leaking from between bites of her food. “He was probably just giving you a word of warning in case you always walked around with your tits out.”

“He put a winky face next to it,” I added. I could feel my cheeks heating as the driver’s eyes met mine again briefly, his eyes crinkling at the edges as if he were grinning.

“Well that changes everything,” she drawled, sarcasm thick in every syllable. “Seriously, Liv, you’re overthinking it. Maybe he just wants to fuck you.”

I nearly choked on my saliva.

“Don’t act like you wouldn’t want that,” Sophie laughed. “You’ve been talking about him all Goddamn week. Just have fun in Vegas and if his behavior bothers you, I’ll note it down and handle it.”

“Oh my God,” I mumbled.

“Love ya! Have fun!”

The call disconnected the same moment that the driver put the car into park and shoved open his door. I swallowed, my nausea only doubling as I realized there was a very good chance that she was right. Maybe he did want to have sex with me.

The idea of telling him no was somehow harder to imagine than any other scenario I’d pictured involving him over the past week.

I stumbled out of the car, watching in silence as the taxi driver retrieved my small suitcase from the trunk, and flattened down any hint of a wrinkle on my dress. At least in something that almost reached my knees and covered the entirety of my chest—sans buttons—he couldn’t say I was dressing provocatively.

The black fabric was fairly tight, though.

Cursing myself for not picking slacks and a shirt with some kind of blazer, I took my bag from the taxi driver and passed him a ten-dollar bill as a tip before making my way inside.

The interior of the private charter service was ornate and gorgeous, but since I was already late, I didn’t have a second to appreciate it. My bag was whisked away by workers who took it straight out onto the tarmac, and once I’d given my name and checked in, I too was led out into the abrasive sun.

The jet sat undisturbed around a corner, engine idling, with two pilots milling about by the bottom of the stairs. It looked large enough to seat at least twenty, and from the looks of the people in the windows, most of the twenty people were men.

“You must be Ms. Martin,” one of the pilots said, his lips taut as he looked at me. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

“Traffic,” I offered as a half-hearted apology.

“It’s fine. We’re only twenty minutes behind schedule,” the other said, passing a slight smile in my direction before gesturing for the stairs. “We should get going.”

I climbed the steps to the aircraft, fully expecting some kind of flight attendant to demand to see my ticket at the top and direct me to my seat, but as I rounded the corner, it didn’t look like assigned seats were even a thing. There were a handful still available, most taken up by men and a couple of women I’d never met but seen in passing around Blackwood. In the center at a table for five, Damien lounged, hunched over the polished wood table with a glass of amber liquid clutched in his palm.

The second he clocked me, his grin turned wicked.

“Ms. Martin,” he said, his voice booming above the others. “Sit wherever you’d like.”

————

I’d never been to Vegas.

The flight had been stressful — I wasn’t sure what I’d expected, but Damien spent the entirety of it talking business with the close handful of men that sat at his table, leaving me toward the back alone. I’d spent most of it anxiously going over my notes and trying not to be tempted by the occasional glass of alcohol being passed around the plane.

When we touched down, we headed directly to the conference center in the Luxor. Thrust into negotiations without a single clue what was happening, I found myself huddling toward the back again, listening but not engaging. Damien watched me from a distance, his eyes always lingering, tearing me apart — and when it had been time for me to present to those who had come with us, the internal higher-ups and the handful of board members, he introduced me personally.

Our brightest intern. That’s what he called me.

All in all, the presentation went down well. Damien stayed next to me as our group huddled around me, flipping the page for me when I needed it. And afterward, when he presented in front of the other companies, he name dropped me when he mentioned the new and exciting changes that would be coming to Blackwood in the near future. He hovered as I spoke idly to a handful of business owners and local green initiative planners. He stayed close enough that I knew he could hear, but far enough that it left me alone and vulnerable.

I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about that.

But after, as the night progressed and we left the confines of the Luxor and padded down the strip, Damien announced to the twenty-or-so of us that he was treating us to dinner and drinks in celebration of landing the contracts.

That’s how I found myself almost at the head of the long table beside Damien in a luxurious cirque-themed restaurant I hadn’t caught the name of somewhere inside the Bellagio.

I was two drinks and a main course deep, with a ring and antique wristwatch laden hand far too close to mine on the table. His knee brushed against mine, and my stomach twisted with a hint of butterflies and mostly anxiety. Was that on purpose?

My pulse hammered in my ears. He hadn’t even said a word to me.

His mouth moved silently as he spoke to the man on his left, his fingers drifting ever so slightly closer to mine on the table. I tried to work out what he was saying, if it had anything to do with me, if the shape of my name crossed his lips — but I couldn’t pick apart any of it, not until he turned his attention to me instead.

