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      Best friends are people who make your problems their problems just so you don’t have
               to go through them alone. This last year has been the hardest year of my life and
               without my best friends I wouldn’t have made it.

      
       

      
      So this book is for you, Nortis, Bobbie Jo, and Stacey.

      
       

      
      I love each of you so much more than you’ll ever know.
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      PHILLIP ANDERSON never thought it would be easy, but this was fucking ridiculous. Driving through
            downtown Minneapolis, Minnesota, he let out an annoyed breath as he searched the streets
            for his sixteen-year-old niece. After a very heated conversation with Phillip’s great
            aunt, Alice, he not only got cussed out, but he also inherited a very angry teenager.
            How did this happen? Everything seemed like it would work out after the death of his
            older sister, Rochelle, three months before. Claire would stay with Alice, and she
            would make sure Claire had a good life until she went off to college, or whatever
            the hell she wanted to do. Phillip didn’t know what that was, but not from lack of
            trying. Claire wouldn’t talk to him, all she did was glare, and he was sure she was
            planning his early death. However, who could blame her? After Rochelle had been killed,
            Claire was supposed to come to him, but when Alice offered, saying that a twenty-nine-year-old
            man couldn’t properly raise a teenage girl, Phillip jumped at the offer.

      
      But now, he realized that it was a mistake. Maybe he would have been a better guardian
            than his seventy-three-year-old great aunt was. After only two months, Claire had
            run away four times, been found drunk in the back ally with a bunch of guys, found
            in bed with one of those guys, and then tried to physically fight Alice. She refused
            to go to therapy, she refused to talk to him, and he was at his wits’ end. He was
            tired of the angry phone calls from Alice, and that’s why he decided to fly out to
            Minnesota. He thought he might be able to talk some sense into Claire but, when he
            got there, Alice informed him that Claire had took off again.

      
      Thankfully, he had taken a leave of absence from playing hockey with the Nashville
            Assassins. He had never taken a leave but, thankfully, the owner and close friend,
            Elli Adler, completely understood and granted him the time off. This was good because
            he now knew this wasn’t going to be a quick trip. He was going to have to figure out
            how he was going to raise a sixteen-year-old girl and play in the National Hockey
            League. Not an easy feat. He was hoping it would be easy and he’d figure it out quickly,
            because he missed playing, but above all, he had to help Claire.

      
      He had already lost his sister and mother; he couldn’t lose Claire, too.

      
      Phillip understood that she needed help, and that she was acting out. She hadn’t had
            the easiest life. Rochelle was just like his mother, a strung-out stripper that cared
            more about her next fix than her child. Phillip got out of the situation early, but
            Claire wasn’t that lucky. Not that Phillip hadn’t tried. He tried plenty of times
            to get Rochelle to clean up, to let him take Claire until she was, but like they said,
            you can’t help someone that doesn’t want to be helped. So instead, Claire went through
            hell, and he hated that. That’s why he was driving around trying to find her. He couldn’t
            just give up or turn his cheek the other way, not like his mom had when he was growing
            up. He’d be damned if the only piece left of his sister would run around alone.

      
      Something needed to be done; Phillip wouldn’t let Claire live the life his sister
            had. He hadn’t been close to Rochelle, but that was more her fault than his. She was
            ten years older than he was, and she resented him because he got his life under control,
            and didn’t follow in the path that she did. The only time they talked was when she
            needed money, and even though he knew she would just spend it on drugs, he sent it
            to her, for Claire, but it soon got old fast. Deciding that he wasn’t going to help
            again until she got help, he didn’t send the money she needed. The next thing he knew,
            he was receiving a phone call saying his sister was found raped and killed in an alley.

      
      Even though everyone said it wasn’t his fault, he still blamed himself. He should
            have just sent the money, gave her what she needed. Not only for her but for Claire,
            too. Because of his stubbornness, his sister was dead, and now he had his hands full
            with a teenage hellion. Wasn’t the ideal situation for him, but it was his reality.
            As he took a turn onto Lyndale Avenue, because Alice said that Claire liked going
            to the Sculpture Garden, Phillip shook his head. This was insane. It was snowing so
            hard that he couldn’t see the road. It was colder than a witch’s tit, and he was cranky.
            He knew his life was about to change drastically, and it scared the living shit out
            of him. How was this going to work?

      
      Deciding he would figure that out later, Phillip looked out the windshield, wishing
            it wasn’t snowing. He loved downtown Minneapolis. He had grown up there, and even
            though the apartment he lived in with his mom and sister never had heat and there
            was never enough food, he still loved his life outside of the apartment. He, too,
            loved going to the Sculpture Garden. There was a great pond out beside it that he
            used to play hockey on with his greatly used hockey stick and pads. That was where
            he learned to play, and it was also the place that Howie Dranning saw him play a pick-up
            game with a couple of kids. Howie saw something in Phillip, something that Phillip
            didn’t even know he had in him.

      
      The next thing he knew, Howie was convincing Phillip’s mom that she needed to let
            him live with him so that he could train him. Phillip smiled at the memory of his
            mom freaking out and saying no, but somehow, Howie convinced her. Soon, Phillip was
            living in a big, three-story house with heat and food. He was surrounded by a good
            family and playing the greatest game ever. He had fallen in love with Howie’s daughter
            and life was good but, unfortunately, he fucked it up, losing the only family he ever
            had.

      
      Shaking his head to get rid of those memories, Phillip pulled his rental truck into
            a parking spot, his eyes scanning the park for a sign of Claire. He didn’t see her,
            but that didn’t mean she wasn’t there. Hopping out of the truck, he locked it up and
            bundled up in his jacket as he trekked through the snow. He entered the first exhibit,
            but didn’t see anything. When he came back out, he heard faint music playing. It was
            nine o’clock at night, and the park was deserted except for the occasional bum here
            and there, so he knew it had to be her.

      
      On any other day, he would have liked to enjoy the artwork, but he was so cold that
            he kept walking down the slick walkway, checking each exhibit for Claire, but he found
            no sign of her. With each step he took, the music got louder, and he picked up speed
            until he reached the end of the path. He could have gone left or right, but when he
            looked out into the open field where the Spoonbridge and Cherry sat, he could have sworn he saw something pink moving.

      
      Claire.

      
      Trekking through the elements, digging his hands deeper in his jacket, the music got
            louder with each step he took. After a good, long walk, he finally came upon his niece.
            She leaned against the cherry, her phone in her hands with her head leaned back, her
            eyes closed. She was so beautiful, with long, flaming red hair that cascaded down
            her shoulders. Her eyes were bright blue, like his, with soft features that favored
            Rochelle. She seemed to look more like her every time he saw her, and it only made
            his heart ache even more. He wished he could turn back the hands of time, but that
            wasn’t going to happen. The girl that leaned against a cherry with her phone blasting
            some loud devil music was his reality now, and he couldn’t fuck this up.

      
      “Claire.”

      
      She didn’t answer, didn’t even acknowledge him. He called out again, but either she
            couldn’t hear him or she was ignoring him. He was thinking the latter. He wanted to
            march over there, yank her off the spoon, and shake her until she got some sense in
            her, but that wasn’t going to happen since he wasn’t sure how thick the ice was that
            surrounded it. He needed to come up with some way to get her attention. When a snowflake
            landed on the tip of his nose, he smiled. Bending down, he got a big handful of snow,
            making a snowball, before taking aim and beaming her in the side of the head with
            it. She let out a shriek before turning to glare at him. He wanted to throw his arms
            up in victory, but he didn’t think that would help their situation.

      
      “What the fuck!”

      
      He rolled his eyes; the first thing on the list was to teach this girl to watch her
            fucking mouth. “Shut the music off.”

      
      She glared some more, but she turned it off. Looking back at him, she asked, “What
            do you want?”

      
      He wanted to say a whole list of things. He wanted his mom and sister back, clean
            and healthy so they could be a real family. He wanted to be at home, surrounded by
            girls who wanted to take turns on him. He wanted to be on the ice, the crowd screaming
            as he broke away and scored the game-winning goal. He wanted a lot of things but,
            instead, he was standing in the snow, freezing his balls off, while his niece glared
            and cussed at him.

      
      “Get off that spoon and come with me.”

      
      “No way, I’m not going back to that crazy cat lady. You got me fucked up.”

      
      He wanted to smash his head in.

      
      Pinching the bridge of his nose, he said, “Claire, please come with me so we can go
            talk.”

      
      “Talk about what?” she yelled. “About how you’re the reason my mom is dead, and I’m
            living with the crazy cat lady?”

      
      Great, so she blamed him, too.

      
      Swallowing back his anger and hurt, he looked up at the sky and said, “Claire, get
            the fuck off the spoon and come with me.”

      
      So much for teaching her to watch her mouth.

      
      “No.”

      
      He really didn’t want to chance that ice, but it looked as if he didn’t have a choice.
            Looking back at her, he watched as she crossed her arms over her chest, giving him
            a defiant look. He took in a deep, calming breath and met her gaze, head on.

      
      “Listen, we have a lot to discuss, and I can’t help you until you get up and come
            with me. Please Claire, its cold out here.” He paused for a moment, wanting to smile
            when the next thought came to mind. Instead, he just said, “I promise you, I’ll take
            you for waffles.”

      
      Her eyes widened. He knew her weakness, and he wasn’t above using it against her.

      
      “Right now?”

      
      He nodded. “Right now.”

      
      She looked down at her hands and took in a deep breath, before slowly sliding off
            the spoon. Taking her time over the ice, she came to his side and looked up at him,
            her eyes glistening with tears. It killed him to know he put those tears in her eyes.
            He should have just kept her with him. What had he done?

      
      “I’m not going back to her.”

      
      He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.

      
      “Come on, let’s get back to the truck before we freeze to death out here.”

      
      They made their way back to his truck and, after starting it and waiting for the warmth
            to fill the cab, he pulled out of the parking spot and headed to the nearest Waffle
            House. It was a silent ride, but that was fine. He had no clue what he was going to
            say to her, but he knew he needed to say something. After ordering two All-Star breakfasts,
            which included eggs, sausage, hash browns, and, of course, waffles, Phillip looked
            over at Claire, and his heart sank. She seemed skinnier, and her face was sinking
            in. She was still beautiful, but where was the sweet girl he left when he was eighteen?

      
      When Phillip left, Claire was five, with light, strawberry blonde hair and the brightest
            blue eyes, along with a quick smile. She was happy and sweet, and they were inseparable.
            He loved her so much, still did, and it killed him when he left, but he had to get
            out while the getting out was good. His mom was downward spiraling and, even though
            Rochelle was doing okay, he knew he couldn’t depend on her to change his life. He
            had to do it on his own. Unlike their mother, Rochelle was trying to be a good mom.
            She worked at Waffle House and tried to stay clean but, like he knew she would, she
            relapsed and went back to the life she had before Claire came.

      
      Phillip wished he hadn’t left Claire, but what was he supposed to do? Maybe he should
            have fought harder when he turned twenty-one, but Rochelle wasn’t budging. “Claire
            is better off with a crackhead mother than some wanna-be hockey player,” she always
            said. When Claire glanced up at him, nervously ripping a napkin, his heart came into
            his throat. Her eyes were full of unshed tears, and he prayed they didn’t fall. Or
            maybe they should… maybe it would help. Hell, he didn’t know. All he knew was that
            he loved this girl, and he wasn’t letting her end up like her mom and his.

      
      “I love you, Claire,” he said softly.

      
      She shook her head, looking away, and he felt tears stinging his own eyes.

      
      “Whatever.”

      
      “No, it isn’t whatever,” he said, taking her hand in his. She tried to move away,
            but he wasn’t letting her go. She looked from their locked hands, up to his face,
            her eyes slit in a glare as her mouth made a straight line. He remembered when all
            she did was smile, and he wondered when the last time that happened. Her smile could
            light up a room, it was contagious, and he missed it so much. He missed her.

      
      “You don’t love me. If you did, you would have never sent me to crazy cat lady, or
            better yet, never left me with my mom.”

      
      Something broke inside him, but thankfully, he kept it together, holding her gaze
            as he squeezed her hands.

      
      “I had no choice with your mom. She wouldn’t give you to me. You’re right about Alice,
            but I’m not letting you go now. I’m going to help you.”

      
      “I don’t need help. I need a place to crash until I’m eighteen. Then I’m gone.”

      
      She finally pulled her hands from his, crossing her arms. The food was brought to
            them, but neither of them touched it once the waitress left. This was going all wrong,
            and Phillip had no clue how to make it better. So he decided to go with what his heart
            was telling him to do.

      
      “You do need help, Claire, and I’m going to give it to you. I have never stopped loving
            you, and I never will. I may not have been there for you before, but I am now, and
            I’m not going anywhere.”

      
      Claire reached for her fork, cutting a bite and pinning him with a look. He could
            see the hurt, the defiance, and the general lack of care for her life. She had been
            hurt, and he played a part in causing that pain. He hoped that between his love and
            therapy, she would get the help she needed.

      
      She held his gaze for a long time, before she shrugged her shoulders and said, “We’ll
            see about that.”

      
      Without another word, she plopped the waffle in her mouth. Her eyes said it all.

      
      Get ready for trouble.

      
      Shit.
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      “5, 6, 7, 8!”

      
      Reese Allen stood in the middle of her studio as two of her senior dancers, Mallory
            and Brian, moved in perfect unison across the floor to “Endlessly” by the Cab. The cut of the song was magical. It had kept her up all night trying to
            get it perfect. It was worth it though, because watching Mallory and Brian dance to
            it was pure gratification. They were her best dancers—her go-to dancers when she needed
            something perfected. She came up with the dance three days earlier, as she stood in
            line at Subway, when the song started playing. She knew that people thought she was
            crazy as she moved to the gorgeous music, but that was how she did things. That was
            how her art was born.

      
      Reese had been doing it that way since she was a kid. Of course, her parents and older
            sister, Harper, thought she was crazy, but Piper, her twin, never thought so. She
            just joined in with Reese. It was great to have a partner, but even when Piper wasn’t
            there, Reese was always dancing. No matter where she was, or what she was doing, choreography
            was always in her head, always wanting to come out of her. It was surreal and such
            a rush when she got it completely perfect. It was like she was giving birth to this
            perfect little baby, and when she paired it with amazing dancers, magic happened.

      
      Reese believed at a very young age that she would be something big one day. She trained
            since she was three in all forms of dance, mastering everything. She wanted to work
            as a dancer professionally. Her family supported her completely and sent her off to
            New York to train with the best. It was an amazing experience. Even though it ended
            way too early, she was grateful for it. Her dreams of being something bigger might
            not come true, but being the owner of the best dance studio in Nashville, Tennessee
            was not easy to come by. She was proud to say that she had dancers from all over the
            world train with her. She had worked hard for her studio, and it had paid off.

      
      Only two years in, she was named sixth best instructor to train with. She was one
            of the finest in the industry, and she took pride in that. It wasn’t what she wanted
            at first, but it was the road she was given to travel on. Her dreams were to headline
            with artists like Britney Spears and Justin Timberlake, but that didn’t work out for
            her. That dream was shattered. If only she could let go of the life she had in New
            York, then everything would be fine. Until then though, she would want more than what
            her life in Nashville offered her.

      
      Reese didn’t know why she didn’t feel complete in Nashville. Was it the lack of spotlight?
            Did she miss performing? Did she want that back? Or was it the man she left behind
            who still held a part of her heart back in the Big Apple? She didn’t know, but she
            needed to stop thinking about it all. She needed to concentrate on this dance. After
            watching Mallory and Brian, she decided she didn’t need to worry. They were going
            to win with this one.

      
      God, she was awesome.

      
      “Beautiful, guys. Awesome job.”

      
      Mallory grinned over at her, her cheek flushed with color as she took in a lungful
            of air. Her dark brown hair was in a pile on her head, her green eyes shining with
            accomplishment as she smiled back at Reese. She was a beautiful girl, with beauty
            and talent. Brian too, was breathing just as hard. He was the perfect package. His
            blonde hair fell in his eyes, and he moved it to the side to reveal his light hazel
            eyes. He was hands down the best male dancer in her company, and she knew he was going
            to do big things once he left her, which was at the end of the year. Until then though,
            she was going to work him like a mule, push him until he was the best he could ever
            be, and then she would pray he got a job with a huge company, making tons of money.
            That was her dream for all her dancers.

      
      “Thanks,” Brian gasped.

      
      Mallory struggled for breath. “You weren’t holding back on this one, huh?”

      
      Reese laughed. “Do I ever hold back?”

      
      They both chuckled as they shook their heads, getting in position to go through the
            dance again. Reese smiled as she pushed play and watched them do the dance once more,
            yelling out corrections as they moved along the floor. She was ruthless, but it only
            made them better. It was how she operated. She couldn’t be soft and expect the kids
            to push themselves. No, she needed to be a hard ass, show them that they could be
            the best. Reese only chose the greatest. Even if it pissed parents off and lost business,
            she stood by her guns. Once a dancer reached the age of seven, either they would be
            let go or they would move on to training with Reese. It broke her heart most of the
            time, because the little girls that came into her studio were dolls, but if they couldn’t
            dance or didn’t have the focus they needed, they were gone. It was that simple.

      
      Mallory and Brian were well into the seventh go round, when Reese felt someone watching
            her. Looking to the side, she saw Harper staring at her with a big smile on her face.
            Reese wasn’t sure what she was doing there, but since she didn’t see her beautiful
            niece, Ally, with her, she figured Harper was there to see her. Putting a finger up
            to let her know it would be another minute or so, she turned back to their dance.
            She found it odd that Harper was there. Usually, she would call before coming out,
            and that had Reese worried. Hopefully, everything was okay.

      
      They had the whole thing down before the hour was up, and Reese was beaming with pride.
            These two were going to be something great someday, and she couldn’t wait to see what
            it would be. Walking out with them, she wished them goodnight before heading back
            in. Her studio was a thing of beauty. Bright yellow walls with black, vintage accents,
            which gave off such a regal appearance. As she walked down the hall that featured
            pictures of her dancing throughout her life, she smiled. She loved her studio and
            her dancers, so why wasn’t life here enough? What was she missing?

      
      After locking up, Reese made her way to the back of the studio to the stairs that
            led up to her apartment. When she was looking for a building in an ideal location
            in the heart of Nashville, she knew the next step would be finding an apartment that
            was close. To her surprise, she found the whole package. It was a building a block
            away from the convention center, where most of the dance competitions were, and had
            a huge studio apartment at the top. Her apartment was everything she wanted; it had
            an amazing view of the Red River and was light and roomy. She didn’t need much, just
            a bed, bath, and kitchen, and the apartment had it all. She worked hard on it, putting
            new floors in and painting it a girlie lilac with white furniture. Her kitchen took
            up most of the north wall and was top of the line, since she loved to cook when she
            was done for the day. Her king-sized bed took up most of the apartment, but her love
            of comfort ruled out her need for space. Her bathroom was small, but she didn’t care.

      
      Opening the door to the apartment, she found her older sister sitting at the kitchen
            table, her phone in her hand. Her sister had aged a lot over the last couple of years.
            She was still beautiful, with dark brown hair in a cute pixie cut, big green eyes,
            and pouty lips, but Reese could see that she was tired. She ran a successful photography
            studio only minutes from the studio that was doing quite well. Reese knew that the
            stress lines on her sister’s face weren’t from the studio, or even from the daughter
            or husband she had at home. No, those lines were from the fact that she couldn’t have
            another baby.

      
      Reese never thought Harper would care about that stuff, but when she met the man of
            her dreams, her ways changed. Reese always enjoyed the fact that she was more like
            Harper than her twin. She loved her twin, but Piper wanted rainbows and sunshine with
            a prince that would love her until her dying day. Piper was blessed with that, but
            it wasn’t what Reese wanted. She had tried that life. After it went to shit, she decided
            to go back to the life she learned from Harper. Harper used to be the most independent
            woman Reese had ever known. She slept with who she wanted, dumped them afterwards,
            and went on to the next guy. She never let her feelings get in the way and never looked
            for Mr. Perfect. She only wanted Mr. Right Now. Then, she met Jakob Titov, and all
            that changed. Within months, Harper was married and pregnant. Reese still couldn’t
            believe it.

      
      Well, she could, because it had happened to her when she met Kevin Edds. Reese found
            herself completely entranced with him, hearing wedding bells and the pitter-patter
            of little feet. Out of nowhere though, it all came to a crashing halt. Reese was left
            heartbroken. She packed her bags and came home to go back to the life she never wanted.
            Afterwards, Reese decided that she would never get married or have kids. No, there
            were too many men and too little time. Plus, her sisters had children of their own,
            and she had a studio full of kids. She would be the awesome aunt, and then give the
            little kiddos back, before going to find someone to share her big bed with.

      
      That was her plan, and she was completely fine with it. She even planned to go out
            that night but, with one look at her sister, she knew her night of tangled sheets
            and orgasms weren’t in reach. Instead, a big tub of Ben and Jerry’s Funky Monkey with
            her sister was, and that was just as good.

      
      With a caring smile, Reese said, “Hey, what’s up? I wasn’t expecting you.”

      
      Harper smiled, putting her phone down before looking over at her.

      
      “Yeah, sorry. I needed to talk to you. I’ve had a tough day.”

      
      Reese tilted her head to the side before crossing the apartment and falling into the
            chair beside Harper.

      
      “What happened?”

      
      “I had three newborn shoots and, after each one, I cried until the next one came.”

      
      Reese’s heart broke. After having Ally, Harper had a long string of miscarriages before
            the doctors finally said she would never carry another child to term. Jakob was extremely
            supportive, but even he knew that Harper couldn’t take anymore and pushed for the
            tubal. She finally caved and got her tubes tied a couple of months ago. It was for
            the best. Each miscarriage took a little piece of Harper with it, and Reese hated
            seeing her sister so heartbroken.

      
      Reaching across the table, Reese took Harper’s hand in hers and smiled.

      
      “It’s tough, I know, but you have Ally and Jakob, and now we have Dimitri,” she said,
            speaking of Piper’s son. Dimitri was almost three months now, and the cutest little
            boy in the world. He had Reese’s heart from the beginning, just like Ally did, and
            Reese never knew she could love two little people so much.

      
      “I know,” she said, wiping her cheek free of the tears that were escaping, “But I
            want a baby so bad. Jakob said that it isn’t a big deal, but he doesn’t understand,
            Reese. I feel like I’m failing him. He wanted a houseful of kids after Ally, and I
            can’t give him that.”

      
      “But Harper, he’d rather have you than anything else. He loves you, no matter what.
            You know that,” Reese stressed.

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, a sad look on her beautiful face. “I know, but I just
            want another baby. We’ve been looking into surrogate mothers, but I just can’t do
            it. I’m so scared they won’t take care of themselves, or what if they decide to keep
            my baby?”

      
      Reese shook her head. “Jakob told me they can’t as long as it’s your egg and his sperm.
            You have nothing to worry about; they sign contracts. They want the money; they aren’t
            going to jeopardize that.”

      
      “I just can’t trust it. I want my baby to be safe. I want to grow my baby, and feel
            it kick. I want to do it, not some stranger,” she cried.

      
      Reese wrapped her sister in her arms, hugging her tightly. Harper cried long and hard,
            and Reese never let go. She never would either, not until Harper was ready. When Reese
            came home from New York, she broke down. Who was there to hold her and wipe her tears
            away?

      
      Harper.

      
      “I wish there was something I could do to make this better,” Reese whispered. She
            hated how bad this hurt her sister, but she was coming up blank. Maybe she could help
            select someone. Piper had helped a lot, but she was busy being a mommy now. Between
            that and being crazy in love with her husband, Erik, Piper was running low on time.
            It was time for Reese to step up and help.

      
      Harper pulled back, her eyes watery as she held Reese’s gaze.

      
      “Do you mean that?”

      
      Reese scoffed as she smiled. “Of course I do. I want to help. Piper has done a lot
            with helping you decide on someone. It’s time for me to step up.”

      
      Harper’s face broke into a smile as she said, “So you’ll have the baby for me?”

      
      Reese was speechless as she blinked dumbly at her sister.

      
      “Whoa, what?”

      
      Harper kept grinning.

      
      “You can have the baby for me. We can pay you good money, Reese. I know you’ll take
            care of yourself.”

      
      Reese started to shake her head, even though Harper kept talking.

      
      “No way, Harper. I have a business. I can’t get pregnant. No.”

      
      Harper’s smile fell.

      
      “But you said you wanted to help. What are you going to do to help then?”

      
      Reese threw her hands in the air. “I don’t know! Look at pictures of chicks and separate
            the crackheads from the good folks! Shit, Harper, what the hell?”

      
      Harper shook her head. “You’re my sister, and you are supposed to want to help me.”

      
      “I understand that, and I understand that it is your dream for more kids, but Harper,
            this is my livelihood, my dreams. I can’t jeopardize that.”

      
      “Women dance through their whole pregnancy all the time,” Harper pointed out.

      
      “I get that, but I’m sorry. I’m not one of those women. I am just starting out, and
            I can’t chance it.”

      
      Harper looked defeated as she asked, “So it’s a no?”

      
      “Yes, a big no. I’m sorry, Harper. Don’t worry, I’ll help you find someone that is
            worthy to have your baby. It will all work out. I promise.”

      
      Harper didn’t look convinced, but at least she wasn’t crying when she left. Reese’s
            mind was still reeling as she moved through her apartment. Was she wrong for saying
            no? Should she have done it? No. Harper was being a little selfish. Or maybe Reese
            was being selfish?

      
      Blah, she needed a drink.

      
      Pausing in front of the refrigerator, she decided that a drink was a great idea. Except,
            a man could buy it for her and then, hopefully, he’d want to come home with her.

      
      Yes, that was a very good idea.
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      3 months later…

      
      “DIMITRI…”

      
      REESE sat with her hands covering her eyes, a big smile on her face. Dimitri lay in her
            lap, reaching for her hands.

      
      Dropping her hands, she yelled out, “I see you!”

      
      Dimitri’s eyes went wide before he started to laugh hysterically. His laughter was
            intoxicating. Soon, she was laughing just as hard. He reached up for Reese’s face,
            and she smiled as he cooed and smiled up at her. He was honestly the most gorgeous
            baby boy Reese had ever seen, and she had seen some pretty babies lately. It seemed
            that all her friends were having babies. They were everywhere, but Dimitri blew them
            all out of the water. He was beautiful, with big blue eyes like his mother’s, dark
            hair, and a bone structure like his father. He was so happy and so sweet. Reese swore
            that Ally wasn’t like that at six months. She had cried all the darn time.

      
      Repeating their little game of ‘where did Reese Pieces go,’ their laughter filled
            the room. Piper was in the kitchen, cooking, while Erik, her husband, sat in front
            of his TV, playing on his Xbox. She used to think Erik Titov was the scum off the
            bottom of the earth, but he had proved her completely wrong. He loved her twin with
            all his heart, and Reese truly believed that Piper and Erik were made for each other.
            It hadn’t been an easy road for them, but they worked. Piper complemented him, and
            he did the same for her. Seeing them together was pretty special. Add Dimitri in there,
            and they were a perfect family.

      
      “Dinner is ready,” Piper called from the kitchen. “Erik, babe, dinner,” she yelled
            extra loud.

      
      Erik pulled the headphones off, throwing them on the ground before getting up.

      
      “I’m coming, sweetheart,” he said before coming over and taking Dimitri from Reese.

      
      Reese smiled as he kissed Dimitri’s fat little cheeks, making him giggle louder as
            they headed to the kitchen. Standing up, Reese wobbled a little in her fuchsia Jimmy
            Choo heels, cursing herself for wearing them. She hadn’t worn heels in months, and
            why she chose tonight to wear them was beyond her. She guessed it was because they
            went great with the black, skintight dress she was wearing. She should have waited
            and gotten dressed back at her apartment since she was a little overdressed for a
            family dinner, but she wanted to hit the bar right after she left Sweetbriar. Since
            it was a forty-five minute drive back into the city, Reese thought this was the best
            solution to saving time.

      
      Making her way to the dining room, Reese sat down in the chair beside Dimitri’s highchair
            and smiled over at her nephew. Piper laid the last dish down, and Reese smiled up
            at her as Erik’s arm snaked around Piper’s waist.

      
      “Looks great.”

      
      She smiled down at him before leaning down for a sweet kiss. Reese looked away, looking
            at the spread of potatoes, corn, and thick steaks that Piper had prepared. It made
            Reese’s mouth water, and she couldn’t wait to dig in. After saying grace, Reese began
            to eat. She had always been an eater and never skipped a meal. Thankfully, because
            she danced, her waist stayed somewhat trim.

      
      “You never did tell me where you’re going tonight,” Piper said, leaning over to give
            Dimitri a spoonful of something disgusting looking.

      
      “Out to Wanna B’s,” Reese answered.

      
      “Are you meeting someone?”

      
      Reese smiled before shaking her head.

      
      “No one specific, but I don’t plan on leaving alone,” she said with a wink.

      
      Piper laughed. “Of course you don’t.”

      
      “Reese, if you’re looking for a guy, I can hook you up with someone from the team,”
            Erik said, speaking of the National Hockey Team he played for, the Nashville Assassins.
            She knew that the team was loaded with mouthwatering men, but she refused to be set
            up with someone that she was more than likely just going to use for sex.

      
      “No, thanks bro,” Reese said, shaking her head.

      
      Erik scoffed. “Why not? Not good enough for you?”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes. For some reason, everyone thought she was stuck up, but she
            wasn’t at all. She just had standards that she put in place to make sure she never
            had to date anyone that mattered. No one that could steal her heart.

      
      “That’s not it at all. I just don’t want to use your friends for sex and then dump
            them, but thanks anyway.”

      
      That had Erik choking on his steak. Piper reached over, patting his back with one
            hand as she fed Dimitri with the other.

      
      Her sister, the multi-tasker.

      
      It really did amaze Reese the way Piper was. She changed what she wanted to be often,
            and always succeed at whatever she decided to do. Like now, she was a mural artist,
            and Reese knew that business was great. How she painted gorgeous murals for people
            while being the best mom ever to Dimitri was mind blowing, but she did it, and did
            it to the satisfaction of Nashville’s rich and famous.

      
      “Reese, please don’t kill my husband,” Piper said with a smile on her face.

      
      Reese returned the smile as she cut up some of her steak. When Erik recovered, he
            shook his head before draining his milk.

      
      “Actually, I don’t think Phillip would mind you using him,” Erik said midway through
            dinner.

      
      Reese looked up. “Phillip?”

      
      “Yeah, my best friend, Phillip Anderson.”

      
      The name sounded familiar, and she was pretty sure she could see his face. He was
            hottie, with blue eyes, blond hair, and a strong bone structure. He was actually someone
            that she could be attracted to, but there was no way she was going to chance sleeping
            with him if he was Erik’s best friend. That would cause awkwardness, and Reese couldn’t
            handle that.

      
      “Phillip has enough to worry about. He doesn’t have time to have his heart broken
            by my man-eating twin,” Piper teased.

      
      Reese faked a hurt look as she said, “Hey, I make sure they are satisfied before I
            feed!”

      
      “You two are nuts,” Erik said with a shake of his head before looking over at Dimitri.
            “Nuts, I tell you. They cray cray, bud.”

      
      Dimitri rewarded him with a sloppy grin before Piper put a spoon in his mouth.

      
      “We are not crazy at all. Well, at least I’m not,” Piper said with a smile before
            scooping some more gunk out of the jar for Dimitri.

      
      “Whatever you say, sister dear. We shared a home, remember? I’m pretty sure we are
            just alike,” Reese joked as Piper shook her head.

      
      “Nope, I’m the normal one.”

      
      Erik laughed. “If I do remember correctly, you are the one that smashed thousands
            of dollars’ worth of electronics not eight months ago.”

      
      Piper pinned him with a look that had Reese trying to hold in her laughter.

      
      “And if I do remember correctly, a certain someone deserved that because they missed
            their son’s ultrasound.”

      
      Erik glared back at her, but not for long. A smile came across his face before he
            leaned over, kissing her lips.

      
      “Blah, get a room—innocent eyes in here,” Reese complained as she guarded her eyes.

      
      Piper laughed. “Dimitri watches us kiss all the time!”

      
      “I was talking about me!”

      
      “You, my dear, are far from innocent,” Piper teased with a grin.

      
      That had them all laughing, while Dimitri looked at them like they were crazy.

      
      After dinner, Reese leaned against the counter as Piper washed the plates before handing
            them to Reese to dry. Erik was putting Dimitri to bed, and Reese knew it was about
            time for her to head out.

      
      “Erik is leaving tomorrow morning,” Piper said. Reese could tell it bothered her.
            She wasn’t used to the whole hockey wife thing, but Reese had no doubt she’d catch
            on.

      
      “That sucks.”

      
      “Yeah, but it’s only for a week,” she said with a nod. “Oh, by the way, I think we
            are going to get a house in the city. We’ve been looking.”

      
      Reese nodded. She had been asking Piper to move back to Nashville for months. When
            she first got pregnant, Piper decided to hide the pregnancy and moved out to Sweetbriar
            to her family friend, Elli Adler’s old house. Reese should have known something was
            up, but at the time, Piper wanted to be an illustrator, and said she needed the peace
            and quiet to draw. Really, she was pregnant and didn’t want anyone to know.

      
      “That’s great; I can’t wait to have you and Dimitri closer to me.”

      
      “And Erik,” Piper supplied.

      
      “Yeah, him too,” Reese said teasingly as she dried a plate. “He’s okay, I guess. He’s
            growing on me.”

      
      “He’s amazing, I love him so much.”

      
      A small grin came across Reese face.

      
      “Have you talked to Harper today?” Piper asked.

      
      Reese shook her head. “Nope, what’s up?”

      
      Piper smiled widely at her before saying, “Sadie is pregnant. The eggs stuck this
            time!”

      
      Reese wanted to scream out in joy. It had been two months since they picked out Sadie
            Murray as the surrogate mother for Harper and Jakob. Sadie was a mother of two with
            a loving husband who believed that everyone needed a baby. She had been a surrogate
            once before, and she took great care of herself. Reese knew from first glance that
            Sadie was perfect. Knowing that everything was working out perfectly made Reese want
            to cry. Harper was probably elated.

      
      But why hadn’t she called Reese?

      
      “Oh my god, that’s awesome,” Reese said, but then asked, “I wonder why she didn’t
            call me? I picked Sadie out, for goodness sakes!”

      
      Piper smiled. “She did call you, but your phone doesn’t work out here. That’s why
            I’m telling you.”

      
      “Oh… Well, damn, that’s awesome. I can’t wait for another little baby!”

      
      Piper laughed. “Me either. I’m so happy for them.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Me too. So when you popping out another one?”

      
      Piper dropped the plate she had in her hands, splashing water all over her shirt.
            Reese laughed as she took a step back.

      
      “Do you not remember how loud I was screaming during the birth of my son? That shit
            is not a joke, it hurts, and it will take longer than six months for me to forget
            that pain, thank you. I don’t know how Elli did this back to back the way she did,”
            Piper said with a shake of her head.

      
      Reese didn’t understand how Elli could pop out four kids in the past three years while
            being the owner of the Nashville Assassins either but, then again, she didn’t understand
            why people thought they needed to procreate anyways. There was too much to do in life.
            Why wipe ass and feed a little person, when you could tour Italy or something? It
            wasn’t the life for her, but she wasn’t one of those people that pushed her views
            on everyone else. She was happy to be an aunt. She loved Dimitri and Ally with all
            her heart and was happy that her sisters had found happiness with two great guys.
            Reese just never thought that would happen for her. Guys weren’t a necessity; they
            were just a pleasure.

      
      Which reminded her…

      
      “All right, I’m heading out,” Reese said, throwing her towel down and wrapping her
            arms around her sister.

      
      “Okay, be careful and call me later.”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes. “Piper, we didn’t take those self-defense classes for nothing.
            If a guy gets stupid, he gets his ass kicked. Simple as that.”

      
      “I know, but don’t you think you’re getting too old for this? We are twenty seven;
            don’t you think it’s time for you to settle down?”

      
      Reese let out an annoyed sigh as she met her sister’s clear blue eyes. After people
            found their soul mates, they thought everyone else should, too. It was so annoying.

      
      “I’m happy with my life. I don’t want a man, or kids, or anything like that. I want
            me, with the occasional bedmate and, tonight, I’m in the mood for some hair-pulling,
            rough sex.”

      
      “Okay, but you could find a guy that would do that all the time, instead of having
            to find a different guy each time.”

      
      Reese shook her head. “No, because maybe next week, I’ll want sweet, loving sex. You
            never know with me.”

      
      Piper smiled. “If you took the time, you could find a man that would give you all
            of it, but whatever. Be careful, and love you.”

      
      Reese could have argued the point, but she was glad for the out and smiled.

      
      “Love you,” she said, turning to leave. “Bye, Erik.”

      
      “See you later,” he called from Dimitri’s room. She should have gone back there and
            said bye. She knew once Dimitri had her in his gaze, though, that she’d never leave,
            and Reese needed to leave. She was in the mood for some company of the male variety.
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      Wanna B’s was Reese’s stomping ground. She loved the bar, loved the atmosphere, and
            the assortment of men out in front of her. There were cowboys, lawyers, musicians,
            businessmen, and every other brand of man for her to choose from. Reese leaned against
            the bar, a beer at her lips, as she scanned for the perfect bedmate. She had a system.
            After picking the guy out of the crowd, she’d watch him and usually he’d notice. They
            would make eyes at each other and, if he had the balls to come up to her, and he checked
            out as not a sleaze, then she usually went home with him. She never went to their
            house though, no matter what. She’d go home alone before she’d do that. The reason
            was because she knew where all the weapons were in her house. Had to keep safe, mind
            you.

      
      Taking a long pull of her beer, her eyes kept busy until she found him. It didn’t
            take long. When her eyes landed on him, all she could do was think, Hello, gorgeous. He had to be at least 6’5, big, brawny shoulders, trim waist, great ass, blond hair
            in a short cut, and dark brown eyes that met hers head on. When his lips curved in
            a devilish grin, Reese found herself gripping the side of the bar. He was a hair puller.
            She could tell just by that grin, and she prayed he had the balls to come talk to
            her. He did, and soon he was crossing the bar. As he closed the distance between them,
            Reese took in his tight jeans, his western blue shirt that had pearl snaps, and of
            course, his black cowboy hat. The song “Save a Horse, Ride a Cowboy” came to mind,
            and Reese was all about saving every horse in America just to ride this one cowboy.

      
      With a grin on his face, he bent in and said, “Hi.”

      
      As he pulled back, Reese’s smile grew. He smelled fantastic, not like a cigarette
            or anything. He had beer on his breath, but she thought that was hot. Bringing her
            lip between her teeth, she held his gaze before she said hi back.

      
      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      
      He had a deep voice, one that could make her come on demand. Oh, she couldn’t wait
            to get him home.

      
      “Reese.”

      
      “Reese, I like that.”

      
      “Thank you, and yours?”

      
      “Dillon.”

      
      She grinned, still holding his gaze as she moved a piece of hair out of her eyes.
            She felt a tingle in her stomach as heat rushed to the spot between her thighs. They
            had a connection, and she was ready to go home and test that while getting tangled
            in her sheets.

      
      “Do you have a girlfriend, wife, or anyone that will protest to you leaving and having
            your way with me?”

      
      His grin grew as he slowly shook his head.

      
      “No ma’am, I don’t.”

      
      Yup, she was pretty sure her thong caught on fire. She took a step towards him, running
            her hand up his hard abs before resting it on his equally hard chest. When his hand
            rested against her ass, she knew she was about to have a whole lot of fun with this
            country hottie.

      
      “Well then, let’s go.”

      
      He was all right.

      
      Nothing mind blowing, and he needed to work on his hair-pulling technique. How hard
            was it to pull and thrust at the exact right time? He was banging her so hard, and
            then pulling her hair at the wrong time, that she was convinced he was going to break
            something. But overall, he did the job and she got her release, which was all she
            was really worried about. Now Reese had the issue of getting him out of her apartment.
            Looking down at where Dillon was passed out across her stomach, she let out a breath.
            She hated this. Why couldn’t guys just fuck her and leave? What was the problem? Why’d
            they want to stay and cuddle?

      
      Ack.

      
      Why hadn’t she enjoyed him more? It bothered her that she didn’t and, the more she
            thought about it, the more she realized this was Piper’s fault. If she didn’t have
            her sister in her head telling her she was getting old and needed to find a guy that
            would give her great hair-pulling, sweet, loving sex, she probably would have enjoyed
            him more. Instead, she rushed him through foreplay, straight to the prize that was
            in his pants. But was it really a prize? It was a nice dick, nothing to gush over,
            but again, it did the job.

      
      Blah, what a waste of a night.

      
      Deciding that it was time for him to go, she moved out from underneath him, causing
            him to fall off her and wake up. He looked up at her with a lazy smile, his eyes dancing
            along her naked body. He really was hot, but that was it. Oh well. Reaching for Dillon’s
            clothes, she threw them on the bed before sliding into her robe.

      
      “All right, I had a great time, but I gotta get up early. Time to go.”

      
      Dillon looked up at her, confused.

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      “You need to go,” she said, pointing to the door.

      
      “Why? Can’t I stay? We could chill, and I’ll make you breakfast in the morning.”

      
      “No, and no, and no again,” she said as she cringed. The breakfast part wasn’t so
            bad since she loved breakfast food, but there was no way she was cuddling with this
            guy. She didn’t cuddle.

      
      “Are you serious?”

      
      “As a heart attack. Again, it was fun, but I need you to go.”

      
      He looked at her astonished, but thankfully, he got up and started to get dressed.
            She went to the kitchen for a glass of water and when she turned, he was walking towards
            her. Placing his hat on his head, he leaned in, giving her a small kiss on her lips
            before pulling away to look at her.

      
      “Can I get your number?”

      
      She shook her head. “Sorry buddy, one-time deal here.”

      
      “Really? Wow. I’ve never met someone like you.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Yeah, I’m one in a million.”
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      It’s not his fault… he doesn’t know.

      
      Phillip wasn’t going to kill Patrick Franklin, but Claire was fair game.

      
      Walking into the room he shared with Claire to find her in bed with the new rookie
            wasn’t how he wanted to end his night but, for the last three months, Claire had done
            any and everything to piss him the fuck off. He usually kept his cool but, this time,
            this time she had succeeded. While she looked up at him, her legs crossed with a conniving
            little look on her face, Patrick, or as the guys called him, Patty, rushed to pull
            his jeans up before throwing his shirt on. He wasn’t sure how far they got, but surely
            not far since Claire was still in her bra and panties.

      
      Right? When a vision of all the things he has done to girls that wore more than that
            came to mind, he shut his eyes, shaking his head. “Put some clothes on,” he spat out
            at her.

      
      She rolled her eyes before doing as he asked. Patty tried to get by him, but Phillip
            pushed him into the wall, holding him in place by his shoulder. He could see the fear
            in his eyes, and he should be scared. He was lucky that Phillip wasn’t killing him
            right now, but he knew this wasn’t Patty’s doing. The kid was as quiet as a mouse
            and overall a good guy. Phillip thought he had a girlfriend, but maybe he was wrong.

      
      “Do you know how old she is, Patty?”

      
      “She said she was nineteen.”

      
      Phillip cut Claire a look and she just smiled at him, shrugging her shoulders. Shaking
            his head, he looked back at the shaking rookie.

      
      “She’s sixteen.”

      
      Patty almost lost his footing as his eyes went wide.

      
      “Oh fuck, please, Phillip, don’t tell anyone. I didn’t know. I didn’t even sleep with
            her, I promise.”

      
      “We were about to, until we were interrupted,” Claire added. “Thanks for ruining my
            night.”

      
      Phillip could only see red as his grip on Patty’s arm tightened.

      
      “She is my niece, and she is completely off limits. I’m pretty sure I told everyone
            that.”

      
      He shook his head quickly. “I don’t remember that, man. I’m so sorry. It will never
            happen again.”

      
      “You got that right.”

      
      Phillip let go of his shoulder and watched as he almost fell trying to get out of
            the room. He kicked the door shut and turned to find Claire with her hands on her
            hips and that same defiant look on her face. If he hadn’t caught her smiling while
            she was watching a movie, he’d think she was permanently angry.

      
      “What the hell, Phillip? You were supposed to go out tonight!”

      
      Whoa, wait a minute. Was she actually mad at him?

      
      “Um, excuse me, I did go out, but I came back to make sure you weren’t hungry,” Phillip
            pointed out.

      
      “Not for food, but my hunger for Patrick is another story. That boy is Grade A fine.”

      
      Phillip pinched the bridge of his nose as he took in deep breaths. In the last three
            months since bringing Claire to Nashville, nothing had changed. Other than the lack
            of a sex life Phillip was going through, Claire was still a mouthy, angry teenager
            that was out to ruin him. She did everything in her power to drive him insane. She
            wouldn’t talk to him, unless she was yelling at him about keeping her on the road
            with him. He constantly had to hear about her being bored, how she wanted to sleep
            in a real bed, and how she wanted to hang out with people her own age. She made it
            seem like all she wanted was to be back in Minnesota. When he suggested she go back
            to living with Alice, she would get irate, and they would spend most of the night
            screaming at each other.

      
      It drove him crazy. She was a typical woman. There was no pleasing her, and Phillip
            didn’t know what to do anymore. He tried to get her to go to counseling, but he was
            basically paying for her to sit there and be a mute. She wouldn’t talk. She didn’t
            want to talk to anyone; she only wanted to sit with her damn headphones in her ears
            and dance around the damn room, completely ignoring him. He was getting tired of it.
            He wanted the girl he knew before back, he wanted this to be fixed, and he wanted
            her to be happy. He knew she was everything but that, and he didn’t know how to make
            it better. He couldn’t stop traveling, it was part of his job, so what the hell was
            he supposed to do?

      
      Looking back at her, he decided that this time she had went too far. It was the first
            time he found her in bed with anyone, and it was going to be the last. Glaring at
            her, he said, “This will never happen again. Do you know you could have ruined that
            kid’s career?”

      
      “I don’t care,” she said with an uncooperative shrug. “All I care about is getting
            laid. You won’t let me out of your sight long enough for me to find someone to do
            the deed. I saw him by the coke machine and next thing I know, he has me against it.
            His girlfriend just dumped him; he needed a sympathy fuck.”

      
      For fuck’s sake.

      
      “You are sixteen; you don’t need to be sleeping with anybody, much less a nineteen-year-old
            rookie!”

      
      “So you never had sex at my age?”

      
      He was proud he only sputtered for a moment.

      
      “That has nothing to do with what we are talking about right now. I don’t want you
            trying to seduce my hockey team! This is my career, Claire. Don’t you understand that
            you can get me in trouble?”

      
      She flung her arms in the air. “Then let me go! Let me leave and go live my life!”

      
      “How will you have money?” he asked.

      
      She shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll work.”

      
      “What about school?”

      
      She made a face, as if something nasty was in her mouth. “I’m not worried about school.
            You don’t need an education to take your clothes off.”

      
      Phillip’s fist clenched as he tried to take in calming breaths. What was he supposed
            to do? This girl did not want his help, she didn’t want anything from him, and he
            didn’t know how much more he could take.

      
      “Why do you say things like that? I know damn well you don’t want to be like your
            mom.”

      
      “It doesn’t matter what I want, it’s who I am,” she said and, for the first time,
            it wasn’t with an attitude. She really believed that she was destined to be what her
            mother was.

      
      Over his dead body.

      
      “If you’d let me, I could help you change that. I’m giving you all the options, Claire.
            I want you to do more; I want you to be happy.”

      
      She shook her head, the hostile attitude back.

      
      “I’m not happy unless I’m fucking.”

      
      He let out a defeated breath as his shoulders fell.

      
      “Claire, why are you doing this to me?” he asked, holding her angry gaze. “I am trying
            to do right by you, trying to make sure you are taken care of, but you keep pushing
            me away. I want to help you. Don’t you understand that I love you, and want more for
            you?”

      
      “Whatever,” she muttered, turning around to get back in her bed. “If you loved me,
            you wouldn’t have left me.”

      
      Here we go again, he thought as he let out an aggravated sigh. They always seemed to have this argument,
            and he didn’t even know why he continued to do so. Maybe, he hoped that she would
            believe him this time.

      
      “I was eighteen!”

      
      “You could have come back. Instead, I was left behind like an old rag and never saw
            you again,” she spat, pulling her long, red hair up into a bun.

      
      “That was your mother’s doing. I wanted to see you, but there was nothing I could
            do.”

      
      Claire pinned him with a glare before saying, “You could have tried harder, but whatever,
            it’s over with.”

      
      “Then let it be over with… let’s move on from it. I’m here now, let me help you, Claire,”
            he stressed, but she was already shaking her head.

      
      “I don’t need help, Phillip. I just need a place to crash until I’m eighteen because
            I know if I run right now, you’ll get the cops on me, or you’ll chase me down yourself.
            I’m not trying to do all that.”

      
      He wanted to scream; this girl was so fucking frustrating. He tried to be calm and
            caring with her, but most of the time, he just wanted to cuss and shake the shit out
            of her. He felt sorry for the guys he played against. He was slamming people into
            walls left and right on the ice, out of frustration.