“They’re all impressed with you, you know,” he said, his voice low enough that only I could hear it. He sipped at his glass of whiskey, a wry little smile creeping across his lips and puckering the wrinkles beside his eyes.

I needed more alcohol if I was going to survive this. I knocked back the last of my drink before reaching for my third.

Damien's gaze was too much, too lingering, too daring for me to handle without it, and I kept finding myself getting far too lost in the sea of blue and the temptations it held. “Does that include you?”

He chuckled, his eyes locking with mine as his hand crept just an inch closer. He doesn’t want you. That would be insane. He’s the CEO, HR would go crazy if they found out. “Especially me, Olivia. You’re already proving my choice to hire you was an excellent one.”

Heat flooded my cheeks and the space between my thighs.

This hadn’t been what I’d expected when I sent my resume to Blackwood for the internship. I couldn’t deny that I was absurdly attracted to him, couldn’t deny that I liked the way he talked to me or said my name, and more than anything, couldn’t deny that a part of me that I didn’t let see the light of day might let him fuck me if he asked. “You can’t just say things like that,” I breathed. Oh, shit. The alcohol was making it too easy to speak to him.

“Like what? I was paying you a compliment,” he chuckled.

“I…” I reached for my drink, downing almost half of the mojito in a single gulp. Horrible idea, Liv. Make it easier to say how he’s making you feel, why don’t you? “I don’t know.”

He set his elbow on the table, resting his chin on it and blocking out the man to his left entirely as he gave me his full attention. Somehow, it wasn’t intimidating, and I wasn’t sure if that was because of the alcohol or if it was because his shields were lowering. “What does that mean?”

“Are you flirting with me?” I asked, the words falling out of me before I could even process them. My cheeks heated further, practically burning, and his eyes widened in response.

He took another swig of whiskey. “That would be against HR policy,” he said. “But if you’re wondering if I’m attracted to you, then yes.”

Oh, fuck.

“Does that bother you, Olivia?”

If I wasn’t borderline drunk, I would have ran. I would have taken my things and asked him what hotel room I was in, thrown myself onto the bed, and sent in a resignation email.

But I was borderline drunk, and he was looking at me like I was the only person in the room. “I don’t know,” I squeaked. “I’m not… I’m not good at this kind of thing.”

He chuckled as he sipped again. “We’re just having fun. If you’re worried that you need to act a certain way with me or feel okay about this just to get ahead, don’t. That’s not how things work at Blackwood’s.” His lower lip tucked between his teeth for a fleeting second as he let his gaze drift just slightly lower down, taking in my neck, my shoulders. Oh, my God. “But if you mean you’re inexperienced…”

“That one,” I blurted, clutching my drink in my grasp like a vice. The alcohol was doing the talking. Admitting that, speaking it out loud, almost felt like I’d walked into the restaurant fucking naked. I was twenty-four for fucks sake, a fully-fledged adult, and because of what I’d promised myself, I still hadn’t done it with anyone. “That.”

His smile widened further and he scrubbed at his lips with his hand to hide it. “Olivia,” he mumbled in a low voice, my name sounding like fucking butter in his mouth. “I can guarantee I’ve got enough experience for both of us.”

Jesus fucking Christ. I didn’t doubt that for a second, and neither did the space between my thighs. I crossed my legs to dull the ache that blossomed there.

“With flirting, of course,” he laughed, one eye closing in a wink.

This man was going to tempt me far too much. “Is this… what you do? I mean, I’ve heard rumors that you, uh, sleep around.”

His unexpected laughter nearly sent his whiskey spraying into his glass. “That’s a bit forward.”

My face felt like it was on fire. “I’m sorry⁠—”

“No, no, it’s fine,” he grinned. “You’re tipsy. I’m not expecting you to have a filter. But to answer your question, yes. Casual is what I prefer. Not at the office, though. That’s off limits for me.”

Off limits? Does that mean I’m off limits? “I don’t think I could do casual sex,” I breathed, hating the words the moment they left my mouth.

“Why?”

I blinked at him, trying to weigh up the positives and negatives of speaking the truth, but in the haze of the alcohol and the wild laughter down at the other end of the table, I couldn’t find a negative. Screw it. “I’m a bit more conservative when it comes to that kind of thing,” I said, my voice a little low, a little quiet.

He leaned just a little bit closer, his eyes sparkling with intrigue. “How conservative, Olivia?”

I swallowed. “Ask me when I’m drunk.”

————

At the bar, Damien’s hand held me in place on my lower back, my feet feeling far too clumsy in my heels after a further two cocktails. I was in dangerous territory — the kind of drunk where my filter was gone entirely, my inhibitions left behind and dunked in the Bellagio’s fountains. He was getting there himself, too. I could see it in the way he looked at me, with his heavy-lidded eyes and the way his mask of authority had slipped entirely. We were tucked away around the corner from the table, just the two of us standing at the side of the bar, and every second we spent here felt like a ticking time bomb.