      
      “You are damn right I would, but Claire, I am giving you everything you want and need.
            I am trying to make your life happy with me, but you won’t let me.”

      
      “Well, I’m not happy here. I’m bored.”

      
      “So you’ve said,” he replied, moving to his closet to grab his nightclothes. His days
            of sleeping naked were gone now that Claire shared a room with him.

      
      “Quit hockey, so we can go home.”

      
      He laughed. “Yeah right, I worked too hard to get where I am today. I am a first-line
            player, I am loved by everyone, and my contract is spectacular with the Assassins.”

      
      “Well, you need to work harder on making me happy because I am not happy.”

      
      He wanted to laugh again, but he knew that wouldn’t help the situation.

      
      “Why should I do that when you do nothing but make my life hell?” he asked, leaning
            against the bathroom door with his arms crossed over his chest. She shrugged her shoulders
            before bringing her knees up under her chin. It reminded him of when she was a child,
            and his heart jumped into his throat. Why didn’t he fight harder for her?

      
      “I don’t want to travel, Phillip. I’ve done it for like ever, and I just want to have
            a home.”

      
      He shook her head, letting his arms fall. “Claire, I have a home but, during the season,
            I’m not there that much. I’m sorry, but this is my life.”

      
      “But I don’t want it as mine. Can’t I stay at the house without you?”

      
      He laughed out loud at that. “Did you really think that was going to work?”

      
      She shook her head. “No, but I thought I’d try.” Looking away, she softy said, “I
            just hate traveling all the time. We never had a place to call home. Mom never had
            the money to keep us in one place, and I just want a home.”

      
      She was pulling at his heartstrings, and soon he couldn’t take it anymore. Nodding
            his head, he said, “Let me see what I can do.”

      
      She looked up at him, her eyes filling with tears as she asked, “You won’t send me
            back to the crazy cat lady though, right?”

      
      Phillip shook his head. “No, but I’ll figure something out.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “Really.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      Entering the bathroom, he shut the door and slid down it until his butt hit the ground.
            Once there, he crossed his arms over his legs, and leaned his head against them. He
            had no clue what he was going to do. He had no family, except Alice, but she couldn’t
            help him. She had made it perfectly clear when they left that Claire wasn’t welcomed
            back, so that left no one. He couldn’t quit. He loved hockey and the Assassins, so
            what else could he do? He knew he had to do something though. Claire wasn’t happy,
            and he swore he would do anything to make her happy—to make the last sixteen years
            vanish from her mind. He wanted to help her see that she could be more than a two-bit
            whore. She was smart, she was beautiful, and he had no doubts that she could be something
            amazing. He just needed help to get her there. He couldn’t do it all on his own.

      
      Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he found the number he needed and hit call.

      
      After only two rings, Elli Adler answered.

      
      “Hey, Phillip, what’s up?”

      
      “I need your help, Elli.”

      
      She paused, and he could hear kids in the background. She probably wasn’t the greatest
            person to help him since she was busy with owning a team and raising a family, but
            Elli wasn’t only his boss, she was his friend. He trusted that she would know what
            to do.

      
      “Absolutely, what can I do to help?”
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      PHILLIP SQUIRTED a mouthful of water, and then spit. Doing it again, he spit farther on the ice as
            he watched his teammate, Jordie Thomas, move around the net with the puck. Doing it
            for a third time, he spit even farther before turning to make sure Claire was still
            behind him.

      
      She was.

      
      When she sent him her signature glare, he rolled his eyes before turning to look back
            at the ice. She was not happy with him, more like furious. He thought when he asked
            Elli to help him that everything would be okay, that he would be giving Claire what
            she wanted. But he was dead wrong. Since Elli was busy with the kids and the team,
            like he knew she was, she suggested that Jakob Titov’s wife, Harper, take her on.
            Harper was a lot like Claire, and Phillip knew that she could handle the hellion he
            loved. Harper was all for it, and guaranteed him that Claire would be in great hands.

      
      One would think that Phillip suggested that Claire have all her limbs amputated. She
            cussed, she screamed, and she threw things, saying that Phillip was just throwing
            her off on someone else. That was so far from what he was doing that it wasn’t even
            funny. He was trying to get her the stability she wanted while he was gone. Harper
            said that she could have her own room, and he worked hard to duplicate it to the room
            Claire had in their house. He thought it was the perfect idea, but Claire didn’t think
            so. She was under the impression that he was going to leave her alone at his house.

      
      Cold day in fucking hell.

      
      She needed supervision. Two nights before, they were in the room, watching a movie.
            When Claire got up to use the bathroom, she was wobbling. He asked her what was wrong,
            and she started to slur her speech. Phillip got up, going to her, and she reeked of
            alcohol. Reaching for her orange juice, he took a sip to confirm what he hoped he
            was wrong about. She was drinking. He asked her why, and she told him that she felt
            numb when she drank, and then she promptly passed out. Clearing out the mini-bar while
            she slept it off, he actually wanted to cry. He had no clue what to do about her,
            and it was killing him.

      
      Claire’s issues were also affecting his game, and he didn’t know how to leave her
            out of his mind when he was on the ice. The only reason she was there right now was
            because he told her he would send her to Alice if she didn’t straighten up. She blew
            him off, but he could see the fear in her eyes and, even though he hated to threaten
            her, he didn’t know what else to do. He had done research. Everyone said to make her
            feel at home, to give her space and try to talk to her, but the only thing that seemed
            to make her happy was to leave her alone, and that didn’t work for him. She did stupid
            things when she was alone, so really he was fucked either way. God, he really needed
            this thing to work out with Harper.

      
      “Go,” Coach Baxter said, tapping Phillip’s helmet, and off he went. Rushing the puck,
            he looked left to see E. Titov waiting for the pass. Whipping the puck over to him,
            a forward from the Sharks stopped it, and passed it to his right wing, but Phillip
            was there, stealing the puck and rushing down the ice on a breakaway with Karson King,
            with Erik right behind him. He could have dropped it back to either of them, and they
            would have had a clean shot, but he knew he could deke the goalie out and get it in
            when the goalie went the wrong way. After doing just that, the Sharks’ goalie laid
            on the ice, slamming his fist as the King, Erik, Adler, and E. Titov wrapped him up
            in a hug. As the guys headed to the bench with the crowd going nuts, the biggest smile
            came across his face. God, he loved a home crowd. It was his first goal since Claire
            came home with him and, when he glanced up to where she sat, she was on her feet,
            cheering. He didn’t know if it was the atmosphere of the crowd cheering or if she
            was really cheering for him, but it made his heart swell. A little ounce of hope was
            renewed as he watched her smiling face.

      
      Maybe they would be okay.

      
      Or maybe not.

      
      Phillip was starting to think Claire was drunk at the game because, the next day,
            she was back to her angry self. Throwing her things in a box, she pinned him with
            a look that said she was pissed. He moved a packed box into the hall as she yelled.

      
      “If you think I’m going over there and being her personal babysitter, you got another
            thing coming!”

      
      Phillip shook his head. “Harper isn’t going to ask you to do that.”

      
      “Whatever, that’s probably the only reason she agreed to let me stay there, free babysitting,”
            she sneered at him as she slowly packed her music stuff.

      
      “No, Claire. She agreed because I needed the help.”

      
      “Help? You act like I’m a burden or something! If you don’t want me, get rid of me.
            I don’t fucking care.”

      
      Phillip was two seconds from pounding his head against the wall.

      
      “Claire, I do want you. I love you, as I continue to tell you. This is what you wanted.
            You said you didn’t want to travel with me. This way, you can go to school at a really
            great private school. You can make friends, and you can enjoy being a teenager.”

      
      “I don’t want to live with a stranger. I want to live with you,” she said, before
            turning to look at him. Her eyes were so sad, and he felt like the bad guy.

      
      Wasn’t he doing the right thing?

      
      “Claire, I’ll be home in four days, and then you will come back to our house. The
            great thing about Harper’s house is that it is eight minutes from here, so it’s not
            like you’ll have a different school or different friends. Everything will be the same.
            Everything is going to be okay, I promise.”

      
      She slowly shook her head, falling back on the bed. He watched as she moved her hand
            along her cheek before looking up at him.

      
      “I feel trapped.”

      
      “Trapped?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      She shook her head as she said, “I just do.”

      
      “No, you’re not trapped, Claire. I am giving you options. I am going to give you a
            better life. I promised you that. Everything will be the same; the only thing that
            will be different is who the guardian is. It’ll be like a kid with divorced parents.
            You will spend some time at Harper’s, and then some time here. When I’m home on breaks,
            I promise you won’t go anywhere but here. In the summer, we’ll go on trips. It’s all
            going to be okay.”

      
      She looked down and took in deep breaths before shrugging her shoulders. He wanted
            more from her. He wanted her to talk to him, tell him if she thought everything he
            said was a good idea. He wanted her to tell him why she felt trapped and what he could
            do to make it better, but he knew that she was done talking. How many times did he
            have to tell her he loved her… that he was looking out for her best interest? Shaking
            his head, he knew he could say it until he was blue in the face, but it would mean
            nothing to her.

      
      After getting everything in the car, they made their way over to Harper’s house. The
            Titov’s lived in a nice one-story, ranch-style home in Belle Mead. It had huge windows
            with blue shutters, which made the house seem whiter, if that was possible. Pulling
            his car into the driveway, he turned it off, but neither of them moved.

      
      “So I’m just supposed to, like, have Harper to drive me around and shit?”

      
      He rolled his eyes. He knew what she was really asking, but first he needed to get
            her language under control.

      
      Turning to her, he said, “First, you have to watch your mouth. They have a toddler,
            Ally, and you can’t say stuff like that.”

      
      She folded her arms across her chest and looked away.

      
      “Fine.”

      
      “And the deal still stands from when you first came to live with me. You show me that
            you are ready for a car, and I’ll give you this one,” he said, petting the wheel of
            his BMW Z4 Roadster.

      
      “This car is ugly. I want something else.”

      
      He couldn’t believe she just called his baby ugly but, then again, that meant he could
            keep it, even though he hardly drove it. He rode his bike more than he drove the car,
            but that was beside the point, the roadster was hot.

      
      “Fine, be good for six months, and we’ll go shopping.”

      
      “Six months!”

      
      He looked at her, blinking his eyes.

      
      “What, did you think we’d go tomorrow? I’ve caught you drunk, in bed with a rookie,
            and your attitude stinks, so yeah, we will wait six months. If you don’t mess up,
            I’ll buy you whatever car you want.”

      
      She let out a huff before pushing the door open and getting out.

      
      In his head, their conversation ended differently.

      
      Claire’s face would brighten, and she would say, “Oh my god, you are the best uncle
            in the world. Thank you, Phillip. I promise I will never touch another boy in my life
            or drink another drink. I will be an angel. I will love you so much and never make
            you worry again. I love you so much.”

      
      Phillip would smile as he wrapped his arms around his sweet, beautiful niece. “You’re
            welcome, I love you, too.”

      
      But that was in his dreams; the girl that stood behind his car waiting for him to
            pop the trunk was his reality. Thinking he shouldn’t keep her waiting, he got out
            and helped her grab her things. Walking up to the house, their arms full, Harper appeared,
            looking sweet with Ally on her hip. Phillip put a smile on his face before saying,
            “Hey Harper. Hey Ally.”

      
      “Hey guys! Come on in.”

      
      They entered the house, heading back to the room that Harper had for Claire as they
            exchanged simply pleasantries. It was bigger than the room at his house, and he knew
            that Claire would appreciate the space. Along the south wall, there were windows,
            letting light in and giving a beautiful view of the backyard. They had a pool, another
            thing Claire would love once it got warm out. All the same things that were in her
            room were in this one. The white bed with the green bedding, along with the same desk
            and dresser. A plasma TV, and even though she never played her Xbox at the house,
            he still made sure she had one here too. It had cost an arm and leg to get everything
            the same, but looking around the room, he knew he had done well. Glancing over at
            Claire, he could see that she seemed pleased with everything.

      
      “It’s the same things I have at your house,” she said, looking back at him.

      
      He tucked his hands in his pockets as he watched her. “I told you, everything would
            be the same. I want you to feel at home here and at our house.”

      
      Claire looked away, but he could see a smile pulling at her lips. Soon he was smiling
            too before he turned to look at Harper and Ally. Like her mother, Ally had big brown
            eyes; she was a cutie and always stared at him when he was around. She was doing it
            now, her head leaning on her mom’s shoulder as she watched him.

      
      “Claire, this is Harper and Ally Titov,” he said, reaching out to shaking Ally’s hand.

      
      She giggled before digging her face in Harper’s neck.

      
      “Now you know you make her giddy, Phillip,” Harper joked before turning her attention
            to Claire. “Hi Claire, I hope that we make you feel at home.”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulders as she kicked at the ground.

      
      “She is occasionally a mute. I don’t remember if I told you that,” Phillip said, pinning
            her with a look.

      
      Claire rolled her eyes before looking up at Harper with her mouth set in a straight
            line.

      
      “Hi.”

      
      Wow, a whole word. For fuck’s sake. Please Lord, let this go okay.

      
      Harper smiled at him as she said, “Don’t worry, I have a feeling we will be great
            friends.”

      
      Claire scoffed and then said under her breath, “Yeah, right.”

      
      Looking up at the ceiling, he counted to three before looking back over at Harper.

      
      “I told you she could be a brat, right?”

      
      Claire glared up at him as Harper shook her head.

      
      She looked over at Claire, meeting her gaze before saying, “Nope, you told me she
            was a sweet girl and that once she gets to know my family and me, she will learn to
            love us, like we are going to love her. We are a big family, us Assassins, you see,
            and I know you’ll fit in great.”

      
      Looking down at Claire, Phillip suspected she thought that Harper was full of crap,
            but all she did was look away without a word. Thank God. Meeting Harper’s gaze, he
            mouthed, ‘Thank you”. She smiled back at him before kissing Ally’s cheek.

      
      This was going to work.

      
      It had to.
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      When a knock came on Reese’s office door, she looked up to see the mother of Kelsey
            Writhenmen. Her heart dropped as she motioned for her to come in. As she entered,
            Reese shut her computer and opened Kelsey’s file. Kelsey was new to the studio, and
            was on probation while Reese decided if she was a good fit for the company. Kelsey
            was a beautiful girl, with big green eyes, long brown hair, a great body, and great
            technique. She had trained in New York since she was two, and Reese thought she was
            going to be exceptional. The only problem was that she was a little brat that thought
            Reese should be honored to teach her. Needless to say, she wasn’t a good fit. Even
            though Reese hated this part of her job, she really didn’t feel that bad about letting
            her go.

      
      “Hey Mrs. Writhenmen, thanks for coming in.”

      
      She smiled curtly before crossing her legs. “Of course, what is this about?”

      
      Always to the point, she thought as she said, “Well, as you know, we are at the end of Kelsey’s probation.”

      
      She waved her hand dismissively.

      
      “Yes, and?”

      
      Man, I’m not going to miss these people, Reese thought, taking in a deep, calming breath.

      
      “Well, I’ve decided that I will not be keeping Kelsey on.”

      
      Mrs. Writhenmen looked up from where she was examining her nails and said, “Excuse
            me?”

      
      “I said that I will not be keeping Kelsey on. She isn’t a good fit in my studio.”

      
      “She is the best you have.”

      
      Reese shook her head. “Actually no, she is not. I have amazing dancers. Even though
            Kelsey has beautiful technique, she doesn’t have a good attitude.”

      
      Mrs. Writhenmen’s chest puffed up, and Reese prepared herself for the lashing.

      
      “You are getting rid of her because she doesn’t have a good attitude? She is confident,
            knows what she wants! She is the best damn dancer you’ll ever see!”

      
      “Again,” Reese said calmly, “that is your opinion, but what matters is what I want
            since this is my studio. Here is a reimbursement for half the month, and I wish Kelsey
            the best in her future dancing endeavors.”

      
      Kelsey wouldn’t make it anywhere, not with that shitty attitude. Maybe being kicked
            out of this studio would straighten her out, but Reese highly doubted it.

      
      Mrs. Writhenmen looked from the check up to Reese before her face became red with
            anger.

      
      Shit, please be done, please just walk out, and leave me the fuck alone. I really
            don’t want to cuss you out, lady.

      
      She snatched the check and stood up. Reese thought she was going to leave quietly,
            but then Mrs. Writhenmen turned with pure hatred in her eyes.

      
      “You are making a mistake.”

      
      Reese shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t feel the same.”

      
      She shook her head as she held Reese’s gaze. “You are nothing but a cold-hearted bitch.
            I’m not surprised you didn’t make it in New York because you wouldn’t know talent
            if it bit you in that fat ass of yours.”

      
      When the door slammed shut, Reese shook her head. Her heart was beating in overtime,
            and her hands were shaking.

      
      “Actually, you’re wrong again. I did make it. I just chose to come home because I
            couldn’t be in the same city with my ex. Plus, my ass isn’t as big as yours, you stupid,
            stuck-up bitch.”

      
      It felt good to say it, but it didn’t make her feel better. No one knew that she had
            come home because of Kevin but family. When people asked why she didn’t stay in New
            York, she always said that she was homesick. She would tell the story of how she always
            wanted to own her own studio and teach young minds. It was a bunch of bullshit, but
            it got people off her back. Now that she was two years into the studio, she did believe
            that this was her calling, but she still missed the stage and lights.

      
      Leaning back in her chair, she let out a breath before shaking her head.

      
      “Well, that went awesome.”

      
      Pulling into Harper’s driveway, Reese took in a calming breath. She didn’t want to
            come over here or do anything for that matter, she just wanted to go home. Mrs. Writhenmen’s
            words played over and over in her head, and it was driving her crazy. She wasn’t cold,
            she was actually nice to the kids, and tried to be to Kelsey, but that little girl
            needed a good slap across the face and a kick in the bottom. Two things Reese couldn’t
            do without a lawsuit on her hands. The fact that she had called Reese cold wasn’t
            what was bothering her… it was the fact she brought up New York. Reese tried very
            hard to forget that city and the man that was there, but it seemed that she never
            could. She wished she wasn’t so weak, but for some reason, she was when it came to
            Kevin and the Big Apple. It was a place of lost dreams.

      
      Blah.

      
      Shaking her head, she got out the car and made her way into the house without knocking.
            Ally came barreling down the hallway, jumping into Reese’s arms and covering her with
            kisses.

      
      “Reese Pieces!”

      
      Reese smiled. Leave it to Ally to make everything better.

      
      “Hey pumpkin, how are you?”

      
      “Good! I’m watching Lue’s lues! Wanna watch?”

      
      Hmm, she wasn’t sure what she was agreeing to watch, but soon she was on the couch,
            watching a blue dog run across the screen. Ally apparently loved it, but Reese was
            on the fence on it. The only reason she was still there was because Ally was feeding
            her apples and peanut butter.

      
      “Hey, I didn’t know you were here.”

      
      Reese looked up at Harper and smiled.

      
      “We’re watching Lue’s lues,” Reese said, pointing to the TV.

      
      “I see that, but if you would have told me you were here, I could have left.”

      
      Reese shrugged her shoulders.

      
      “That’s true, but I got distracted by Ally, apples, peanut butter, and—”

      
      “Lue’s lues!” Ally declared with her arms in the air.

      
      Reese nodded as Harper rolled her eyes.

      
      “You’re silly, Ally bug.”

      
      Ally shot her a big grin before she was sucked back into the wonderful world of a
            blue dog. Reese looked up at Harper as she popped an apple in her mouth.

      
      “Where you heading off to?” she asked.

      
      “Sadie has a doctor’s appointment, and I get to go!”

      
      Reese smiled before saying, “Cool school. Have fun!”

      
      “Oh, I will,” she replied, starting for the door. “Oh! Poop! I totally forgot… I have
            a houseguest.”

      
      “Houseguest?” Reese asked skeptically.

      
      “Yeah, her name is Claire. She is Phillip Anderson’s niece. He has custody of her
            now, and when he is on the road for the games, she stays with me.”

      
      Reese raised an eyebrow.

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because she’s had a tough life, and Phillip is trying to give her stability.”

      
      “So you just volunteered to take some kid?” Reese asked.

      
      It seemed weird to her. Her sister wasn’t one to take in strays.

      
      “Yes, Phillip is family, and he needed help,” Harper said, while giving Reese a pointed
            look. “She’s really quiet, stays to herself, but don’t bother her. She has only been
            here three days, and I’m trying to give her space. Phillip comes home tomorrow, and
            then she’ll be back in three days. I plan to try to talk to her then. Right now, I
            just make sure she is okay, feed her, and all that jazz.”

      
      “That’s weird. You’re weird.”

      
      “Oh, shut up. I’ll be back soon.”

      
      “Okay,” Reese said as she left.

      
      Reese cuddled beside Ally and turned her attention to the TV. After about an hour
            of the crazy blue dog’s owner, Reese was about to pull her hair out, but Ally seemed
            completely happy with the show. Getting up, she told Ally she was going to use the
            bathroom, when she was really curious about Harper’s houseguest. Heading down the
            hall, she found that the door to the guest room was open and music was playing. “We
            are Young” by Boyce Avenue washed over Reese as she peeked into the room. Her eyes
            widened in shock when she found Harper’s houseguest dancing. And boy, could she dance.
            Long, strong legs carried her across the room, where she moved at just the precise
            moment to heighten the meaning of the song. It was as if her body was the music. It
            was mind blowing, and Reese had never seen anything so beautiful, except when she
            was dancing. Reese was an amazing dancer and knew it, but this girl. Wow.

      
      She was beautiful too, pale white skin and bright red hair that fell down her back.
            She had luminous blue eyes that only opened when she needed to see where she was going
            before she pulled another move. She wore a pair of shorts and a tank showing off her
            stunning body. When she pulled her leg up into a scorpion, releasing and whipping
            her leg up, and falling back into a fall out, Reese almost passed out in shock.

      
      Where the hell did this girl come from?

      
      She was doing a triple turn when she noticed Reese. Stopping in her tracks, she moved
            her hair out of her eyes before saying, “What are you doing in here?”

      
      “Watching you. You are incredible. Where have you trained?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders. Reese entered the room, stopping in front of her. She
            was almost the same height as she was, the same build, but there was nothing but hurt
            and anger swimming in those crystal blue eyes. Reese remembered Harper saying the
            girl hadn’t had an easy life, and it showed in her eyes.

      
      “Are you the therapist?”

      
      Reese looked down at herself before looking back up at her.

      
      “Do I look like a therapist?”

      
      She was wearing sweatpants and a ripped-up tee shirt that hung off her shoulder, showing
            her sports bra.

      
      “No.”

      
      “I’m Harper’s sister.”

      
      “Oh, yeah, you are watching Ally while she goes to some appointment.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Yup, my name is Reese. Can you tell me who you train with now?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders as she looked away.

      
      “I didn’t train with anyone specifically; I just took private classes with different
            instructors for cleaning the mirrors at their studios in Minnesota.”

      
      For some reason, Reese’s heart skipped a beat when the girl looked up at her. Behind
            all that anger and sadness was someone really special. Reese could tell that this
            girl not only didn’t think she was special, but that she completely hated the world.
            That made Reese want to help her. Why? Who the hell knew, but she did.

      
      “What’s your name again?”

      
      “Why?” she sort of snapped.

      
      “Because I’d like to know,” she snapped back.

      
      “Claire.”

      
      “Okay, can you show me that fall out again?” Reese asked, taking a step back.

      
      “Why?”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes. Claire was hiding behind the shitty attitude, but that wasn’t
            going to scare Reese off. She wasn’t a bitch—she was hurt. She had raw talent, and
            Reese knew she could make her a star. Looking back down at the ground, Claire shook
            her head.

      
      “I don’t want to.”

      
      “Why? I want to see it again. I think if you strengthened your foot, you’d get better
            balance.”

      
      “How do you know?” she asked with a glare.

      
      It was obvious the girl didn’t like to be corrected, but then again, it could be because
            she didn’t know Reese. So, with the patience of a saint, she said, “I own a dance
            studio. I’m a dancer too. I know my stuff. I think that you could be something amazing,
            if you’d let me help you.”

      
      “How do I know you’re qualified to help me?” she snapped.

      
      Reese laughed.

      
      “Wow, you’re a little bit of a brat, you know that?”

      
      “I’ve been told, but it’s better than being a bitch.”

      
      Reese’s laughter stopped as she held Claire’s gaze. She was challenging her, and trying
            to push her away, but little did Claire know, Reese loved a challenge. When Ally screamed
            that Mommy was home, Reese turned around and left the room without a word. Going down
            the hall, she found Harper hugging Ally close.

      
      “Everything looks great. We are going to have a baby in eight months!” she said with
            a bright smile.

      
      “Awesome! Listen, when do you have Claire again?”

      
      “Claire? Why? Did you talk to her?” Harper asked, surprised.

      
      “Yeah, when do you have her again?” she repeated.

      
      Harper gave her a look before answering, “Monday through Thursday next week.”

      
      Reese thought for a moment.

      
      “Does she go to school or something?”

      
      Harper laughed. “Yes, Reese. She’s a sophomore at Belle Meade Private Academy.”

      
      “Okay, bring her to the studio every day after school. I’m putting her on probation,”
            Reese said, reaching for her bag and throwing it over her shoulder.

      
      “Does she want that?”

      
      “Sure she does, she just doesn’t know it. Or, she does, and she is being a brat about
            it. She is amazing, Harp, like super good.”

      
      “I’ve seen her.”

      
      “Bring her.”

      
      “If I can get her to come.”

      
      Reese nodded before kissing both her and Ally on the cheek. With a goodbye, she left
            as her mind ran crazy with things she was going to have Claire do on Monday. She couldn’t
            wait; she only hoped that Harper could get Claire there. If she couldn’t, Reese would
            drive over here and get Claire herself. She may have let go of a dancer for a bad
            attitude but Claire was different. She didn’t want to be hateful; it was just a wall
            she hid behind. A wall that Reese planned to knock down.

      
      It was that simple.

      
   
      
      

      
      [image: ]

      
      PHILLIP RAN his hands through his hair as he leaned back in his seat. Looking around the gray
            room, he let out a breath. Between him and Claire, he wasn’t sure who hated doctors’
            offices more, but he was starting to think it was him. He felt like the walls were
            closing in, as he waited for Claire to get done with her session. Phillip wasn’t the
            most patient person. Add in the fact that everything about the doctor’s office aggravated
            him, and he wasn’t a happy person, but he still waited. This was for Claire. She needed
            this.

      
      Pulling out his phone, he checked the time to see that he only had ten more minutes
            left to wait. They were going shopping for school clothes once they left, and then
            he would drop her off at Harper’s since he had to leave early to go to New York. Even
            though he wasn’t that stressed on the road anymore, since Claire wasn’t there screaming
            at him or trying to sleep with his teammates, he worried about her constantly. Harper
            reassured him that things were great, that she was quiet and polite, which he was
            sure was a lie. Claire, polite? Please. But even with the reassurance from Harper,
            he just couldn’t shake the feeling that Claire was going to take off.

      
      It had a lot to do with the fact that she wouldn’t talk to him. He texted her constantly
            when he was gone, and all he got back was one word answers. When he picked her up
            after coming home from California, he asked how it was at Harper’s. She just shrugged
            her shoulders and said it was fine. That was all he got out of her. It was frustrating
            as hell, but he had noticed that in the three days since coming home, she hadn’t yelled
            at him once. They had gone to dinner, hung out, and she was actually civil, but every
            conversation he tried to have with her was one sided.

      
      Letting out a sigh, he opened the Facebook app on his phone to read his friends’ statuses.
            When a picture of Rebecca Hartwit, one of his bedmates, came on the screen, he smiled.
            She was wearing hardly anything and posing in a way that had him shifting in his seat.
            He hadn’t been laid in months, and he was so tired while they were on the road trip
            that he didn’t call anyone over. He had females in every city and loved spending the
            night with them, but lately, Phillip had been emotionally and physical tired. It was
            very unusual, since nothing kept him from sex before. He blamed it all on Claire.

      
      Nothing like an angry teenager to make a man’s dick not work.

      
      It was depressing, but it was his life. Really, all he cared about was getting Claire
            help. This was their first time to Dr. Haley, and that was the main reason Phillip
            was fidgeting in his seat. He had been taking Claire to another doctor in town, but
            Claire hated him, and refused to go there anymore. Elli suggested Dr. Haley and, when
            Phillip met her, he felt good about her. She honestly looked like someone that could
            crack through the walls of his niece, and he ignored the fact that he wanted to fuck
            her. It was against his normal MO but hey, it was all about Claire these days.

      
      When the door opened, he glanced up to see Claire coming out with Dr. Haley behind
            her. Claire wore her regular ‘I hate life’ expression, while Dr. Haley smiled widely
            at him in a way that told him she wanted him. Standing up and smoothing out the front
            of his shirt, he smiled.

      
      “How’d it go?” he asked, but Claire ignored him and went for the door. He watched
            her leave and let out a frustrated breath before turning to give the hot doctor a
            strained smile. “Not good?”

      
      She smiled.

      
      “It’s gonna take time. She really is lovely.”

      
      “Lovely?”

      
      She laughed at his surprised expression before placing her hand on his bicep. He looked
            down at her hand and then smiled as his eyes met hers. Man, he’d love to fuck her.
            She had naughty little glasses that sat low on her nose, long blonde hair, a great
            body, and bright green eyes. Her eyes widened before she dropped her hand and cleared
            her throat.

      
      Looking away, she said, “Yes, everything is going to work out. See you next week.
            Stay strong.”

      
      She turned quickly and disappeared behind the door. With a sigh, he sent a grin at
            the receptionist, but she ignored him, before heading out after Claire. Finding her
            leaning against his car, he hit the unlock button so she could get in. Getting in
            the car himself, he started it before asking, “How did it go? You okay with Dr. Haley?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, typing something on her phone, as she said, “Yeah.”

      
      He rolled his eyes, pulling onto the main road before saying, “Okay, what did you
            two talk about?”

      
      “She just wanted my history. I gave it to her.”

      
      “Okay,” he said with a nod, then he stopped and looked over at her, “You didn’t lie,
            did you?”

      
      “Oh yeah, I did. I don’t know that chick.”

      
      Damn it.

      
      “Claire, what is the point of you getting help if you lie?”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulders again as she said, “She saw right through me, don’t
            worry.”

      
      Relief flooded him as he let out a breath.

      
      “Thank God.”

      
      “Yeah, so she’ll probably hound me next week for the real story, which I have no desire
            to relive.”

      
      He looked over to see that she was looking out the window, a sad look on her face.
            He blew out a breath before saying, “It’s for the best.”

      
      “So you have said.”

      
      He didn’t know what else to say, so he clamped his mouth shut and drove towards Green
            Hills Mall. He figured that she could find everything she wanted there. After coaxing
            her to pick something, she finally did, and then there was no stopping her. He learned
            that Claire’s style was her own. She went from picking preppy clothes, to nerdy stuff,
            and then ended up at sporty. She threw in some brightly colored 80s stuff and then
            some conservative stuff. He didn’t care what she bought, as long as it made her happy.

      
      “Is it okay if we go to Victoria Secret’s?”

      
      He made a face as he shook his head.

      
      “How about I sit out here while you go in. I don’t want to see the panties and bras
            you buy.”

      
      When a true smile graced her face, his breath caught. She was so pretty when she really
            smiled.

      
      “Okay, can I have some money?”

      
      He handed her his credit card and sat down, placing all her bags around him. He watched
            as she walked into the black and pink store and stopped at the loungewear, picking
            up a few things. He didn’t know why since she had bought out the nightwear section
            at American Eagle, but there was no way he was stepping foot in the store with her
            while she bought undergarments.

      
      That was not happening.

      
      After waiting for what seemed like hours, she finally came out with a few bags and
            handed him his card.

      
      “Why’d you get more lounge clothes?” he asked as he stood up, grabbing all her bags.

      
      She looked down and shrugged her shoulders.

      
      What the hell did that mean?

      
      He watched her, waiting for an answer.

      
      She finally looked up and said, “I have dance tomorrow.”

      
      “Dance?” he asked, confused. He didn’t remember signing her up for that, or even know
            she wanted to dance.

      
      “Yeah, with Reese.”

      
      “Reese?” he asked, even though he knew exactly who Reese was. He had met her a few
            times, but never really talked to her. Only admired her from afar. She was hot as
            fuck with dark hair that went down to her bottom, honey brown eyes, and suck-you-dry
            lips that could bring a man to his knees. She had delectable curves and the greatest
            ass he had ever seen. Even though she was super sexy, he knew with one glance that
            she was a ball buster. Since he loved his balls very much, he tended to stay away.

      
      “Harper’s sister. She owns a dance studio and asked me to train there. I’m on some
            probation or something. Harper seems pretty excited for me, and I guess it’s cool.”

      
      It was the most she had talked to him without yelling since she had been with him.
            He ignored his need to fall to his knees and thank the Lord above, saying, “That’s
            right, I knew that, and yeah, it is cool. Reese is really awesome from what I hear.
            I didn’t know you liked to dance.”

      
      A small smile pulled at her lips as she looked down at the ground. . “Yeah, I do.
            A lot.”

      
      “Wow, that’s cool, Claire. Have you always danced?”

      
      He could see the smart remark in her eyes but, to his surprise, she didn’t say it.
            Instead, she said, “Yeah, since I was like seven. Mom had me in it for a while. Then
            she couldn’t afford it anymore and stopped paying. I used to do things around the
            studio to pay for my classes.”

      
      Phillip looked down, feeling completely guilty. She had to work to dance? She was
            a child. What the fuck was his sister’s problem?

      
      “You must really enjoy it.”

      
      “Yeah,” she said offhandedly.

      
      Phillip could tell that this meant a lot to her, and it killed him for not knowing
            this. He used to know everything, and now it was like he was with a stranger. It scared
            him how much he wanted her to love him and to know that he loved her. Never in his
            life had he cared about someone as much as he cared about Claire. He never told anyone
            he loved them. With Claire, he was basically screaming it at her. He usually wasn’t
            so emotional, but he felt like he had to hold onto her like a vice grip because he
            was so scared she would turn out like her mother and grandmother. He wanted her healthy,
            and he wanted her to succeed in her life.

      
      Looking down, he took in the beauty of her. She was filling out since she came to
            him, and actually looked like a normal teenager. Things were still a little rocky,
            but he felt good about them. He felt like things were going to work—she just needed
            time.

      
      “Do you need to get anything for it?”

      
      She looked up at him shyly as she asked, “Can we go by a dance store? I’d like to
            pick up some stuff.”

      
      With a grin, he nodded as he said, “Sure, let’s go.”

      
      After spending an hour in Spell Dance and Theater shop, they walked out with bags
            of things, and Phillip could see the smile that Claire was trying to hide. Getting
            into the roadster, Phillip started the car before pulling out and heading home. He
            was dog-tired, and he was ready to get home.

      
      “I’m going to take a nap when we get home. You can pack and get ready to go to Harpers,”
            he said, turning onto West End.

      
      Claire nodded as she looked down at her phone.

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “You like it there, right? Everything is good?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders. “It’s okay. Harper is really nice, and Ally is cute. She
            likes to dance with me.”

      
      “Good, let me know if things change.”

      
      “I will.”

      
      “I don’t doubt that. I don’t even know why I said it,” he said with a chuckle. He
            flashed her a quick smile and saw that she was smiling, too.

      
      Feeling good about himself, he looked out at the road as she said, “Thanks for today,
            Phillip.”

      
      His heart went into his throat, and he took in a deep breath before saying, “Anytime.”

      
      [image: ]

      
      “Only you have sex with some guy at the gym.”

      
      Reese laughed as she bent over, stretching her thighs. Her phone lay in front of her
            on speakerphone so she could hear Piper.

      
      “Not a big deal,” she said, reaching for her left foot.

      
      “It is too! You didn’t even know him!”

      
      “Sure I do, he comes in every other day and has delicious arms. I’ve wanted him for
            weeks. I got lucky today when he asked me how much I could handle. He was talking
            about the weights, but I answered that I could handle all of him. Let me just say,
            there was a lot to handle. The man was mouthwatering.”

      
      Piper’s giggles ran over the line.

      
      “You’re so bad.”

      
      “Maybe, but it was fun.”

      
      “Eh, I wouldn’t doubt it, but come on, Reese; you are sleeping around too much.”

      
      “With complete strangers that no one knows.”

      
      “Oh goodness.” She laughed. “And you’re okay with that?”

      
      “Ah, for now I am.”

      
      Piper let out a long breath.

      
      “I just worry.”

      
      “I know, but it’s all good. I use protection.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      Reese knew that in her sister’s eyes, it was far from okay, but she let it go. Her
            way of life for the last couple of years worked for her. She had no one to answer
            to, no one to worry about, no one to hurt her. It was her and her only. A few orgasms
            here and there, and then work. It was the life she was starting to love. Moving to
            her belly, she pushed up, reaching up with her legs, touching her head to her toes
            to stretch her back.

      
      Claire was going to be there soon, and Reese was itching to get her hands on her.
            She knew it was going to take some time for Claire to trust her but, once she did,
            the attitude would dissolve and Reese would be left with a potential star dancer.
            That had her giddy with excitement.

      
      “We found a house, we think,” Piper said. Reese was more than thankful for the conversation
            change. The awkward silence was driving her insane.

      
      “Really? Where?”

      
      “In the neighborhood behind Harper.”

      
      “Awesome!”

      
      “Yeah, Harper and I were joking that we need you to get a husband, so you can move
            over there, too.”

      
      Reese laughed before saying, “No way, I love my condo. Husband or not, I’m not leaving.”

      
      “We know, we were just teasing,” she said with a laugh. Reese smiled as she reached
            for her foot, moving it in a circle to work it out as Piper said, “So, what are you
            doing?”

      
      “Stretching as I wait for my dancer.”

      
      “It’s Claire, right? Phillip’s niece.”

      
      “Yeah, Harper tell you?”

      
      “Yup, she said that it’s gonna be fun watching you two work together,” she added with
            a laugh.

      
      Reese laughed, nodding even though Piper couldn’t see her.

      
      “Yeah, she has an attitude, but I’ll dance that attitude out the door. She has raw,
            amazing talent, Pipe. Seriously. I haven’t been this excited to get my hands on a
            dancer in a long time.”

      
      “Cool, I’m excited to see what happens. She needs this. Things have been really shitty
            for her, from what Erik said.”

      
      “Really? I figured they must have been if she is living with her uncle,” she said
            as she stood up, bending down to touch her toes.

      
      “Yeah, her mom was killed and was really bad into drugs and stuff before her death.
            Claire had it rough.”

      
      No wonder there was so much pain in the girl’s eyes. Poor thing.

      
      “Damn, that’s horrible,” she replied, feeling such pain for Claire. Then she smiled
            as she said, “Dance will help… it helped me.”

      
      “You had a broken heart, Reese. I don’t doubt that dance is therapeutic, but don’t
            expect this girl to come in there, all sunshine and roses.”

      
      “Hey,” Reese said, offended by her sister’s statement. “A broken heart sucks.”

      
      “I know, but just be patient. I know how you are. You always expect so much out of
            your dancers, and it’s tough being a kid.”

      
      “Why do I talk to you? You’re always nagging me,” Reese teased, “but really, I know
            what I’m doing. Successful dance teacher, remember?”

      
      “You’re right,” Piper agreed.

      
      “I know, now you go do what you’re made to do, and I will make Claire a dancing star.”

      
      Piper’s laugh rang over the line, causing Reese to smile.

      
      “Okay, I’ll take a hint and butt out.”

      
      “Great idea,” Reese agreed, receiving more laughter from her sister.

      
      “Talk to you later.”

      
      “Bye,” Reese said, hitting the end button and leaning back to push up into a bridge.
            She had always been flexible. Not only did other choreographers love that, but so
            did a lot of the guys she slept with. Letting herself fall onto the cold floor, she
            rolled over and stood up, shaking out her stretched muscles. As she placed her phone
            down and went to turn on the music, the door opened. She turned to see Claire with
            Harper behind her. Ally was on Harper’s hip, grinning as she waved.

      
      “Reese Pieces!”

      
      “Hey, sweetie,” she said, coming over to kiss Ally’s cheek. “How are you?”

      
      “Good! Claire gonna dance!”

      
      Reese smiled over at Claire and nodded.

      
      “I know! I’m so excited!”

      
      Out the corner of her eye, Reese saw Claire cross her legs, looking very uncomfortable.
            Ally started to bounce, wanting to get down, but Harper shook her head.

      
      “No ma’am,” Harper said to her before looking over at Reese. “How long do you need?”

      
      “Um, probably an hour.”

      
      Harper nodded. “Ok, I’m going to go to the grocery. If you get done early, call me.”

      
      “Will do,” Reese said with a bright smile, but Claire wasn’t smiling.

      
      “You okay, Claire?” Harper asked. Claire looked over and shrugged.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Okay, y’all have fun.”

      
      With that, her sister left. The room was dead silent as Claire looked down at the
            ground, her bag falling from her shoulder. She wore black sweatpants and hoodie, with
            her hair pulled up in a bun, and she was working her lip with her teeth.

      
      She was nervous.

      
      “Let’s get started,” Reese said, turning to go to the stereo. When she looked back,
            Claire was dropping her bag and undressing to normal dancer clothes: tight, black
            booty shorts and a green tank. The green made her hair brighter and her eyes shine.
            She really was a beautiful girl. She watched as Claire stretched before crossing her
            legs. Looking up at her, Reese smiled before saying, “I downloaded that song you were
            dancing to the other day. I want to see what you can do.”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, crossing her hands over her stomach.

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “Okay,” Reese said, finding the Boyce Avenue song she downloaded. When she hit play,
            she turned to find Claire standing in the middle of the dance floor, looking back
            at her. The music played for only a couple seconds before Claire started dancing.
            Leaning against the wall, she watched as she sailed through the air, moving her body
            as if it were the words to the song. She had the flexibly, the talent, and the musicality.
            She was stunning and breathtaking. When she crumbled to the ground as the end of the
            song talked about being young, Reese came off the wall and restarted it.

      
      “Again.”

      
      “Again?” she asked, taking in deep breaths.

      
      “Yes, this time I’m gonna call out what you can do to make it better, so don’t get
            startled when I yell, okay?”

      
      She nodded, moving a stray piece of hair out of her eyes before going back to the
            middle of the floor. Reese reached for the play button and again, Claire started moving.
            Reese was in awe watching her. When she yelled out her first correction, Claire didn’t
            even flinch, and when the trick came up again, she nailed it like a pro, showing Reese
            that she took direction great. She only had to yell out a few more before the song
            ended with her crumbling to the ground again. Stopping the music, Reese looked back
            at Claire, and crossed her arms under her breast.

      
      “Who choreographed that dance for you?”

      
      Claire shook her head, folding her own arms across her stomach.

      
      “No one.”

      
      Shocked, Reese asked, “So it’s your piece?”

      
      Claire only nodded as she flexed her toes against the floor.

      
      “Do you do that a lot?”

      
      She looked up at Reese.

      
      “All the time.”

      
      Reese smiled, hoping Claire would smile back, but she didn’t. Holding her gaze, Reese
            asked, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

      
      She asked the question of all her probation kids. She loved the answers she got. One
            would think that it would always be a dancer, but it wasn’t. One time a girl told
            her that she wanted to be a princess. That had Reese laughing her butt off, but she
            wrote it on her file. When the kid graduated from her studio, she gave them the file
            so they could keep it forever. She wrote little notes of encouragement and, last year,
            when one of her seniors graduated, she said that her favorite thing was the file from
            Reese.

      
      With a smile still on her face, she looked back over at Claire.

      
      Claire said, “It doesn’t matter what I want.”

      
      Reese’s brows came together as she took a step closer.

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because it won’t happen. I’ll more than likely end up a drug addict like my mom.”

      
      The fuck she would!

      
      Shocked, Reese shook her head before saying, “No, that’s not true at all. You can
            change that; you can be what you want.”

      
      She slowly shook her head, defiantly, but Reese saw her eyes filling with tears. Never
            had she felt for a child more than at that moment. Usually the kids she worked with
            were rich kids, ones with good parents that worked hard to give their children everything
            they wanted. Even in New York, she worked with seriously gifted children. She loved
            those children, still talked to their parents, but her heart went out to the redhead
            that stood in front of her. The girl that was scared she would be like her mother.
            Reese was very passionate about her work and always strived for excellence but, looking
            at Claire, she not only wanted to make her the best dancer in the world, she wanted
            to give her the confidence that she was going to be something more than a drug addict.

      
      “What do you want to be?” Reese asked again, her eyes set on Claire’s light blue eyes.

      
      Claire shook her head, looking away as she shrugged her shoulders.

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      Reese smiled and said, “Well, I’ll be here until you figure it out and then, when
            you do, we’ll work to get you there.”

      
      Claire looked up and said, “You don’t even know me.”

      
      Reese smiled as she said, “I know, but we will get to know each other, and I will
            help you.”

      
      “What if I don’t want that?” she asked, her voice a tad sharper than it was before.

      
      Reese’s eyes narrowed as she looked up at her with defiance in her eyes. The scared
            girl from before was gone, and now was the angry one that Reese was warned about.
            Pointing to the door, Reese said sharply, “There is the door. Don’t let it hit you
            on the ass.”

      
      But Claire didn’t move, and Reese went on, saying, “But if you want to stay, then
            we can work together to make you an even better dancer than you already are. You are
            spectacular, Claire, but I can make you ten times better.”

      
      Claire looked at the door and then back to Reese before shrugging her shoulders.

      
      “Fine, what are we doing next?”

      
      Reese rocked back on her heels, knowing she had won as she said, “Let’s practice your
            turns.”
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      “CAN I show you something?”

      
      Reese looked up from the iHome and nodded. After three classes together, Claire still
            didn’t say much. The only thing she really wanted to do was dance, which was good,
            but Reese felt like she needed more from her. She didn’t know what it was, but she
            honestly wanted to help this girl. She felt like if Claire let go, trusted her, it
            would not only help her as a person, but she would be a thousand times better dancer.

      
      Reese loved that she liked to show her different dances she thought up, and Reese
            was blown away by her talent. Claire was amazing, a sight to behold. They had been
            working a lot of strength training and cleaning up her technique, because it was part
            of the probation process. Since Reese did it with every child that came through her
            doors, she was going to do it with Claire, even if she didn’t need it.

      
      “Sure, but don’t think you can keep me from making you stretch that leg today. I want
            a straight line, Claire. I know you can do it.”

      
      Claire came towards Reese, her iPod in hand.

      
      “I know, I’ve been practicing. I even put it in this dance.”

      
      “Awesome, let’s see it then.”

      
      After setting up the iPod, grungy music filled the studio. As Claire moved her body
            to it, Reese took her in while listening to the music. The lyrics were as hard hitting
            as the music was and soon took Reese back to a time that she usually tried to ignore.

      
      "I have ADHD," Kevin said with a cheeky grin.

      
      "No you don’t, you're a spaz." Reese laughed as she stretched her leg up into the
            air.

      
      “No, really,” he said, bumping his shoulder into hers. “I really do, that’s why I’m
            always bouncing.”

      
      “Whatever,” she said offhandedly, as she tried to control her breathing even though
            her shoulder was tingling from the carefree touch.

      
      Since coming to Thomas Merry Dance Company, Reese had been on the fast track to the
            top—the only thing standing in her way was Kevin Eads. Director Merry had paired them
            to see if Reese meshed well with Kevin since most girls didn’t last long with him.
            His partner had graduated the month before Reese had come to TMDC, and Director Merry
            was convinced that Reese was the dancer to withstand him, since Kevin was a hard person
            to partner. From the moment she was told this, she knew she could handle him. She
            was ready for the challenge, but then she met him and her confidence went to hell,
            especially when she saw him dance. She knew she was in love.

      
      Her crush on Kevin was disgusting, and being in the room with him had her belly in
            knots. Because of this, she tried to distract herself, practicing the main leg stretch
            for the performance. It didn’t work though. He was still staring at her, and he was
            stunning. Big brown eyes that could stop a girl in her tracks, long, blond hair that
            dusted his shoulders in a rebel way, which told her he didn’t give a shit if people
            told him to cut it. His body was a thing of the Gods. Toned arms and legs, with an
            eight pack that could make a girl come at just the sight of it. He was a dream, but
            when he danced, breathing wasn’t optional. He glided along the floor, his body strong,
            and his movement fluid. He was mesmerizing, but being a senior dancer meant one thing.

      
      Hands off, especially when she was a freshman.

      
      All the girls thought he was the most gorgeous thing in the world and he loved the
            attention, flirting with anything with tits, but never with Reese. She didn’t understand
            it. Even if it was against the rules and could get her in trouble, she still yearned
            for his attention. She dressed in skimpy dance clothes only for him, when she usually
            wore wear ratty ones. She even put on makeup, for God’s sake! What the hell was wrong
            with her? She was a good-looking girl, great ass, fantastic tits, and she could dance
            the socks off anyone, so why didn’t he flirt with her? They were great together; she
            knew that after only a week of dancing together. They joked, they teased, and they
            had a great time together. So what the hell was the problem?

      
      "I really do hate this dance," he said, standing up and looking down at her.

      
      Reese looked over at him and shrugged her shoulders.

      
      "It’s okay," she said, standing up. "It could be better."