“You’re touching me,” I breathed. He’d ushered me forward to order with his hand on my back, and it just hadn’t left.

“I am.” His eyes met mine from beside me, his hand resting just a little more insistently against me. “Is that a problem, princess?”

Exhaling shakily, I let myself move toward him, let myself get just a little bit closer. “No.”

“You can tell me if it is.” He gulped down the last of his drink and motioned idly toward the bartender for another, his attention almost entirely on me.

“It isn’t,” I insisted, and God, why did I mean that?

He grinned, turning to lean on the bar with his side as he gratefully accepted the next whiskey. “Well then… Are you drunk enough?”

“Drunk enough?” I asked, struggling to remember through the far thicker haze that clouded every thought. “What do you mean?”

He chuckled as his hand idly began to draw circles on my lower back. “How conservative are you, Olivia?”

Oh, shit. That.

“You don’t have to tell me.”

I swallowed, my body naturally inching closer to him. “I want to tell you,” I said, my voice so low that I could barely hear it over the chaotic sounds around us. It wasn’t a lie — with the alcohol in me and the way his hand felt against me, it was making things too easy.

“Would it be easier if I guessed?” he laughed, lifting the empty glass out of my hand and replacing it with my abandoned replacement.

I grinned. “You can try.”

“Okay. I’m going to go out on a limb here and say… you’ve only dated two men, one in high school and one in college,” he said, a little smirk creeping up his lips. “You didn’t have sex with the first one, but you lost your virginity to the second. Never had to flirt with a man because you’re just that pretty.”

“You couldn’t be more wrong,” I snorted.

“Really? Don’t tell me you’re a virgin.”

I paused with my drink halfway to my mouth. “So what if I am?”

“No, absolutely not.” He shook his head, his cheeky grin unwavering. “Not a chance.”

I swallowed past the little surge of soberness that hit me. “I am, though. I’ve never slept with someone.”

Wide eyes met mine as he sipped at his drink. “Genuinely?”

“Genuinely. No sex till marriage.”

His cheeks heated as he sipped at his whiskey. His fingers dug in, pulling me just an inch nearer, just a little bit closer to temptation. “I need to be more careful with you than I thought, then.”

My chest was almost flush with his, and I could feel the heat building in the small little gap between us. My heart pounded against my ribs, and in my haze, I just wanted to lean into him, wanted to close the distance. He was my boss, and so what? If HR had a problem with the CEO sleeping with an employee, it wouldn’t apply to us. “Why?”

He set his glass of whiskey back down on the counter and closed the gap himself. “Because if I’m being wildly honest, Olivia, I’d like nothing more than to take you back to my room. And now I can’t, for two reasons.”

The chill of his hand that had clutched his glass seeped into my skin as he cupped my cheek in it, his thumb drifting across my lower lip. I had to grip the bar for stability, and as I looked up at him and the intense, overwhelming temptation that face filled me with, I couldn’t help but have a flickering want for the same thing as him.

I didn’t trust myself with him.

“You’d have to marry me, then,” I chuckled, my face burning from the heat he imbued me with.

He leaned a little closer, the scent of whiskey, almonds, rum, vanilla — everything encapsulating me. He hovered, just an inch from me, just an inch from what I knew he could tell we both wanted.

He glanced around as if to check if anyone could see us. “Fuck it,” he rasped.

His fingers dug into the small of my back as his other snaked around the rear of my neck. His lips met mine in an instant.

Heart pounding and head swimming, I let him kiss me, let him have control as he moved his mouth against mine demandingly, roughly, feverishly. His tongue dove between my teeth, ensnaring mine, and I could taste the whiskey on him.

I clutched the front of his suit jacket, far too overwhelmed to know what to do with my hands, but good fucking God I wanted more of this, more of whatever he wanted to give. If he wanted sex, there was a part of me that wanted to give that to him regardless of what I’d promised myself.

But even in my drunken stupor, I wouldn’t let it happen.

I couldn’t.

His mouth devoured me as his fingers slipped up further into my hair, twisting around the tresses of waves, tugging, fisting it. The burn of my scalp was almost enough to cut through the numbing effects of far too much alcohol.

His lips left mine, his chest heaving, his mouth just barely stained from my lip gloss. Those fucking piercing blue eyes met mine, wild now instead of heavy, and when he spoke, I was convinced I didn’t hear him correctly.

“We’re in Vegas, princess. Marry me.”

END OF FIRST CHAPTERS

Want to see if Damien and Olivia fall in love after they get married? Sure, you do. Order Accidental Vegas Vows on Amazon now.
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