      
      She hated saying that. She respected Demi, the choreographer of the dance, but she
            spoke the truth.

      
      He flashed a wide grin, his eyes dark as he held her gaze.

      
      "Oh yeah? How?"

      
      Reese just shrugged again. She shouldn’t have said anything. This was her chance to
            show the company that she was a team player, that she was working material, but there
            she was, badmouthing the choreographer’s work, just to impress Kevin. God, she was
            an idiot.

      
      “I don’t know,” she said, standing up and looking away from him. Her breathing was
            erratic, her body was tingling, and she wanted nothing more than to throw this gorgeous
            man against the mirrors and promptly show him that she was not only the best dancer
            in the company, but that she could also fuck him senseless.

      
      When his hand shot out, gripping her wrist, she looked down at it, before looking
            back up.

      
      “Show me how you would make it better,” he said in a low, husky way that made every
            part of Reese scream.

      
      She took in a deep breath, her eyes locked with his, as she slowly let the breath
            out. She didn’t know why, but she nodded, and when his face broke into a grin, she
            knew she was in trouble with this one. Letting her wrist go, he ran to the stereo,
            hitting play to their song, “Use Somebody” by Kings of Leon. Standing in the middle
            of the floor, Reese watched as he moved to the music for his part as her mind went
            crazy thinking how she could make her part even better. When it came time, she danced
            the way her heart told her to. When the partnering came, Reese went with it, putting
            her whole soul into the dance, pulling tricks that surprised not only him, but her
            too. Kevin was there though, catching her, going with it. It was like he knew what
            she was going to do before she did it, and when he caught her midair, spinning her
            as she wrapped her body around his, he stopped and she slid off him, onto the floor.
            He came with her, lying on her as the song ended, their breath mingled together, their
            chests touching, as they both took in lungfuls of air, and then he kissed her.

      
      She was shocked, frozen, but when his hand came up into her hair, she snapped out
            of it and kissed him back, arching her body into his. He gasped against her lips,
            deepening the kiss, moving his tongue along hers as her mind went crazy. Was this
            real or was this supposed to make the dance better? When he pulled away, breathing
            hard, his eyes clouded with lust, he whispered, “I’ve wanted to do that for a very
            long time.”

      
      Reese was staggered she could even breathe. What surprised her most was when she said,
            “Well, don’t stop now.”

      
      It was the start of the greatest love of her life, but like all great things, it came
            to a crashing end.

      
      “So what do you think?”

      
      Reese blinked before looking up at Claire, her heart aching for the touch of that
            man’s lips again. Even after finding out he lied to her for a year, and knowing that
            it had been three years since she left him, her heart still yearned for him. It was
            sad and disgusting but still, she couldn’t help but miss him.

      
      “Are you in there?”

      
      “Yeah,” Reese said, shaking her head. “Sorry, I dazed out. I was listening to the
            music.”

      
      “So you didn’t even watch me?”

      
      “No, I’m so sorry. Can you do it again?”

      
      Claire looked irritated but she did it again, and like always, Reese was completely
            impressed with her. When she landed the stretch that looked like she was doing a split
            standing up, Reese wanted to scream out in delight. She reminded her so much of how
            she used to dance when she was younger that it gave Reese a rush of excitement. She
            couldn’t wait to watch this girl grow. Standing up with a grin on her face, she closed
            the distance between them and said, “Excellent. You landed the stretch.”

      
      “Damn right I did. I’ve been working on it all week.”

      
      Reese grinned as she said, “I’m proud of you.”

      
      Claire looked away, crossing her arms before shrugging her shoulders.

      
      “It’s not a big deal.”

      
      “It is too,” she said, before turning from her. “Have you thought about what you want
            to be when you grow up?”

      
      Like she had the last three times Reese asked, Claire let out a breath as she said,
            “Nope.”

      
      “Okay, well, keep thinking,” she said, sitting back down. “Let’s go through the dance
            again.”

      
      Claire nodded as she went to the middle of the floor but, before Reese could hit play,
            a knock came at the door. Reese looked over, ready to yell at whoever was at the door,
            but that didn’t happen. Instead, her heart kicked into speed and her nipples hardened
            as one hell of a gorgeous man came through the door with a careless grin on his face.
            She had no clue who the guy was, but she wanted to know him naked.

      
      “I told you I wouldn’t be done until four,” Claire said, her hands on her hips.

      
      “I know, I came to watch you,” he said. His voice was the kind that could talk a woman
            out her panties, and Reese was pretty sure he had done that more times than she could
            count. His body was a wonderland, standing tall in fitted blue jeans and a tee, with
            his strong, muscular arms on display. His skin was bare of tattoos and usually that
            would turn her off, but his face still had her burning with desire. Strong bone structure,
            blond hair dusting his chin, lush lips, and blue eyes to die for. His hair fell into
            his eyes, the same eyes that were currently locked on her as he asked, “If that is
            okay?”

      
      She could only blink as Claire said, “No way, I don’t want you watching.”

      
      Finding her voice as she begged her body to behave, she asked, “I’m sorry, you are?”

      
      He pointed towards Claire and said, “The uncle, the guy paying you.”

      
      “Phillip?” she asked, confused. She didn’t remember him being this hot at Fallon’s
            wedding. He was cute, but not to die for hot if she remembered correctly, but this
            man was fucking gorgeous.

      
      “The one and only,” he said, sending her a grin that made her kitten clench. She mentally
            smacked sense into herself as her brows came together, pinning him with an annoyed
            look. Like he pointed out, he was the guy that was paying her, also the guardian of
            her student, and her brother-in-law’s best friend. That meant there was no fucking
            way in hell she was touching him. Not even with a ten-foot pole, no matter how much
            her kitten was purring for him.

      
      “Phillip, get out, you’re wasting my time with her,” Claire said, thankfully causing
            him to look at her.

      
      “All right, I’m going, jeez,” he complained as he left the room. Reaching the door,
            he looked back at Reese and flashed a panty-dropping grin. “See you around, Reese.”

      
      Fuck, even the way he said her name felt like he was fucking her. Ack! What the hell
            was this? She wasn’t attracted to him before, so why the hell was she one second from
            humping his leg? What had changed? She racked her brain, trying to figure out what
            was different now from two years earlier. She couldn’t find anything, but then it
            all came to her—she was still convinced that Kevin was going to come back for her.
            He never did, obviously, which accounted for her current sleep-with-any-man-athon.
            Well, that sucked. She should have slept with him when she had the chance.
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      Phillip was pissed. He had been excited about watching Claire dance since she said
            she was going to start training with Reese. He had even skipped going home to shower
            after a long plane ride home from California, just to come up to the studio to catch
            a glimpse. But, of course, Claire was in a mood and kicked him out. When was the girl
            not in a mood? Things had been tense but at the same time, she was adjusting. At least,
            he hoped she was. He would know for sure in the next week. He had a streak of home
            games, which meant they’d be together for the next week. This was good, because he
            had missed her and was excited about spending some time with her.

      
      Falling into the chair outside the studio she was in, Phillip hoped by the end of
            the week that she would let him watch her dance. Leaning his head against the wall,
            he tried to watch her through the window and mirror in the studio, but he only caught
            little pieces of her. However, he saw a whole lot of Ms. Reese Allen. His groin tightened
            at the sight of her, but now that he could just stare at her, he was completely stiff.
            Standing in a black sports bra and matching tight shorts, her body sang to his. Her
            thighs were thick, her ass juicy, and her stomach was tone. She had beautiful shiny
            brown hair that went to her waist; her face round, with pouty lips and a sweet, button
            nose. Her light brown eyes shined, and he wanted nothing more than to get lost in
            them after getting her naked.

      
      It was wrong of him to think naughty thoughts of his niece’s dance teacher, but it
            was hard not to when she was that gorgeous. He had always thought that she was edible,
            but she never gave him the time of day. She always walked and talked like no one was
            good enough for her. Complete ballbuster. Figuring that he’d never get in with her,
            he usually stayed clear. Seeing her in basically her underwear was going to give him
            a great visual later that night when he was in the shower, his cock in his hand. Fuck,
            he ached to release right then. It would be better to come in her, but he would imagine
            it later.

      
      Closing his eyes to help him think of something else, he let out a long breath. His
            body was sore, his shoulder aching from taking a hard hit into the boards after playing
            the Ducks. The Assassins had won, but he would be feeling the aches and pain from
            that game for weeks to come. The only good thing was that he had a sweet, game-winning
            goal. When that happened, aches and pains were worth it. Opening his eyes, he got
            an eyeful of Reese with her leg stretched up by her head, holding her ankle with both
            hands. He blinked as his breath caught. He couldn’t believe the urge to run in there
            and pin her against the wall, leg still in the air. His hands shook but he gripped
            the seat, keeping himself in the chair.

      
      Phillip knew the need he was feeling was from lack of sex. He was aching with want
            for the naughty dance teacher, but he needed to quit because Reese was off limits.
            There were so many reasons why sleeping with her was such a bad idea that he had no
            right to even think of sliding his fingers into those naughty shorts, while kissing
            her earnestly. She would probably push him away, calling him every name in the book,
            before slapping him hard across the face. Since he wasn’t one to fail at things, he’d
            ignore his need. He had to, or he would go crazy with lust.

      
      When the door opened, he let out the breath he was holding as Claire walked out, fully
            clothed, with her bag on her shoulder.

      
      “Are you ready?” he asked, with a smile on his face.

      
      She nodded and started for the door as Reese looked up at him.

      
      “She’s doing great,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts, pushing them up
            for him to get a good look. He tried so hard not to look, but it was useless. He loved
            tits.

      
      “Great,” he muttered, before running his tongue along his bottom lip.

      
      “Phillip, let’s go,” Claire called from the door. He looked over at her before looking
            back at Reese. She had a little grin on her face, her eyes darker than normal as she
            held his gaze.

      
      “See ya,” she said softly.

      
      Like before, he was stiff as a board, his hands shaking at his sides, wanting to reach
            out and pull her against him. Her body was begging his. She might not even have known
            it was happening, but he felt it. He wanted to tangle his hands in her hair and kiss
            that pouty mouth, before promptly fucking her for hours. When she brought her lip
            in between her teeth, he had to suppress the moan that wanted to escape. It took everything
            he had to get him to put one foot in front of the other, but he managed. Turning,
            he said, “Later.”

      
      When he reached the door, he held it open for Claire before glancing back at Reese.
            She was watching him, a smile playing on her face. Her eyes were dark, lust swirling
            in them. He knew she wanted him, had to, her eyes were begging him to not go, but
            surely he was wrong. She never even gave him a second glance before. Shaking his head,
            he went out the door and started towards the car with Claire.

      
      “Stop trying to have sex with my dance teacher,” she said as she opened her door.

      
      Phillip laughed as he opened his door and got in, looking over at her as he said,
            “I wasn’t.”

      
      “Whatever, you two were basically eye fucking.”

      
      “Claire,” he groaned. “Watch your mouth.”

      
      “Whatever,” she muttered again. “Just stop.”

      
      “Stop what? I hardly said anything to her.”

      
      “Yeah, but I saw the way you two were looking at each other. Don’t have sex with her,
            okay? I kinda like her.”

      
      Phillip raised an eyebrow as he said, “I don’t see how me having sex with her has
            anything to do with you.”

      
      She set him with a look that made him think he should know why as she said, “Because
            when you break up with her, she’ll hate me, and I like her.”

      
      Seeing the sadness in her eyes hit Phillip right in the chest and added another reason
            why Reese was off limits. He knew it was wrong, and knew he had to stay away from
            her. He only wished that his body would acknowledge the reasons, because he still
            had the desire to run back into the studio and have his way with her. But when he
            looked over at the only family he had left, the person he cared most about, his desire
            fizzled. Claire was coming around, and she actually tried to talk to him now. Plus,
            she loved dance, and she kind of liked Reese, so there was no way he could mess that
            up. He loved her and wanted to make a good life for her.

      
      With a smile on his face, he nodded as he pushed all the lust and thoughts of Reese
            to the back of his head.

      
      “Won’t happen, Claire.”
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      STAYING AWAY from Reese Allen was going to be harder than Phillip thought.

      
      After leaving the studio, all Phillip did was think of her, and he kept thinking about
            her for the rest of the week. He didn’t get it. He knew this woman, been around her
            for at least the last three years, and not once did he ever find himself completely
            stiff with just one glance at her. Every time he dropped Claire off for dance, his
            heart would race, his palms would go sweaty, and when he set eyes on her, his body
            would yearn for the chance to touch her. It took everything out of him not to stare
            at her, but sometimes he couldn’t help it.

      
      She was gorgeous, and she was always doing things with her body that could honestly
            make a grown man fall to his knees and cry. She would bend in a way that had Phillip
            thinking of nothing but sex, which would lead to him taking long, hot showers. In
            a way, he was convinced she was doing it to drive him crazy. Her eyes would meet his
            in such a devious way as she pulled her leg up, leaning to the side so that he got
            the perfect view between her thighs. It had him shifting in his seat and going cross-eyed,
            but then Claire would come out, setting him with a look, and it was as if she was
            dousing him with cold water, which in all reality was probably what needed to be done.

      
      For once, he was glad he was going on the road in the next couple of days. He wouldn’t
            have to take Claire to dance, and it would give him a break from seeing Reese’s gorgeous
            body. He hated that he thought like that, but it was becoming too much to handle.
            Even if he and Claire were doing okay, he needed the break. Shaking his head, he couldn’t
            help but think that Claire was still a problem. She was still a little standoffish
            and hated therapy. She made sure to let him know that any chance she got. It seemed
            all she wanted to do was dance, and that scared him because she still wouldn’t talk
            to him the way he wanted. He wanted her to be open with him, to love him, but it wasn’t
            happening. All the therapist would say was that he needed to give it time. It was
            driving him mad. All he wanted was to lose himself with a woman, but the only one
            he wanted was Reese.

      
      God, he was so fucked.

      
      Leaning against the bar, he took a swig of his whiskey as the music pulsated around
            him. Claire was at Harper and Jakob’s watching Alison because they had something to
            do tonight. Phillip was glad that Claire got along so well with the Titov’s and that
            she wanted to watch Ally. She said she wanted to start saving money. For what, he
            didn’t know, but he supported her, even offered to give her an allowance if she cleaned
            the house. The therapist liked this, and so did he. He just hoped it was progress
            in the right direction.

      
      Since Claire was going to stay the night with Ally, it left him alone. Since staying
            in was pointless, he called Erik to see if he wanted to come out. He expected Erik
            to say he couldn’t. To his surprise, his parents had Dimitri, so he and Piper said
            they would meet him out at the club. They weren’t supposed to be there for another
            hour, but Phillip couldn’t sit much longer and left, deciding to get the party started
            early.

      
      He was three drinks in, talking up a hot blonde that he had no interest sleeping with,
            when Erik cupped him on the shoulder. Turning, he smiled as he shook hands with his
            best friend before giving him a manly hug. Leaning over, he kissed Piper’s cheek before
            saying, “Hey guys.”

      
      “Hey,” Erik said, pulling Piper into the crook of his arm. “This place is packed.”

      
      “Sure is, let’s get a table,” he said, turning back to the blonde. He flashed a quick
            grin as he said, “My friends are here. I hate leaving someone so gorgeous, but I promise
            I’ll come find you later.”

      
      She giggled in a way that made him want to cringe before she smiled. “Sounds good,
            here,” she said, handing him a card that told him her name was Stacy Ruble, and she
            worked for a company called BNC. “Call me.”

      
      He flashed her a grin. “I will.”

      
      Phillip then leaned over, kissing her cheek. When he parted, he knew damn well he
            wouldn’t call her. She was fun to flirt with, but he could tell she was looking for
            the one, and he was in no way, shape, or form the one. His life was crazy right now,
            and he had no time to look for that special someone. With a grin on his face, he turned
            and started for his friends, but when he noticed the girl that had been starring in
            his wet dreams standing beside Piper, he stopped dead in his tracks. Like it had been
            doing all week, his heart kicked up in speed as his groin tightened, while he took
            in every inch of her. Reese was wearing the shortest red skirt ever, the back of her
            thighs begging him to lick them. The black top she wore was see-through, giving him
            a view of the sexy black lace bra she wore. His hands itch to unbutton each button
            before nibbling at the lace that enclosed her breasts from him. Her hair cascaded
            down her back, and she wore red high heels that had a black heel on them, which made
            her legs so fucking sexy it made his mouth water. He was so hard, and he had no clue
            what to do next.

      
      When Erik turned and looked at him, his eyebrow came up as he said, “What are you
            doing?”

      
      Piper and Reese turned and while Piper just smiled in a friendly way, Reese’s eyes
            darkened as she took him in, her eyes stopping at his groin, before a Cheshire cat-type
            grin came across her face. When her eyes met his, he lost his breath. He didn’t understand
            the pull that had manifested between them, but it scared the living shit out of him.
            He couldn’t risk putting anything crappy between him and Claire, but taking in the
            gorgeous woman in front of him, he was tempted to take the chance.

      
      Shaking his head, he said, “Nothing, just taking in the two most beautiful women in
            the room.”

      
      Piper’s face darkened in color as Reese ran her tongue along her bottom lip, her eyes
            still on him. He knew he should just go home, he couldn’t handle this, but he knew
            damn well he wasn’t going anywhere. Not when Reese was close enough to touch.

      
      “Well, stop staring at my woman, the other one, have at it.” Erik laughed as Piper
            nuzzled closer, looking between him and Reese.

      
      “You’ve meet Reese right, Phillip?” Piper asked with a small smile.

      
      Leaning onto the table, he looked over at Reese and said, “I have had the pleasure
            many times this week.”

      
      Reese’s mouth picked up at the side as she said, “He’s been around for like ever.”

      
      “I know; I just wasn’t sure if y’all had officially met.”

      
      Reese shrugged her shoulders as she said, “I don’t think we have, but we know about
            each other.”

      
      Phillip smiled as he held out his hand.

      
      “I’m Phillip Anderson.”

      
      Reese bit her lip before placing her small hand in his. As he held her hand, his eyes
            bored into her. She smiled as she said, “I’m Reese Allen. It’s a pleasure to meet
            you.”

      
      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said in a throaty way that had Erik laughing.

      
      “Be careful with that one, Phillip. She’s the evil twin,” Erik teased.

      
      Reese laughed as she pulled her hand from Phillip’s. Flashing him a grin, she said,
            “Maybe.”

      
      Phillip shrugged his shoulders, his eyes still on Reese as he said, “I like playing
            on the dark side.”

      
      Erik laughed as Piper shook her head. Reese just held his gaze, her eyes swirling
            with lust and all things dirty, as Phillip’s heart hammered in his chest. He watched
            as Reese brought her straw to her lips as she slowly sipped the drink, her eyes locked
            on his, and he knew at that moment there was no way he could move out from behind
            that table. If he did, everyone was going to get an eyeful. Looking away before he
            jumped over the table and promptly kissed the fuck out of her bright red lips, he
            turned to Erik and said, “How’s Dimitri?”

      
      “Good, Mom and Dad took him for the weekend before I leave. They said we need time
            together.”

      
      Piper laughed beside him.

      
      “We miss him like crazy,” she admitted with a grin.

      
      “Yeah, we do,” Erik said with a nod. “We are going to go steal him back tomorrow.”

      
      “They are right though. Y’all do need time together,” Reese added.

      
      Piper shrugged her shoulder as she leaned into Erik. It was so great to see them together
            and not screaming at each other. Piper had always seemed like such a sweet girl, but
            Phillip had seen firsthand Piper beat the shit out of an innocent TV and Xbox. That
            girl was dangerous. Lucky for Erik, she was completely and utterly in love with him,
            as he was with her. They were good for each other. Even though it wasn’t something
            that Phillip wanted for himself right now, since he had Claire to worry about, he
            was happy for Erik. He deserved someone special like Piper and, while he enjoyed the
            joys of being married, Phillip decided that it was time for him to enjoy the company
            of the female variety. Looking across the table, he wished he could enjoy Reese’s
            company, but she was completely off limits.

      
      Right?

      
      As the night went on, the drinks kept coming and the limits that Phillip was supposed
            to be abiding by were becoming a little fuzzy. He was having a great time. Erik and
            Piper were great company but, if he was honest, it was Reese that was making it such
            a great time. It seemed that the foursome had divided into a twosome, and the conversation
            was stimulating. He never really cared what girls talked about, usually it was shallow
            and stupid, but with Reese, it was different. She was smart, quick, and he enjoyed
            the way her lips moved. It was as if he had tunnel vision, and she was the center
            of it. They talked about everything, the city, the people they knew, and the places
            they loved to go, but he wanted to know more.

      
      A lot more.

      
      “Claire loves dancing with you.”

      
      “She’s amazing, Phillip, honestly. I’ve never been so impressed by a girl in my life.
            You should be proud.”

      
      Phillip nodded. “I am.”

      
      “I think Claire likes it that you are there.”

      
      He scoffs, looking over at her over his whiskey cup. “She won’t let me watch her.”

      
      “She will,” she said, her eyes never leaving his. It was as if she knew that he meant
            not only about dance, but in general.

      
      “I hope you’re right.”

      
      “Don’t worry, I am,” she said with a wink. He smiled as he leaned towards her.

      
      “How long have you been dancing?”

      
      “A very long time, since I was three. How long have you played hockey?”

      
      “Since I was around eight.”

      
      “You’re good. I’ve seen you play.”

      
      “You spying on me?” he teased.

      
      She laughed before saying, “I watch my brother-in-laws, and you are part of the package.”

      
      “Liar, I bet you watched me the whole time.”

      
      “You wish,” she laughed, smacking his arm. His arm tingled and, when he looked up
            at her, he knew she felt it, too.

      
      With their gazes locked on each other, Phillip let out the breath he was holding as
            he said, “Admit it, you think I’m the best out there, and I turn you on with my sick
            moves.”

      
      That broke their intense stare down as she snorted with laughter. Soon, he was laughing
            just as hard.

      
      “You did not just snort,” he laughed as she fell into him, giggling.

      
      Sitting up, she looked up at him, trying not to laugh as she said, “I am sorry, but
            I do not get turned on by hockey. I need a man touching me, using his mouth in the
            most inappropriate way, to turn me on.”

      
      Phillip mouth picked up at the side as he leaned towards her, his face only inches
            from hers. His cock was straining against the zipper of his jeans as he asked, “Is
            that right?”

      
      She smiled as she said, “Yes, it’s all about the eye contact, the way a man makes
            me feel, that turns me on. It doesn’t happen easily.”

      
      Giving her a confident grin, he said, “I bet I could turn you on.”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, playfully, a devious look in her eyes as she said, “Maybe.”

      
      The simple word hung between them as her eyes darkened with lust, and his cock became
            so hard that it was hard to breath. Her chest was rising and falling with each breath
            she took, as her eyes never left his. He wanted to look down, admire her breasts,
            but her eyes held his captive. When she licked her lips, he almost groaned. Soon,
            he was leaning towards her because he was going to fucking kiss her. He had to… fuck
            limits, fuck why this was a bad idea—he needed her. She must have known what he was
            about to do because her mouth parted, ready for him, but before he could even make
            it to those luscious lips, Piper interrupted them, asking, “Y’all wanna come dance?”

      
      Taking in a deep breath, moving away from her, he nodded.

      
      Yes... yes, he did.
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      Taking in deep breaths, Reese could only blink at her sister while her body wailed
            for the man that was about to kiss her. It was such a surprise when she turned and
            saw him standing there watching her. He was in a pair of fitted jeans and a blue Henley
            that made his eyes shine and showed each muscle in his arms. When she saw that he
            was sporting a hard-on, she knew she was in trouble. It had already been a feat not
            to attack him at the studio when he would drop Claire off, but now, being in close
            proximity of him, she knew there was no doubt that something was going to happen.
            What, she wasn’t sure, but her body hoped it would involve them being naked, while
            her mind told her to run away. He was a bad idea, too much was tied to him, and she
            couldn’t risk fucking any of that up.

      
      Reese had been lusting after him since the first time he came into the studio. It
            was wrong, and she knew it. What she didn’t expect was for them to get along so well.
            The whole night, they couldn’t stop talking and she loved it. He knew some of the
            same people she knew and enjoyed most of the bars she liked. He was easy to talk to,
            with a quick grin and a flirty way to him that she found she really liked. It blew
            her mind that she enjoyed talking to him since usually when she wanted to fuck a man
            stupid, she didn’t want to talk—she wanted them naked. He made her laugh, and it had
            been a long time since she laughed so hard she snorted. She felt great. She wasn’t
            sure if it was the liquor or Phillip, but she was leaning more towards the latter.
            There was something about him that pulled her towards him and that was bad, because
            he almost kissed her and she almost let him.

      
      Fuck, she needed to get away.

      
      “Yeah, come on, Reese,” he said, taking her hand in his.

      
      “Huh? What?”

      
      “Let’s dance,” he said, flashing a wide grin.

      
      “No way,” she said, stopping, her hand falling out of his. There was no way she could
            dance with him and be able to keep her hands or hell, even her lips, to herself.

      
      “Why not?” he asked, coming closer to her, “You scared I’ll out dance you?”

      
      Laughter bubbled out of her as she shook her head.

      
      “I do this for a living.”

      
      “I know, so show me your moves.”

      
      She shook her head again, crossing her arms under her breasts. She knew it pushed
            them up and out of the lace bra she wore, but she didn’t care. She wanted him to look
            and was rewarded when his eyes fell to her chest. Her heart picked up in speed and
            heat gathered between her thighs, as his eyes practically devoured her breasts. To
            her surprise, she was able to mutter, “No.”

      
      Phillip’s grin was unstoppable as he came closer, his hands resting on her hips. “What…
            are you scared I’ll kiss you?”

      
      Her eyes locked on his and she shook her head, acting as if his words didn’t leave
            her breathless.

      
      “I’ve kissed guys before, Phillip; that doesn’t scare me.”

      
      “Maybe, but you’ve never kissed a man, and let me tell you, it will be the best kiss
            of your life.”

      
      She rolled her eyes, pushing him away with her hands.

      
      “You’re so cocky.”

      
      “And you like it.”

      
      “Whatever, it’s a bad idea anyway. Let’s go get another drink.”

      
      “No way, I want to dance,” he said, taking hold of her again, pulling her body close
            to his as “Drop it Low” by Ester Dean blasted through the speakers. When he leaned
            in, she thought he was going to kiss her. Instead, he whispered, “With only you, and
            I know you want to dance with me.”

      
      Biting into her lip, she couldn’t say no any longer as she felt every single delectable
            inch of him. Reese was starting to realize that Phillip’s body was 200+ pounds of
            compressed bad ideas, but she wanted nothing more than to live each one out with him.
            Nodding her head, she started to move against him as a slow grin went over his face,
            his eyes glued to hers. She couldn’t help it; she smiled back as his grip on her became
            tighter. Running her hands up his chest, she took hold of his broad shoulders as she
            moved herself against him. Turning around, she pressed her ass against him as his
            hands fell to her thighs, holding on as she grinded into him. When he moved his face
            into the crook of her neck, she closed her eyes as he slid his nose up, getting lost
            in her hair.

      
      She usually didn’t dance with guys, it made her think of Kevin, but he was the last
            thing she was thinking of now. As Phillip’s hands came up over her stomach, she moved
            harder against him, loving the feel of his long, hard length against her ass. God,
            she wanted him, so bad she could feel herself shaking from it. When he nuzzled against
            her ear and placed a kiss there, she almost came undone, but then he whispered, “I
            watch you, all the time. I have never wanted someone the way I want you.”

      
      She couldn’t breathe. When he took hold of her chin, turning her so she was facing
            him, she didn’t stop him. She should have, but she didn’t. Instead, when he dropped
            his mouth to hers, she kissed him back. Turning in his arms, she moved up on her tippy
            toes, kissing him just as hard as he was kissing her. Her heart pounded against her
            ribs. His fingers tangled in her hair as she held onto his shoulders, trying to climb
            up his body to be closer, but his other hand held her close, not allowing her to move.
            When he ran his tongue along her lip, she gasped before meeting her tongue to his,
            deepening the kiss. His hands bit into her skin, but she wanted it, craved it.

      
      Pulling away slowly, she bit his bottom lip, receiving a grin as he looked down at
            her, his blue eyes so dark they looked gray. She inhaled deeply, her chest pressed
            to his, as his hands moved up her neck to hold her chin. His eyes searched hers and
            then he said, “Let’s go.”

      
      “What?” she asked, even though she heard him just fine. She just needed a moment for
            something to stop this.

      
      “Let’s go. I need you naked and under, and all over me. Now.”

      
      Oh God.

      
      She blinked and took in deep breaths, waiting for something to stop this, to tell
            her this was wrong. To be the fucking voice of reason, but nothing, no one, came.
            It was just them. People moving around them, music pulsating and lights flashing,
            and all she saw was him.

      
      Fuck it.

      
      Nodding, she took his hand, leading him through the crowd and out the door, grabbing
            her jacket and purse on the way out. Piper would be pissed she left without saying
            goodbye, but she needed to get home and explore the sex on legs that was following
            her. When they reached the door, the cold air hit her in the face. Phillip took her
            jacket, holding it out for her. She smiled up at him as she slid into it, turning
            to look up at him once it was on. He ran his fingers along her jaw, biting down on
            his lip as he held her gaze.

      
      “Ready for some fun?”

      
      Reese slowly ran her tongue along her lips.

      
      “I think the question is—are you ready?”

      
      Taking her in his arms, he captured her mouth with a quickness only a man in need
            could accomplish, before kissing her senseless. Pulling back, he smiled as he whispered
            against her lips, “Baby, I was born ready.”
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      REESE FORGOT how much she liked to make out with a man. The teasing bites, the soft caresses,
            and the deep kisses that led up to the main event were mind blowing. Phillip wasn’t
            kidding when he said he could kiss the hell out of her. It was like an art the way
            his lips moved against hers. The skillful way his tongue tantalized hers. His hands
            were rough, she wasn’t used to that, but she found that she loved it. Especially when
            he held the back of her thigh in his hand, bringing her leg over his lap as he deepened
            the kiss. The poor cabbie was getting one hell of a show, but she didn’t care at all
            and doubted he minded.

      
      She hadn’t been kiss thoroughly by a man in years, and she was enjoying it immensely
            with Phillip. She never wanted this to end. She wanted to be wrapped in this man’s
            arms and never have him let go. When he slid her thong over and dipped his fingers
            inside of her, she groaned against his mouth before he covered her lips with his own,
            catching her moans. Flicking his finger along her clit had her withering against him
            as he continued to kiss the stuffing out of her.

      
      The taxi came to a stop, and the cabbie said, “We’re here, folks.”

      
      Reese gasped out as Phillip withdrew his hand and smiled down her. Leaning forward,
            he kissed her lips before whispering, “I’m gonna make you come so hard once we are
            inside.”

      
      Falling back into the seat, breathless, she watched as Phillip paid before climbing
            out. He turned, still grinning as he reached for her. She went with him willingly,
            ignoring the smirk the cabbie wore. Holding her tight against him, they walked up
            to the door of her studio. After getting her keys out, she tried to unlock the door,
            but her hands were shaking too bad. She knew there was no way she could do this. She
            blamed the liquor… not the way the sexy, blue-eyed devil affected her. With a chuckle,
            Phillip took the keys, unlocking the door and pushing it open.

      
      Shaking her head, she walked in before him. She jumped when the door slammed behind
            her, and Phillip’s arms came around her waist. Moving his hand down her body, he slid
            it inside her skirt, cupping her kitten. She closed her eyes, leaning back against
            him.

      
      “Now, where were we?” he whispered against her neck before slowly sliding a finger
            inside her, circling the tip of his finger around the taut nub.

      
      “Oh, God,” she moaned out as he started to kiss and nibble up her neck, his finger
            dipping inside her before moving back up, putting pressure on her clit. She cried
            out, her body shaking as he flicked his finger quickly, kissing and sucking on her
            neck. As she moved into his hand, he moaned in her ear, biting her lobe as her body
            seized up. She came—hard. Gasping, digging her fingers into his wrist, she hoped to
            stop him, but she couldn’t. He kept on, making her scream and squirm against him.

      
      Chuckling, Phillip finally removed his hand and, before she knew it, he had turned
            her and was ripping her clothes off. Buttons went flying as he tore her shirt open,
            pushing the cups of her bra down before taking a mouthful of her breast, swirling
            his tongue over her nipple as he pulled her shirt off her. As he lavished her breasts
            with his mouth and teeth, Reese tangled her fingers in his hair, while he pushed her
            skirt and thong down her legs.

      
      “I love black lace,” he said against her breast, “but I can’t enjoy them right now.
            I need to be inside you.”

      
      Standing up, he pulled her against him, walking backwards to the couch. Falling down,
            he pulled her into his lap, sucking on her breast as she gasped for breath. He was
            blowing her mind, treating her body as if it were a candy shop and he was sugar deprived.
            Lapping at her breasts, he cupped her between her legs, squeezing her as he nipped
            and pulled at her sensitive nipples. She felt out of control and untamed. She wanted
            to scream out in pleasure, but instead, she decided she had to please him.

      
      Pulling away from him, she moved out of his lap and onto her knees. She made quick
            work of his belt and opened the fly of his jeans, releasing his impressive erection.
            Not only was she breathless from the size of him, but when she saw the tattoo along
            the hairline of his pelvic area, she paused.

      
      Looking up at him, she smirked as she read the script. “No biting, please and thank
            you?”

      
      He chuckled in a low, deep way that had her squirming to climb onto his cock and ride
            until the sun came up. She didn’t care about his tattoo anymore. She wanted him, in
            her, but then he moved his hand into her hair, holding her hostage with sexy, blue,
            half-lidded eyes.

      
      “It was one of those nineteen-year-old mistakes but, then again, sometimes when a
            girl doesn’t know how to give good head, she needs pointers.”

      
      She gave him a sneaky smile, taking his cock in her hand before licking her lips and
            saying, “I give great head.”

      
      “Mmm,” he moaned, fisting a handful of her hair. “I bet you do.”

      
      She ran her tongue along the head of his cock before looking up at him through her
            eyelashes. “But I like to bite.”

      
      He squeezed a fistful of her hair, causing pain, but she liked it, and took him deep
            to the back of her throat, while squeezing the base of him. Grazing her teeth along
            him, she sucked and licked, taking him fully in her mouth, his moans encouraging her
            to go faster. Sucking the head like a lollipop, she watched his face, loving his expression.
            He bit into his lip, watching her watch him, with a smirk on his beautiful face. Licking
            down his shaft, she kissed his thighs before licking his balls and then gently biting
            the tip of him. He took in a sharp breath, coming off the couch, before she took him
            again in her mouth. Closing his eyes, his grip tightened in her hair as his head fell
            back. His hips bucked, sending him deeper down her throat as he came, suddenly. She
            took it like a champ though, sucking him dry before sitting back on her haunches and
            watching him take in deep breaths.

      
      Opening his eyes, he reached for her, pulling her into his lap as he kissed her hard,
            his hands biting into her ass. Kissing her, he slowly pushed his jeans and boxer down
            quickly before laying her down against the couch. She was excited for what he was
            about to do. She was enjoying the hell out of him and watching him come was hot. She
            was ready for the main event though. She wanted that connection… she wanted him to
            fill her… she wanted it all. As he kissed down the hollow of her throat, down the
            valley of her chest, she heard a package tear before he hovered over her, pushing
            her legs back. For all of two seconds, she felt slightly dirty for doing it on the
            couch her dance parents sat on, but then he positioned himself to enter her, and all
            thoughts went out the window.

      
      Reese had been with her fair share of men, but never one as well endowed as Phillip.
            Her mouth watered at the sight of him. She watched as he squeezed himself. His eyes
            were glued to her dripping wet center. He reached out, sliding one finger into her,
            and then two. He looked up at her, his eyes dark as he fucked her slowly with his
            fingers, driving her insane. When he pressed his thumb on her taut clit, she screamed
            out as he licked his lips. She wanted him and, when she couldn’t take it anymore,
            she reached up and tried to lead him inside her, but he stopped her.

      
      “Patience, beautiful,” he teased before he slowly slid into her, filling her so completely
            and perfectly that it took her breath away. Moving out of her, he thrust back in with
            a grunt, his hands shaking where he held her at the back of her knees. She grasped
            at him, wanting to feel skin, but he still had his shirt on.

      
      Pulling at it, she said, “God, take this off.”

      
      She watched as he removed his shirt, and she swore she came right there. She thought
            he had no tattoos, but God had she been so wrong. In the middle of his chest was a
            broken hourglass, with red sand spilling from it. Behind it, big black angel wings
            went up into his shoulders. Under the hourglass, on a scroll, were the words Memento Mori. She had no clue what it meant, but it was beautiful. Not only were the tattoos making
            her breathless, but Phillip was ripped. Toned shoulders, abs for days, and pecs she
            wanted to bite into. Pulling him down, she kissed him, long and hard, her fingers
            biting into his shoulders as he started to move again, filling her before pulling
            out just to thrust into her again.

      
      It was fucking unbelievable and, soon, she was thrashing underneath as her release
            came again. Pushing her leg up, he took ahold of her ankles, putting them by her head
            as he pounded into her. His body was smacking against her, and she loved the sound,
            along with the sheer pleasure he was giving her. He was so deep inside her, filling
            her to the hilt, making her scream with each thrust. When he suddenly stopped, pulled
            out, and dropped his mouth to her sensitive pussy, taking her nub between his lips,
            she screamed out, slapping the side of the couch as he continued the assault. Taking
            fistfuls of his hair, she tried to close her legs but he held her open, sucking her
            and licking as she withered underneath his talented, naughty mouth.

      
      How she came again was beyond her, but she did, and she felt like a limp noodle, just
            lying there as he chuckled against her thigh.

      
      “Can’t give up on me yet, I’m not done,” he said, before licking her hipbone.

      
      She tried to talk, but her mouth was dry, and she couldn’t breathe. He kissed up her
            stomach, stopping to swirl his tongue around her breast before he entered her, nibbling
            on her neck. Moaning out, she dug her nails into his shoulder as he slid in and out
            of her, driving her completely mad. When he sat up, bringing her up with him, she
            held on as he fucked her so hard, she was sure she wouldn’t be walking right tomorrow.
            When she bit into his shoulder, he cried out as his body shook with his release.

      
      Thrusting once and then twice, he finally stilled, holding her tightly. Reese gasped
            for breath, her heart pounding so hard against her chest, she was sure he felt it
            because she felt his. His breathing was just as harsh and, as he kissed up her shoulder,
            she closed her eyes, still gasping for air. As she clung to him, not wanting to let
            go, she couldn’t help but think that she usually wanted more from a man, but she could
            honestly say, she was done. Phillip had satisfied her completely.

      
      What the hell just happened? She thought as his teeth grazed her shoulder, sending chills down her back.

      
      She didn’t know, but he needed to go before it happened again.
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      Slowly lying back, so that Reese was laying on top of him, Phillip ran his hands up
            her back, and let out a long breath. God, she was fantastic. Moving his face into
            her neck, he took in another breath, loving her scent. It was soft, flowery, delicate,
            and beautiful like her. He knew he would be thinking of it for days when he left.
            He wasn’t sure if it was because she was the first girl he had been with in so long
            or if it was her, but damn, he really fucking liked her. Her body was amazing clothed,
            but she was a fucking showstopper naked.

      
      She had a tight little body, mouthwatering tits, hipbones that cried to be kissed,
            and a pussy that a man could eat for days. She had tattoos, a tree that took up her
            whole back, stars on her hipbones, and small black birds along her ribs. He loved
            tattoos on girls and boy, did he love them on her. He couldn’t get enough and the
            only reason he stopped was because he couldn’t hold off any longer. He had wanted
            to come in her for weeks. When he entered her, lights went off behind his eyes. She
            had been so tight, so perfect, and he wanted more. A lot more.

      
      Kissing down her throat, he nibbled at her collarbone before meeting his mouth to
            hers. She kissed like a dream, a sweet mouth that he wanted to drink from like a thirsty
            man in the desert. She wasn’t joking when she said she gave good head; he was surprised
            he didn’t rocket off the couch the way she was sucking him. God, she was a dream.
            How did this happen? How did he miss out on this for so long? She had been in arms’
            reach for years, and he kept passing her up when he could have been enjoying her.

      
      Moving her hands into his hair, he moaned against her lips as his cock twitch to life.
            Biting her lip, he smiled as she pulled away. He reached up, moving her hair out of
            her face, so that he could see her beautiful eyes. They were such a light brown, almost
            honey. Framed with dark lashes and makeup that made them shine, she was honestly the
            most gorgeous woman he had ever been with. Smiling down at him, she leaned back, sitting
            back on his thighs as she leaned against the cushions of the couch, still watching
            him. He reached out, moving his finger along her nipple, loving the way she looked
            at him.

      
      Looking down at where his finger moved along her nipple, she placed her hand on his,
            stopping him as she looked back down at him. When her eyes met his, he knew something
            was up. The lust and want that was there before was gone.

      
      Biting into her lip, she cleared her throat before saying, “You know this is a one-time
            thing, right?”

      
      Phillip cleared his throat as he processed what she had just said. He wasn’t expecting
            that. He thought they’d fuck some more and then maybe talk about going out sometimes.
            She was putting the brakes on and, with the way her eyes were set on his, he knew
            there was no stopping her.

      
      Nodding his head, he put on a carefree smile before saying, “Yeah, I’m good, believe
            me. We got this out of our system; we should be good, right?”

      
      “Oh totally, I got my fill. I’m good.”

      
      “Awesome, me too,” he said, nodding and feeling completely awkward.

      
      “This is awkward. I hate awkward.”

      
      Phillip laughed.

      
      “I do too; I haven’t ever had a girl tell me that. Usually, I’m the one doing the
            telling.”

      
      She smiled as she shrugged her shoulders.

      
      “I’m emotionally unavailable and, with everything that is going on with you and then
            all the connections between us, this is such a bad idea. We probably shouldn’t have
            done this.”

      
      She was right but still, he couldn’t help but think they could give it a shot.

      
      What?

      
      Mentally smacking himself, he thanked God for this girl. She was giving him a free
            pass; he didn’t have to worry about a clingy girl trying to get him to be her husband.
            Reese was giving him an out, a free lay. Was he stupid? Who questions that?

      
      “No one will know about this,” he assured her. He didn’t know why he said that, but
            he felt like she needed to know that.

      
      To his delight, she looked relieved as she smiled.

      
      “Thank you. I won’t say anything either.”

      
      Moving his hands along her hips, he held her as he said, “You were great.”

      
      She smiled, smacking him gently on the chest.

      
      “So were you.”

      
      They held each other’s gaze. Phillip wanted nothing more than to bring her down for
            another kiss, and maybe even another round on the couch, but something told him that
            wasn’t what she wanted.

      
      “I’m gonna go,” he said, squeezing her hips.

      
      She nodded and got off him. He sat up and pulled off the condom, throwing it in the
            nearest trashcan before picking up his jeans. Sliding them on, he turn to see her
            standing naked, holding his shirt for him. He took in her spectacular body before
            reaching for his shirt and putting it on. Sliding his shoes on, he picked up his jacket
            and put it on before looking over at her. She was standing in her bra and thong now,
            her arms crossed across her stomach as she watched him. He knew he should just turn
            and go, but he couldn’t leave without one more kiss. Pulling her to him, he dropped
            his mouth to hers, capturing her lips in a long, drawn-out kiss that had his toes
            curling. She was amazing. It killed him to walk away, but she was right.

      
      Parting from her sweet lips, he kissed her one last time before backing away from
            her. She crossed her legs, giving him an awkward wave as he reached for the door.
            Something told him not to leave, but when he looked back and she didn’t stop him,
            only waved again, he left.

      
      When the cold air hit him in the face, he wanted to go back inside, wrap her in his
            arms, and have his way with her again, but his pride kept him from doing that. He
            should be happy he dodged a bullet. He didn’t want a girlfriend or a wife. He had
            Claire, and she was enough to handle. No one would ever know about his night with
            Reese, and that was good. He should be completely satisfied since he was thoroughly
            fucked… but he wasn’t.

      
      He felt empty, and he had no clue what that meant.
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      GLANCING DOWN at her phone, Reese rolled her eyes. It was the third time Piper had called that
            hour, and Reese knew exactly what she wanted. She had been ignoring her all weekend,
            but her sister was a persistent little thing. Knowing she couldn’t avoid their conversation
            any longer, she finally hit answer on her iPhone.

      
      “Hello.”

      
      “Don’t hello me! You’ve been ignoring me for the last three days!” Piper accused.

      
      Reese rolled her eyes again as she said, “I would never do such a thing. I’ve been
            busy. I had competition yesterday.”

      
      She was only partially lying in the sentence, her kids did have a dance competition,
            but she had been ignoring Piper relentlessly.

      
      “Liar, and even if you did, you still could have answered my text!”

      
      “Sorry, I suck.”

      
      “You do! What if something was wrong?”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes; her sister was so dramatic.

      
      “If something was wrong, Erik would have called me. I’ve been busy; you act like I
            call every day.”

      
      That silenced her right up. Smiling to herself, she unwrapped a piece of chocolate
            as Piper said, “Well… whatever, you know why I’m calling. You might as well confirm
            it.”

      
      “I have no clue what you’re talking about,” she said with a shrug, popping the piece
            of chocolate in her mouth. It was the sweetest thing she had had in her mouth since
            Phillip.

      
      “Oh, so we are playing stupid?”

      
      “What are you talking about, weirdo?”

      
      Piper laughed, while Reese bit into her lip. She didn’t want to lie to her sister,
            but she had promised Phillip she wouldn’t say anything, so she wouldn’t. Even if her
            kitten wanted to gush and gossip about how amazing Phillip was, she couldn’t. It had
            been three days since she had watched him walk out of her studio and each hour that
            passed, she only yearned for him more. She would have thought with how busy Saturday
            and Sunday were with dance competitions, she wouldn’t have thought of him as all.
            But she did. The whole time. It was disgusting. She was stupid, but she couldn’t help
            it… she wanted him again. She had lied through her teeth when she said she had gotten
            her fill. She hadn’t, she wanted more, needed more, but she knew damn well that would
            never happen.

      
      It couldn’t happen.

      
      Shouldn’t happen.

      
      Oh, hell, who was she kidding? If he even gave her a smoldering look that said he
            wanted her, she was going to be naked within seconds. Her clothes and panties would
            magically dissolve, and she would be completely ready for him.

      
      She was so screwed.

      
      “Gosh, you’re a brat. Did you sleep with him?”

      
      “Who?” she asked, trying to prolong the inevitable, which was her lying to her twin.

      
      “Oh my God, I’m gonna kill you! Phillip! Did you sleep with Phillip?”

      
      Reese couldn’t hold in her laughter as she sputtered, “Phillip who?”

      
      Silence went over the line as Reese continued to laugh.

      
      “I hate you.”

      
      Still laughing, Reese said, “Oh hush, no, I didn’t sleep with him.”

      
      Piper didn’t even pause, she shrieked, “Oh my God, are you seriously lying to me right
            now?”

      
      Reese paused.

      
      “What?”

      
      “You’re lying; you did that hiccup thingy before you answered!”

      
      “I did not!”

      
      She did.

      
      “Yes, you did!’

      
      Trying not to sound too guilty, she said, “You’re such a weirdo. I gotta go, Claire
            is about to be here.”

      
      “Stop lying to me! Did you tangle the sheets with Phillip?”

      
      Reese dropped her head to the floor, mushing her face against the cold tile. There
            was no point in lying, and it wasn’t like she was going to sleep with or have a conversation
            with Phillip again. Plus, Piper wouldn’t tell a soul.

      
      “Uh, maybe?”

      
      “Maybe?” Piper asked, deadpanned.

      
      “Okay, yes, I did, but don’t say anything!” Reese yelled just as she heard Piper about to scream something, probably along
            the line of she knew it or something.

      
      “I knew it,” she whispered, causing Reese to roll her eyes. “I can’t tell Erik?”

      
      “Heck no.”

      
      “But he’s my hubby.”

      
      “I don’t care if he was the pope! Don’t tell him. We agreed not to tell anyone. It
            was a mistake, totally lust and stupidity, nothing to get worked up about.”

      
      “Oh, so that’s it? A quick whoo hoo, and y’all are done?” Piper asked, sounding disappointed.

      
      “Yes, Piper, no wedding bells or the pitter patter of little feet. We just fucked,”
            she said as she leaned back, stretching her legs above her head. “No big deal, just
            nice, satisfying sex.”

      
      That she wanted more of.

      
      “Well, that sucks.”

      
      “Actually, it was quite amazing.”

      
      Piper let out an aggravated sigh before saying, “No, I thought y’all had hit it off.
            I was convinced that something would come out of it.”

      
      They had, but she wasn’t going to admit that. Instead, she said, “Oh hell no, this
            is me we are talking about. I don’t want a man.”

      
      That was a lie. She wanted Phillip, but she knew she would get tired of him sooner
            or later. He was cocky and full of himself. He was also so fucking hot that he could
            singe her panties off with one smile. He was playful, funny, and if she wanted a man,
            he’d be it, but she didn’t, and that was final. No matter how gorgeous and funny he
            was.

      
      “Ugh, whatever, so you’re not gonna see him again?” she asked.

      
      “I will when he brings Claire in but other than that… no. We got our fill, and we
            are good.”

      
      Piper let out an annoyed breath as she said, “Blah, so depressing.”

      
      Thankfully, the door opened and Claire came in, with her dance bag on her shoulder.

      
      “I know, your sister will be an old hag that will buy lots of presents for you and
            yours, now leave me be,” she joked, standing up and waving at Claire. She waved back
            as Reese said, “I’ll call you later. Claire is here.”

      
      “All right, let me know if things change between you and Phillip.”

      
      Reese laughed.

      
      “It won’t, bye.”

      
      Turning to look at Claire, Reese greeted, “How are you?”

      
      Claire shrugged as she pulled off her shirt and pants.

      
      “Okay, I had therapy today, so stupid.”

      
      Reese laughed as Claire sat on the floor, stretching her legs out.

      
      “It’s supposed to help you.”

      
      “I don’t need help. Shit happened, I’m fine.”

      
      Squatting down, Reese went to her eye level, but Claire wouldn’t look at her as she
            asked, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      
      Claire looked up and then rolled her eyes.

      
      “Hell no, why would I want to do that? I just want to dance, that’s all.”

      
      Letting her shoulders fall, Reese said, “You know I’m here.”

      
      “I know,” Claire said offhandedly as she reached for her foot. When Reese didn’t say
            anything, Claire looked up and smiled.

      
      “I’m fine, I promise. As your sister always tells me, things can only get better.”

      
      “She’s right; you’re very lucky to have everything you do now.”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulders as she said, “Now I do—where was it all eleven years
            ago?”

      
      Reese cocked her head to the side, confused.

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      Claire shook her head, reaching for her other foot.

      
      “Just that I never would have needed therapy if Phillip would have come for me a while
            back. I get that I cause a lot of the crap I’ve done, but a lot of it was my mom.
            If I had Phillip back then, I wouldn’t be where I am now. I would be normal. Instead,
            I’m scared that I’ll end up like my mom, and I don’t want that. At all.”

      
      It was the first time Claire had said more than a sentence at once and each word broke
            Reese’s heart. She didn’t understand how something like that could happen to a child.
            Reese was brought up in a loving home, one that gave her guidance, believed in her
            dreams, and helped push her to follow those dreams. Her parents and sisters were the
            best and she knew that all kids weren’t as lucky as she was, but she had a feeling
            that Claire had it worse than she could imagine.

      
      “I don’t think Phillip would let that happen to you, but most of all, I won’t. I am
            going to give you all the opportunities in the world, which reminds me!”

      
      Reese got up and went to the area that held random stuff, along with the iHome. Grabbing
            a file, she turned and grinned at Claire as she said, “You are off probation, and
            you are now a Reese Allen Dancer!”

      
      Claire raised an eyebrow as she said, “That probation was for real?”

      
      “Uh… yeah!”

      
      “Oh, okay.”

      
      Reese made a face.

      
      “You’re supposed to be excited.”

      
      Claire’s mouth turned up on the side before she softly said, “I am.”

      
      “You sure don’t act like it.”

      
      Claire looked up at Reese and gave her a real smile, with teeth and bright eyes. She
            said, “I really am. Does this mean I get to go to real classes and stuff?”

      
      Reese was giddy as she said, “Yes, and you get to compete, too. I have a lot of stuff
            in mind for you!”

      
      “Yay,” she said with a little wave in the air. It was all a show, but it still made
            Reese smile.

      
      “So, today, we are gonna learn a new routine for your solo. Tomorrow will be your
            group classes. You can’t miss those or be late, okay?”

      
      Claire shrugged. “Okay.”

      
      “And then I am thinking of doing a duet, but I can’t figure out if I want a boy one
            or a girl. Still messing around with things in my head.”

      
      “Okay,” Claire said again, standing up and stretching her arms.

      
      “Are you ready for this? You’ll be eating and breathing dance for a while. Over the
            summer, it will slow down, but it will pick up again in the fall.”

      
      “I’m ready,” she said confidently, causing Reese’s heart to swell. She wanted so desperately
            for this girl to succeed and do something great with her life.

      
      “Awesome, only one thing left before we get started for today!” Reese said with a
            grin, opening the file and pulling the pen off the paper.

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      She smiled as she took a deep breath. She had been asking this same question for weeks
            and prayed that today’s answer would be different. Looking up at Claire, she asked,
            “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

      
      Claire looked down at the ground, pushing up on the tip of her toes. She didn’t say
            anything for a few minutes, and Reese let her have her time. She needed it, so Reese
            waited until, finally, Claire looked up, her eyes shiny with tears, as she said, “I
            want to be a choreographer with big-named artists or maybe Vegas shows or something.
            I want to be known around the world for the amazing dances I come up with. I want
            to be like you.”

      
      Reese felt the rush of tears to her own eyes and somehow kept them in as she nodded,
            writing down what Claire said. She wanted to hug the girl, she wanted to tell her
            that she was going to make her dreams come true, but most of all, she wanted to call
            Phillip and tell him about it. She wished he were here; he would have loved to have
            heard Claire say that, to want dreams and aspirations. Looking up, she smiled so brightly
            at Claire that she was sure her face was going to break, saying, “Let’s get to work
            on making those dreams come true.”

      
      Suddenly, Claire’s arms came around her, and she froze as Claire hugged her tightly.
            When Claire whispered, “Thank you,” Reese was surprised the tears didn’t rush down
            her face. She knew that the ice between her and Claire had broken. It also meant that
            even though she hadn’t wanted anything to happen between her and Phillip before, now,
            she knew for a fact nothing could happen. She was in too far with this girl, and she
            couldn’t risk losing her because of a stupid breakup between her and Phillip. Not
            that she wanted to date him, but she couldn’t risk anything happening between them.

      
      She had to stay clear of him—that was all there was to it.
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      “Do you like that?”

      
      Phillip looked down at the blonde on her knees with his cock in her hand, her mouth
            hovering over it. She was pretty, bright blue eyes, a nice mouth, cute nose, and great
            body, but he was not enjoying the blow job she was performing. He wasn’t sure if it
            was because they were in the men’s bathroom of some pub in Dallas, or if she just
            sucked at giving head. There was too much spit, and she didn’t rake her teeth right.
            She just didn’t do it for him, but he needed to come… he needed to forget.

      
      “Just make me come,” he said, weaving his hands in her hair and thrusting himself
            in her mouth. Closing his eyes, he tried to enjoy it, but it wasn’t working. He was
            surprised he was still hard. Letting out an annoyed breath, he mentally kicked himself.
            When was he going to admit the reason he wasn’t enjoying any kind of sexual activity
            was because of a certain woman whose name reminded him of a peanut butter cup? God,
            this was hopeless.

      
      It had been three days. Three days of sleepless nights, morning wood, and a general
            need for Reese’s body. It was insane. He had never been caught up with a woman the
            way he was at that moment. As the blonde took him to the back of her throat, thoughts
            of Reese overflowed him. She was beyond hot during their time together. They joked,
            they enjoyed each other, and since leaving her, he hadn’t been able to think of anything
            else but her. He didn’t understand it, but he did know that this blonde was not cutting
            it.

      
      Pulling away from her grip, he yanked his jeans up with a huff.

      
      “What’s wrong?” she asked, wiping the side of her mouth.

      
      “This isn’t working for me.”

      
      “Oh, do you want to leave?”

      
      From you, yes.

      
      “Nah, my friend is still out there.”

      
      “Oh,” she said, looking confused.

      
      “Sorry, I really hate to be an ass, but this isn’t working for me, so I’m going to
            go.”

      
      Hurt flashed in her eyes as she shrugged her shoulders. He didn’t want to hurt her
            feelings, but what did he expect? He really wasn’t worried about her feelings; he
            was worried about coming and forgetting. It was an asshole move on his part. Maybe,
            if she didn’t leave, he’d put all her drinks on his tab.

      
      “Sorry, again,” he said with an awkward wave, and then hurried out of the bathroom.
            Letting out a long breath, Phillip headed towards where Erik was sitting with a beer
            and his phone in front of him. They had a game the following day against the Stars
            and were kicking back for a bit before heading to the hotel. Cupping Erik on the shoulder
            before sliding into his seat, he looked over to find his friend watching him.

      
      “Have fun?” Erik asked with a smirk.

      
      Phillip shook his head.

      
      “Couldn’t get off,” he said honestly.

      
      “That blows.”

      
      “Yeah,” he agreed as he leaned back, nursing his beer.

      
      “What’s that about?” Erik asked, looking up at the screen. The Red Wings and Bruins
            were playing. They were tied now, at three. Before Phillip went to the bathroom, the
            Bruins were up by three, which meant it was bound to be a good game. Looking back
            over at Erik, he shrugged his shoulders because he wasn’t sure what to say.

      
      “I don’t know,” he said, taking a swig of his beer.

      
      “You need Viagra or something?”

      
      Phillip choked on his beer as he started to laugh.

      
      “Hell no, I just… I don’t know.”

      
      “Might want to find out,” Erik said, looking up at the screen.

      
      The topic dropped, and Phillip should have been happy about that, but he wasn’t. He
            wanted to tell Erik that he was caught up on Reese, but that would go against what
            he promised. Plus, Erik could get mad; it was his sister-in-law. Before fate brought
            him and Piper together, everyone assumed that Erik had a thing for Reese, but that
            was so far from the truth. He had always had a thing for Piper, but kept those feelings
            locked deep down inside. The only reason Phillip knew was because he had told him
            during a drunken binge one night. Now Phillip was the one feeling Reese, and that
            was a waste of time because nothing could happen between them. She not only made that
            clear, but so did Claire. The only problem was his body wasn’t listening.

      
      “I slept with Reese,” he suddenly said, and wanted to mentally kick himself.

      
      Erik chuckled, his eyes still on the TV as he said, “I was wondering how long it was
            going to take for you to admit that.”

      
      “You knew?”

      
      “Yeah, I knew. I saw you two at the club kissing when Piper was in the bathroom.”

      
      “Oh, she doesn’t know?”

      
      “She thinks so, but Reese hasn’t confirmed.”

      
      Phillip nodded.

      
      “Well don’t say anything; we agreed not to tell anyone.”

      
      Erik scoffed. “Seriously?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “You act like it’s a big deal. No one cares if y’all hook up. It’s not like you will
            want anything else from her.”

      
      When Phillip didn’t say anything, Erik looked over at him and then laughed.

      
      “Okay, so maybe I’m wrong,” he chuckled, shaking his head before taking a long pull
            of his beer.

      
      “I just want more sex, but she said she got her fill and that it was a one-time thing.
            Now I can’t get off cause I’m still thinking of her.”

      
      “Quite the predicament.”

      
      “I know,” Phillip said, letting out a long breath.

      
      Before anything else was said, his phone rang. It was Claire.

      
      Picking it up, he said, “Hey.”

      
      “Hey, so, like, I’m off probation now at the dance studio, which means I can start
            to train with everyone else. It’s so awesome because Reese is giving me a solo, a
            duet, and group. I’m dancing so much!” she said, leaving him breathless. She sounded
            so happy, like the girl he used to know.

      
      “That’s great, Claire. I’m proud of you.”

      
      “Thanks, but the thing is, I’m gonna have to stop going to therapy or move it to a
            Saturday or something.”

      
      “Why do you have to miss it?” he asked.

      
      “Because I’m dancing every day.”

      
      “Well, tell Reese you need a day for therapy. The office isn’t opened on the weekends,
            and you can’t miss school. You’ve missed enough with all the moving,” Phillip stressed.

      
      “I can’t do that, Phillip. I have to go. I can’t be late. I can’t miss unless, I’m
            like, dying or something. This is important to me.”

      
      Phillip took in a deep breath and could feel Erik’s eyes on him.

      
      “I understand that, Claire, but you need therapy.”

      
      “No, I don’t! I hate that place! Why do you make me do something that I am telling
            you I don’t need? I didn’t need my mom and I didn’t need crazy cat lady, all I need
            is dance. I need to lose myself in the music. I don’t need to talk about my feelings…
            I’m fine!” she screeched.

      
      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Phillip said, “Listen, let’s talk about this when
            I get in town. Maybe we can work something out so that you can do both.”

      
      “I don’t want to go!”

      
      “I understand that, but until I think you don’t need it—”

      
      “Ahh! I don’t need it, and you can’t make me go!” she yelled, before hanging up on
            him.

      
      Rolling his eyes, he slammed his phone down. Taking in a deep breath, he clenched
            his fist before he released it. She drove him fucking mad, but he knew there was no
            point in calling her back. He didn’t want to be yelled at anyway. Downing his beer,
            he wiped his hand across his mouth before looking around the bar. Beautiful women
            filled the pub. Maybe he could find another woman, and she could please him.

      
      Who was he kidding? He wanted Reese and, until he got his hands on her, he wouldn’t
            be happy. However, the phone call from his niece reminded him that Reese needed to
            be off limits.

      
      “Problems with the hellion?”

      
      Phillip nodded, looking over at Erik.

      
      “Yup.”

      
      “If she doesn’t want to go, why make her?”

      
      Phillip’s eyebrows drew in as he said, “Whose side are you on?”

      
      “I’m on the right side. Harper said she is doing great,” he said, taking another beer
            from the bartender and promptly ignoring a woman that was giving a great view down
            her shirt, but not even Phillip was impressed.

      
      “She is doing great there and apparently at dance, but things are strained between
            us,” Phillip said sadly. “I know she blames me for everything that happened. I don’t
            even know what all happened, but I’m pretty sure it’s bad.”

      
      “It wasn’t your fault, Phillip,” Erik said, turning to him, “It was your sister’s.
            The thing is... therapy isn’t going to make her forgive you. All it’s doing is making
            her angrier with you. She wants to dance, let her dance. Hopefully, it will help.
            People let out their anger and sadness in different ways. Maybe dance is her outlet.”

      
      Phillip thought it over for a moment. Maybe Erik was right. Maybe he should back off
            a little, let Claire dance it out as she kept saying. Maybe he was pushing her away
            more by insisting on the therapy. It just scared him, so bad. He wanted so much for
            Claire, but most of all he wanted her to know that he loved her. No matter what.

      
      “Maybe you’re right.”

      
      “I am,” Erik declared with a grin, “I also think that things between you and Reese
            aren’t done with by a mile, and that it is more than just sex.”

      
      Letting his face fall into his hands, Phillip let out a long breath as he thought
            that Erik was right on both accounts, which meant one thing:

      
      He was screwed.
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      “PHILLIP…”

      
      PHILLIP rolled his eyes as he slipped out of bed, reaching for his pants. Claire had been
            yelling at him for the past thirty minutes to get up. No matter how much he tried
            to ignore her, he couldn’t anymore. He was tired and, after getting in early that
            morning, he was looking forward to a day in bed. Claire had other things in mind.
            She was persistent on the fact that she needed to get to dance and didn’t care that
            he needed those extra thirty minutes of sleep.

      
      “I’m coming, relax,” he called back as he threw on a long-sleeved Henley before putting
            on socks and shoes. Reaching for the door, he found her with her arms across her chest,
            with a very furious look on her face. Looking down at her, he waited for her to say
            something, but she just glared. Letting out a breath, he asked, “I thought we had
            to go.”

      
      “We do!” she snapped.

      
      “Then go,” he snapped back.

      
      His shortness must have surprised her. Her eyes went wide, before she turned and stomped
            down the hall. Following behind her, he grabbed his keys as he thought that waiting
            to get her a car was a bad idea. He could be sleeping right now. Instead, he was out
            in the cold, driving Claire to dance. He hated when he let his temper flair. He didn’t
            mean to snap at her and felt bad but, at the same time, she always snapped at him.
            Jumping into the car with her, they drove in silence to the studio. Pulling into the
            parking lot, he parked before Claire reached for the handle to get out.

      
      Stopping her, he said, “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      
      She looked over at him and shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever.”

      
      “No,” he said before she could get out. “If you want to only dance and not go to therapy
            then you need to learn how to talk to me. Everyone else gets this nice Claire, while
            I get the angry one. I’m not the bad guy, Claire. Stop treating me like one.”

      
      Her eyes narrowed as she pinned him with a look.

      
      “I told you I had to be here at four. Its six minutes past. I’m pretty sure I’m not
            gonna be able to dance now! I try to be nice and crap, but you continually piss me
            off. I gotta go,” she said, slamming the door before running into the studio.

      
      As he watched her disappear inside, Phillip shook his head. He couldn’t understand
            how he pissed her off. He did everything she asked of him, and all she did was crap
            on him. Just when he thought things were good between them, she’d turn into the angst
            teen he was blessed with. Shaking his head, he decided to sleep in the car until she
            got out. Leaning his head back, he was just about to shut his eyes when the passenger
            door opened, and Claire fell into the seat.

      
      Looking over, he watched as she crossed her arms and looked out the window before
            she said, “We can go.”

      
      “Why?” he asked, sitting up.

      
      “Because I’m late. I can’t dance if I’m late. If I’m late again next week, I’m kicked
            out of the group class,” she said softly. When a tear ran down her cheek, Phillip’s
            heart seized.

      
      “You’re only a few minutes late. It’s not a big deal,” he protested.

      
      “It is to Reese,” she said, palming her tears away. “I told you I couldn’t be late,
            and you still wouldn’t get up. I don’t ask for money, for clothes, or for anything
            really. The one thing I wanted was to be here on time, and you couldn’t even do that.”

      
      Feeling like shit, he said, “I’m going to fix this.”

      
      Opening the door, he slammed it shut before walking towards the studio. He had no
            clue what he was going to do, but he knew he had to do something. Surely, Reese would
            be reasonable. It was his fault, not Claire’s. No reason to punish her because of
            his lateness. She would understand that he was tired. He hadn’t gotten any sleep the
            night before because he was up thinking about sex with her, for god’s sake. She would
            have to be sympathetic about that.

      
      He passed by a few parents and reached for the door to the studio that Claire was
            always in. Pushing it opened, six girls, including Reese, looked over at him. She
            looked delectable. Her hair was in a long braid down her back, her breast snug in
            her yellow sports bra. Her nipples were hard and just the sight made his mouth water.
            Add in the fact that her shorts were basically panties and were showcasing her ass,
            and it had him hard within seconds.

      
      Fucking A.

      
      Putting on a dazzling smile, he started for her, but when he looked up from her tits
            to her face, his smile dropped from her glare.

      
      “What are you doing?” she asked, stopping the music and putting her hands on her sexy
            hips.

      
      “I came to talk to you,” he said simply, getting close enough to smell her. She smelled
            fantastic.

      
      “I’m teaching a class right now.”

      
      “I understand that, but Claire said you wouldn’t let her in.”

      
      Her eyes narrowed as she said, “That’s right; I have a strict policy on lateness.”

      
      “I get that, but I was the late one. She was ready, but I had a hard time getting
            out of bed, late flight,” he said, giving her another smile. She had to feel the sizzle
            he felt looking into her eyes. He knew she did. This was going to be easy, and Claire
            wouldn’t hate him.

      
      “Can’t you make an exception?” he asked sweetly.

      
      “No.”

      
      What the fuck?

      
      “Why not?” he asked, his smile dropping.

      
      “Because I said so, now please leave. I have a class to teach.”

      
      With that, she turned and hit play on the music, walking out towards her class.

      
      Stunned, Phillip watched for only a second before asking, “Are you serious?”

      
      She turned, her eyes full of annoyance as she said, “Yes, now leave.”

      
      He said her name again, but she was ignoring him, and that pissed him the fuck off.
            Stomping out of the room, he decided that he wasn’t done with Reese by a long shot.
            Going out to the car, he opened his door and got in with not a word to Claire. Pulling
            out of his parking spot, he drove faster than he needed to back home. Claire tried
            to ask what was wrong, but he ignored her. He was so mad that his hands were shaking.
            How dare she? He gave her countless orgasms, made sure she was good and fucked before
            he left, and she couldn’t help him out? What the hell?

      
      Pulling into the driveway, he looked over at Claire.

      
      “I’ll be back.”

      
      “What’s wrong with you?”

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      “Where are you going?”

      
      “Nowhere.”

      
      She let out an annoyed breath as she asked, “Well, what did Reese say?”

      
      “That you needed to be on time, and she’s right. That won’t happen again. I’m sorry,
            but I need to set some things straight with her. I’ll be back,” he said sternly.

      
      Claire’s face softened as a worried look came over her face.

      
      “Don’t get me kicked out, please!”

      
      “I promise that won’t happen,” Phillip assured her. “Now, go do your homework or something.”

      
      “Oh my God, I swear,” she mumbled as she got out, slamming the door behind her. Phillip
            backed out of the driveway, driving too fast again, to the studio. Pulling into the
            same spot, he jumped out, locking his car before going back inside. The parents from
            before watched as he dropped down into a seat and pulled out his phone. He was so
            pissed that he wanted nothing more than to be on the ice, so he could slam into someone.
            He was irritated that he had wanted to sleep instead of taking Claire, and even more
            angry that Reese was a bitch about it. Never had he been so disrespected in his life!
            What the hell was her issue? What was the big deal? Everyone deserved one tardy, and
            it wasn’t even Claire’s fault. He tried to tell her that, but she wouldn’t even give
            him a chance.

      
      Leaning back in his seat, he ignored the text from Claire asking him not to worry
            about it as he waited for Reese’s class to get out. He could feel the parents’ eyes
            on him, but he wasn’t worried about them. He was bubbling with anger and ready for
            a fight. Reese had better have good reason for not listening to him. They slept together
            for fuck’s sake. That awarded him at least some respect from her, didn’t it? Letting
            out an annoyed breath, he tried to check his Facebook, liking his friends’ statuses
            as he waited. Finally, the door opened and girls spilled out, giggling and sweaty
            as they headed towards their parents. As he watched people clear out, he waited for
            Reese to come out, but she never did, so he got up and went towards the studio room.

      
      When he entered the doorway, he found her moving slowly to some soft music. Her movements
            were like air, her arms moving with each beat before she raised her leg straight up,
            as if she were raising a feather. Swallowing loudly, he soon forgot why he was mad
            as he eyes ran up and down her beautifully sculpted leg. She really did have the best
            legs he had ever seen. Leaning to the side, she held herself there for a few moments
            before she finally looked up and noticed him.

      
      An annoyed look came over her face before she dropped her leg and reached to shut
            the music off. Looking over at him again, she said, “What are you doing here?”

      
      Clearing his throat, Phillip said, “Came to talk to you about the way things went
            down an hour ago.”

      
      Shrugging her shoulders, she looked bored as she said, “I don’t know what there is
            to talk about.”

      
      Glaring, Phillip put his hands on his hips. She was being rude, and it was pissing
            him off all over again.

      
      “Why are you being like this?”

      
      “Being like what?” she asked, mimicking his stance with her hands on her hips, jutting
            out her chest.

      
      It took everything out of him not to stare at the two little pebbles that were her
            nipples but, somehow, he managed as he said, “You’re being rude. All I want to know
            is why we couldn’t work something out this afternoon. It wasn’t Claire’s fault; it
            was mine.”

      
      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, her voice raising some. “Rules are rules, and they
            apply to the dancer and their families. She has to be here on time. That’s how I run
            things.”

      
      “Well, the way you run things is bullshit! I came home on the red eye. I’m tired.
            I needed sleep. Can’t you give me a break here? You made her cry.”

      
      Reese scoffed. “I didn’t make her cry. You made her cry for making her late. It wasn’t
            my fault… it’s yours.”

      
      Phillip’s brows came together as he took a step towards her, his finger coming up
            to point at her. He had forgotten this side of her. His mind had been clouded with
            the amazing, awesomely sexy Reese that he had spent time with three days ago. Standing
            in front of him was the cold Reese from before. He decided that this Reese could kiss
            his ass.

      
      “Get the hell off your high horse, Reese. All I’m asking for is a little slack here.
            You’d think with us sleeping together and ending on good terms, you would be a little
            easier to deal with, but just like before, you’re back to your bitchy ass self.”

      
      A shocked look came over her face as she took a step towards him. Her body was only
            inches from his. He could smell her sweet scent, see that she wore no makeup, and
            yet, she still looked just as gorgeous as she did made up. With her head bent back
            so she could glare up, she yelled, “So because I’m not doing what you want, I’m a
            bitch? That’s not right. I have rules, rules you signed, and it doesn’t matter if
            you rocked my world on a couch… I stand by my rules. My rules make winners, and I
            am a winning studio! I’m not going to bend the rules because you ask me too. We fucked,
            that’s all, so get your head out of your ass and make sure she is on time.”

      
      Out of all that, the only thing Phillip heard was that he rocked her world.

      
      Her chest was rising and falling, her breath labored, as he held her gaze with his.
            He could see the lust swirling in her eyes, and his hands itched to be on her. When
            her little pink tongue came out to wet her lips, his cock went instantly hard. Only
            she could do that. This was the woman who had ruined him for every other woman. Before,
            all he wanted was to cuss her ass out but, now, he wanted to kiss the spunk out of
            her.

      
      Without really thinking, he reached for her, bringing her close to him before covering
            her mouth with his. Her fist balled up against his shoulders, but he kept kissing
            her. Soon, she was kissing him back. Her body molded to his, her hands gripping his
            shoulders, as he moved his tongue along hers. He wanted to moan against her mouth.
            He had been craving her, and he knew that he only need one more time with her. After
            that, he could let go, and not think of her again.

      
      Yup, that is all I need, he thought as he moved his hands up her torso, taking her breasts in his hands as
            she moaned against his lips.

      
      Just one more time.
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      Letting her head fall back as Phillip flicked his tongue up her neck, Reese couldn’t
            help but think that maybe this wasn’t the greatest idea. She had told him before that
            it was a one-time thing and here she was, stretched out like a cat in heat. But she
            couldn’t help it. No matter how much she tried to be a bitch to scare him off, she
            couldn’t. She wanted him, desperately. Surely, all she needed was one more time with
            him. She’d make sure to get her fill this time because this was it.

      
      With a smile pulling at her lips, her fingers tangled in his hair as he continued
            to suck on her neck, pushing her until her back hit the wall. He looked up, into her
            eyes, as he arched into her, giving her the opportunity to feel every single inch
            of him. Gasping, her nails bit into his shoulders, as his hands made their way down
            her torso, gripping her ass and lifting her completely off the ground.

      
      Looking into his eyes, she took in a sharp breath. His blue eyes were dark with desire.
            It had been a long time since a man had looked at her like that, and it made her feel
            like she was flying. She was breathless. When he said, “One more time,” she could
            only nod before he captured her mouth, giving her a long, searching kiss while his
            hands wandered all over her body. When his hand slid up the back of her thigh, gripping,
            she arched into him. He smiled against her lips before pulling away, kissing down
            her neck as he slowly placed her to her feet.

      
      “You still have to be on time,” Reese muttered as he nibbled along the curve of her
            breast.

      
      “I will be.”

      
      “Good,” she moaned as he bit her nipple through the fabric of her bra, causing the
            room to spin from the pure pleasure of it.

      
      Running his tongue along her ribs, he nipped at her belly button before pulling her
            shorts down. She gasped from the cold air hitting her hot, sensitive area, but soon
            his mouth was on her and Reese couldn’t see straight if she tried. It was as if he
            had a voracious appetite for her pussy, and she wasn’t going to stop him for anything.
            Lifting her leg, he threw it over his shoulder, opening her wider as he buried his
            face in between her folds, causing her to scream out. Tangling her fingers in his
            hair, she shuddered as he took her clit in between his teeth, before releasing it
            and flicking his tongue along the nub.

      
      Taking in quick spurts of breath, she opened her eyes and looked down at him. When
            he looked up and winked at her, she moaned out before he sucked her clit between his
            lips. Looking out into the empty studio, the walls covered with mirrors, she watched
            as Phillip devoured her with his mouth. She could see every muscle in his back flex
            with every movement he made. Seeing her leg draped over his shoulder while his head
            moved against her was one of the hottest things she had ever seen. He curved his tongue
            inside her and had her arching completely off the mirror, her hands pulling his hair
            as she cried out. She felt like her legs were going to give out but, thankfully, they
            didn’t. When he slid his finger inside her, moving in and out of her at the same speed
            his tongue was moving against her clit, she shattered, screaming out so loud, it echoed
            through the studio.

      
      She wanted to collapse and just lay there to recover, but Phillip had different plans.
            Leaning against the wall, she watched as he stood up, before slowly undressing himself.
            His eyes never left hers as she gasped for breath, while he revealed his sexy, hard
            body to her. Like before, she was completely stunned by the beauty of him. Reese was
            dripping with need. When he ripped opened a condom and slid it up his long, hard cock,
            she was convinced that she was going to die if he didn’t touch her soon.

      
      Reaching for her, Phillip slowly slid her bra off her, kissing the parts he exposed
            before laying her down on the cold floor. She hissed out a breath as he moved down
            her body, pulling her shorts completely off before parting her thighs. She thought
            he was going to enter her but, instead, he ran his tongue along the outside of her
            lips, lapping up her wetness, causing her to go cross-eyed. Moaning as her body arched
            towards his mouth, she bit into her lip as he squeezed her thighs with one hand, but
            then he smacked her thigh with his other hand, surprising the hell out of her.

      
      “Turn over,” he demanded.

      
      “Over?”

      
      “On your stomach. I want to hit it from behind.”

      
      “Hit it?” she laughed as she started to turn over but then, she stopped and said,
            “You don’t want me to give you head?”

      
      He shook his head quickly. “Hell no, I can’t handle that right now.”

      
      For some reason, she was really pleased by that comment as she went on her hands and
            knees, shaking her ass at him as she looked back. He bit his lip, squeezing his cock
            with his hand, as he came up behind her. Finding the right spot, he slid in slowly,
            their moans mingling together as he found his rhythm. He pushed into her to the hilt
            before completely coming out of her, only to enter her quicker and harder each time.
            Reese found herself screaming out, and she felt dizzy as her orgasm started to build.
            Looking up into the mirror, she found him watching her. Sweat sheened on his skin.
            When he started to pound into her, his eyes glued to hers, she knew she was about
            to shatter again.

      
      Taking ahold of her braid, Phillip pulled her head back, covering her mouth with his
            as he continued to pound into her. The sound of their bodies slapping together filled
            the room, along with their moans and gasps. Pulling his mouth from hers, he wrapped
            the braid around his hand, pulling it back more before thrusting into her in such
            a perfect rhythm that he had Reese coming so hard, she couldn’t breathe. Crying out,
            her body shook with her orgasm as he continued to pull her hair and thrust inside
            her. It was perfect, and when he slammed into her one last time, his body stilling
            against hers, she wanted to cry from the intensity of what they just did.

      
      Never in her life had she felt so thoroughly pleased sexually until she met Phillip.
            Slowly pulling out of her, he brought her with him, sitting her in his lap as they
            caught their breath. Moving his hands up her torso to cup her breast, he kissed her
            neck and jaw before giving her a long, lusty kiss that curled her toes. Pulling back,
            he kissed her nose and then her lips again. Her hand came up, cupping his beautiful
            face as he continued to kiss her in a drugging sort of way. Parting from her lips,
            he smiled, moving his nose along hers. It felt so intimate and so perfect, but she
            knew it wasn’t. This was their last time together. It had to be.

      
      “Last time, right?”

      
      He smiled as he nodded.

      
      “Sure.”

      
      She eyed him and his grin. Something about that wasn’t very convincing.

      
      “I’m serious.”

      
      “So am I… now lay on your back,” he said, kissing up her neck.

      
      “Why?” she asked, confused, but enjoying the way his lips felt on her.

      
      “Because I’m far from done with you.”

      
      Oh, she was so screwed because, for the first time in years, that simple sentence
            had Reese Allen swooning.
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      3 days later…

      
      “LAST TIME.”

      
      “Definitely.”

      
      Gasping against Phillip’s mouth, Reese pulled his shirt up, exposing his chest for
            her to bite. He had come over just to drop off a monthly check, but he showed up in
            shorts. Shorts that outlined every single inch of his delectable cock. How was she
            supposed to stay off him when he was sporting a semi? It was impossible.

      
      Moaning, Reese lengthened her neck for Phillip as he nibbled and licked up it, while
            slowly moving her back towards her desk. When the back of her thighs hit, he stopped
            and kissed down her stomach, pulling her shorts down as he went.

      
      “You drive me insane with these shorts,” he muttered against her dripping wet center.

      
      Moving her hands into her hair, she cried out as he ran his tongue along her.

      
      “Thank God,” she cried out before she heard a crashing sound. Before she could find
            out what it was, Phillip had her up on the desk with his cock inside her. As he feverishly
            moved in and out of her, she had to know what he had broken. Looking down, she found
            that it was her favorite picture.

      
      “You broke my picture of Dimitri!” she said, causing him to still inside her.

      
      He looked down at where the picture lay, broken, and then looked back up at her. His
            face broke into a grin before he said, “I’ll buy you a new one and bring it over.”

      
      She shot him an intimate smile as he nibbled at her lips. “Sounds good,” she said
            breathlessly. “Now, as you were.”

      
      Kissing her quickly, Phillip pulled away and started back to the feverish rhythm he
            had before.

      
      All Reese could do was hold on.
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      The next day….

      
      “Oh, God,” Reese gasped as she held onto the back of her couch, her fingers gripping
            the cushions as Phillip pounded into her from behind. “Phillip, oh God,” she yelled
            out.

      
      Lifting her leg, he wrapped it around his waist and slowly moved inside her in slow,
            mind-blowing thrusts. He filled her completely and for the love of everything holy,
            she loved it. He was honestly the best lay ever. As his fingers bit into her thighs,
            his lips tracing kisses up her spine, all she could do was cry out, enjoying the feeling
            he was giving her. When he bit into her shoulder, she moaned but smiled when he kissed
            up her neck, sucking her lobe in his mouth. Reaching around her with his other hand,
            he cupped her sex, pressing his fingers against her clit before speeding up his strides,
            his body slapping against hers.

      
      “Oh, my, God.”

      
      Phillip’s chuckles tickled her ear as she shattered beneath his hand. Screaming out,
            she squeezed his cock with her body as he pushed harder inside her. Her hips dug into
            the back of the couch, but she didn’t care. She was flying up in the pretty, pink
            orgasm clouds. Collapsing, she fought for breath as Phillip moved frantically inside
            her until he finally came, his hard groan filling the room. Lying against her, he
            kissed up her shoulders, then her neck and jaw, before finding her mouth. Closing
            her eyes tight, she couldn’t believe how much she wanted this man, but God, did she
            ever.

      
      “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said, her eyes searching his.

      
      “Hey, all I did was bring over a picture frame. You attacked me,” he said with a dazzling
            grin.

      
      “Whatever! You pulled my bra down.”

      
      “And then you started to jack me off! I wasn’t walking away from that!”

      
      She thought for a moment, biting down on her lip as she held his gaze.

      
      “Okay, this is all true.”

      
      “I know, you jumped me.”

      
      “Whatever, it’s the last time though, Phillip. Seriously. We can’t keep doing this.
            It’s getting out of hand.”

      
      With a shrug, Phillip moved his lips along hers, kissing her so sensually that she
            completely forgot why it was a bad idea for her to be with him like this. As they
            parted, he picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around his trim waist. Carrying
            her to the bed, he laid her down, kissing down the hollow of her neck as she felt
            him coming back to life between her legs. When he went in for another kiss, she stopped
            him.

      
      “Last time,” she said, sternly, even though she didn’t even believe herself.

      
      “Absolutely.”

      
      Her eyes narrowed but when he flashed a naughty smile, she could only smile back.

      
      Yup, she was in trouble.
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      The following day…

      
      “What time does Claire get here?” Reese gasped as she yanked her clothes off as Phillip
            chucked his jeans to the side.

      
      “In an hour. Harper will be here, too. I’m leaving this afternoon for Canada.”

      
      She bit into her lip before asking, “How long will you be gone?”

      
      “About a week.”

      
      “Okay,” she said before he kissed her lavishly on the lips. “So we have roughly thirty
            minutes,” she asked between kisses.

      
      “Yup,” he said, hugging her close to his body and kissing her roughly on the lips.
            This time, she wanted to control this. Pushing him against the wall, Reese kissed
            down his gorgeous body, cupping his balls as she swirled her tongue along his nipples
            and then each ab. Dropping to her knees, she took him in her hand, squeezing the base
            of his thick erection, while looking up at him with a sneaky grin.

      
      “If you say last time, I’m going to poke you in the face with my dick,” he warned,
            a playful glint in his eyes.

      
      “It is the last time,” she said, before reaching up and biting his tattoo, which said
            ‘No biting’.

      
      Taking in a sharp breath, Phillip chuckled and thrust into her hand.

      
      “That’s what you said the last couple of times.”

      
      “This is true,” she whispered, taking him in her mouth, to the back of her throat.
            Pulling back, she looked up at him and smiled. “But you cheated.”

      
      “Cheated?” he asked, breathless, his body taut as he watched her and said, “How?”

      
      “You sent me a picture of your dick, and all I wanted was it in my mouth,” she said,
            before taking him deep in her mouth again. Reaching down, he moved her hair from her
            face, holding it all back as she moved him in and out. His sharp breaths were music
            to her ears as she picked up speed, taking him deeper and deeper. Cupping his balls,
            she squeezed as she raked her teeth up his cock, licking the tip as his groans filled
            the room. As she took him to the back in her throat, his fingers dug into her scalp
            as he slowly thrust into her mouth. She could feel him about to come. His body was
            visibly straining, his cock pulsating as she sped up, taking the whole length of him
            into her mouth, until he finally groaned in blissful agony, filling her mouth with
            his hot seed.

      
      Falling back on her haunches, she grinned up at his spent body, as he took in a lungful
            of air. Reaching out, she ran her hands up his thighs and abs before he reached for
            her, pulling her up on her feet to kiss her swollen mouth. Turning her so that her
            back was against the wall, he pushed open her legs before sliding his fingers into
            her slick folds. Moaning loudly, she arched against his hand as he kissed her slowly
            and teasingly, biting and nipping at her lips. Flicking her clit, he smiled as he
            asked, “Why don’t you just admit it? We like sleeping together.”

      
      “We do, I have no problem admitting that,” she said, looking up at him.

      
      “Then why does it always have to be one more time? Let’s just go with the flow.”

      
      Her eyes narrowed as his hand stilled between her legs.

      
      “I don’t want to be in a relationship.”

      
      “Who said anything about a relationship?” he asked, dipping his finger inside her.
            Her eyes drifted shut as she moaned out. “All I want to do is make you come, Reese,
            over and over again.”

      
      Opening her eyes, she looked up at him.

      
      “We’re just having fun?” she asked, needing that reassurance, because she felt like
            there could be more. And that was bad. Very bad.

      
      “Just having fun. I’m not done with you. I still want you.”

      
      “I want you,” she admitted, “but just sex. I’m emotionally unavailable.”

      
      “I get that, so am I, so let’s have lots of sex and have fun,” he said simply, his
            mouth curved in a devilish way that had her nodding her head.

      
      “Okay.”

      
      Leaning forward, he captured her mouth, kissing her deeply and causing her toes to
            curl as he started to fuck her with his fingers.

      
      “Now come for me,” he whispered against her lips.

      
      “Yes, God, yes,” she answered, closing her eyes as he moved his mouth down her jaw
            to her neck. She wasn’t sure if their ‘having fun’ was the best situation, but what
            the hell? He wanted to make her come, and who was she to stop him?
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      Doing the middle splits on the wall, Reese watched as Claire worked hard to touch
            the wall with her thighs.

      
      “Almost there,” she encouraged, and was rewarded with a smile before Claire started
            to push harder against the wall.

      
      Reese pushed farther against the wall, too, to demonstrate how it was to be done and,
            like always, Claire mimicked her perfectly. She was so proud of Claire and was ready
            to get started on her solo, but she had noticed that Claire had been a little closed
            off since last week. She knew it was because of not being allowed to dance the week
            before. Since that day, things had been strained between them, and she needed to fix
            that. But what she didn’t need to fix was her and Phillip; that was a whole different,
            delicious story. When she wasn’t having her world rocked by him anywhere he wanted
            to take her, she was texting him, and it was easy to say their texts were not appropriate.

      
      Phillip was dirty and playful, and he made her smile. A lot. And that was so bad.
            She wanted to enjoy life and never get hurt again, but messing with Phillip could
            jeopardize that. Like right now, just thinking of him had a grin on her face, and
            that was careless. To her, guys meant heartbreak, and she didn’t want that. So she
            needed to keep her bearings about her, and only enjoy the sex with Phillip. Anything
            else was out of the question. It had to be.

      
      Shaking her head to free the thoughts of Phillip, Reese looked over at Claire to see
            that she was looking at her.

      
      “What’s up?” she asked.

      
      “Are you mad at me?” Claire asked, looking back at the wall.

      
      “No, why would I be?”

      
      “Cause I didn’t show up on time last week.”

      
      Reese shrugged her shoulders.

      
      “I’m not mad at you, Claire. I was disappointed, but it’s okay. It happens to everyone.”

      
      Claire looked away as she said, “It’s Phillip’s fault. He wouldn’t wake up.”

      
      Something inside her made Reese want to defend him. He had a long trip home the night
            before and had been tired. Instead of telling Claire that, she just said, “This is
            all a learning curve for both of you. He will learn just as you will. All I ask is
            that you work hard, and show me that you want your position here.”

      
      “I am,” Claire protested. “I do work hard.”

      
      “Then there is no problem,” Reese said simply.

      
      “But I’m afraid you’re going to hate me because of Phillip’s stupid mistakes.”

      
      Reese shook her head. Those two had so many issues between them, and it was driving
            them apart. She knew how much Claire meant to Phillip, and something inside her wanted
            them to get along.

      
      “Don’t be so hard on him,” she said softly. “He loves you very much.”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulders.

      
      “I know.”

      
      “So maybe you should give him a chance. Everyone makes mistakes.”

      
      “I guess,” she said, pushing away from the wall and stretching her legs in front of
            her. Looking up at her, Claire asked, “You don’t like, like Phillip, do you?”

      
      Reese paused for a moment before laughing as she shook her head.

      
      “Heck no! Why?”

      
      “I just think you two have a thing for each other.”

      
      Claire crossed her arms across her chest as she eyed Reese. She wanted to run and
            hide. She didn’t want anyone to know that she and Phillip were fooling around. They
            had too many connections and plus, her family would get the wrong idea. She was just
            fooling around with him. There was no reason to get everyone riled up about it, thinking
            she wanted to get married and crap like that.

      
      “No way.”

      
      “You’d tell me if there was something serious going on, right?”

      
      Looking into Claire’s eyes, she could see that she needed the reassurance. They had
            been building a relationship, and though Reese did not want to lie to her, this time
            she had to. She didn’t want Claire getting the wrong idea, and she couldn’t tell her
            that she was just fucking her uncle for fun. That would be horrible.

      
      Shaking her head, she reached out, cupping Claire’s shoulder as she said, “Of course
            I will.”

      
      But that would never happen, because things between her and Phillip would never get
            that serious.
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      Phillip leaned against the boards from the bench, watching as his team raced into
            the Calgary’s zone. They were up by one against the Assassins with only seven minutes
            left in the third. Phillip’s adrenaline was high, his heart beating so hard against
            his chest as he waited for his chance on the ice. Leaning back, he squirting some
            Gatorade in his mouth before spitting it back out and then refilling his mouth before
            swallowing. He watched as Shea went behind the goal with the puck, waiting for his
            forwards before passing it up to Jakob. He then rushed toward the zone with JT beside
            him. JT cut to the goal, while Jakob passed back to Corbin Ellis. As soon as Ellis
            got to the goal, he passed it fast to Shea. He shot, and missed. Ellis got the puck
            again, passing it to Jakob, who shot and missed. Ellis got the puck and passed it
            to where JT was waiting. He finally scored.

      
      Phillip hopped up on the bench, cheering his teammates on as they skated over, slapping
            everyone’s hand before lining up for the puck. When the ref dropped it, JT and a center
            from Calgary fought for the puck, pushing, until finally JT passed it back to Shea.
            He skated back behind the goal just as Coach Baxter tapped Phillip on the head. Phillip
            hopped over, his skates hitting the ice, and a sense of relief came over him.

      
      He was home.

      
      He knew his game, he knew where to be, how to hit, how to make plays, but most of
            all, he knew how to score. Skating fast across the ice, Phillip looked back just in
            time to get the puck that Shea had passed up. Luckily, they had caught Calgary on
            a bad change, leaving Phillip and Erik rushing the goal with only one defenseman trying
            to stop them. Phillip passed to Erik and the defenseman followed, but when Erik deked,
            sending both the goalie and defensemen one way, he quickly passed the puck to Phillip,
            and he scored in a wide open net. Throwing his arms up in the air as his teammates
            wrapped him up in a victory hug, Phillip couldn’t think of anything better than this…
            Well, maybe Reese moaning his name, but right now, he was thrilled he had scored,
            winning the game for the Assassins.
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      Later that night, Phillip’s body was aching from a nasty hit into the boards he endured
            with only fifty-four seconds on the clock. Starting the whirlpool in his hotel room,
            he left Erik to Skype with Piper and sank down into the hot, soothing water. Closing
            his eyes, he let his head fall back and let out a loud, satisfied groan as he stretched
            his muscles. They had won the last two games and only had one left before going home.
            He missed Claire and was ready to get back. She had been calling him every night,
            letting him know how her day had gone. It was nice to talk to her, even though most
            of the conversation led to dance, which then led to him having a hard-on the rest
            of the night because all he could think of was Reese in those damn shorts and bra.

      
      Reese.

      
      God, things had been great between them. She was a fireball in bed and man, did she
            have a dirty mind. Their sexting had gotten so out of control once that Phillip spent
            most of the night in the bathroom, jacking off. She was hot and kept him on his toes.
            If he wasn’t careful though, he would fall for her while she stayed in the just-fucking
            zone. He didn’t want that. He had to keep his feeling locked up tight and only think
            with his dick, or that girl would get him in a world of problems.

      
      Falling deeper in the tub to where the water was over his chin, he let out a breath.
            He was pretty sure he could fall asleep but, before that could happen, his phone rang.
            Reaching for it, he saw that it was Claire.

      
      “Hello?” he asked.

      
      “Hey, did you guys win?”

      
      He smiled.

      
      “You didn’t watch the game?”

      
      She laughed sheepishly.

      
      “Nope, I’m studying. When I realized the time, the game was over.”

      
      “Oh, good girl then,” he said with a laugh, “but yeah, we won.”

      
      “Awesome! Did you score any goals?”

      
      “I did, the winning one.”

      
      “Awesome, way to go.”

      
      “Thanks, how was school?”

      
      “Boring, except this guy keeps trying to get in my pants.”

      
      The way she said it so nonchalantly had Phillip’s teeth on edge.

      
      “Don’t make me kill a kid, Claire, please.”

      
      Her laughter made him smile.

      
      “I won’t. I’m sort of done with all that. I want to focus on school and dance. I want
            to actually do something when I get older.”

      
      Words couldn’t describe how much what she said meant to him. With a grin, he said,
            “That’s fantastic, Claire. I want that for you, too.”

      
      “I know, which reminds me, I am almost done with my solo. When I’m done, can you come
            see it?”

      
      His heart jumped up into his throat as he slowly nodded, despite the fact she couldn’t
            see him.

      
      “Yeah, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      
      “Awesome! I’m like tired, so can I call you tomorrow?”

      
      “Yeah,” he said, fighting back tears. “Goodnight.”

      
      “Night, Phillip.”

      
      When the line went dead, Phillip leaned his head back and grinned up at the ceiling.
            If he had known she would have changed this much just from dancing, he would have
            put her in it months ago. He wished his sister and mother was there, so they could
            see the transformation she was making. Slowly but surely, his Claire was coming back
            to him. He knew they wouldn’t care but, then again, maybe they would have. Maybe they
            would have been clean and supported Claire the way he was going to.

      
      Letting out a huff of air, he sat up, reaching for his phone again and clicking on
            Reese’s name to text her.

      
      Smiling, he wrote:

      
      Thank you.

      
      Only a second passed before she said:

      
      What? I didn’t give you an orgasm today… did I?

      
      Laughing out loud, Phillip typed back quickly.

      
      No, not today, but the night is still young.

      
      This is true, but really, what did I do?

      
      Claire asked me to watch her dance, and she is doing really well. I have a feeling
            it’s because of you.

      
      Maybe, I am pretty freaking awesome. ☺

      
      He laughed as he wrote:

      
      Haha. Maybe you are.

      
      Oh, I know I am! But really, it’s all her. She’s phenomenal, Phillip, honestly. She’s
            just been in a shitty place but, between the both of us and Harper, I think we can
            make her world better.

      
      Phillip smiled as he wrote:

      
      I agree, but really, thank you.

      
      Anytime. ☺

      
      When she didn’t write anything after that, Phillip laid his phone down and smiled,
            but soon he was reaching for his phone again, his need for her greater than he thought.
            He wanted to wrap his arms around her, lose himself in her, before kissing the hell
            out of her.

      
      Typing quickly, he wrote:

      
      What are you wearing?

      
      He worked his lip as he waited for her response. When his phone dinged and a picture
            of her in absolutely nothing came over the phone, his body tightened as he bit down
            hard on his lip.

      
      Typing quickly, he wrote:

      
      I want you in my mouth. Right. Now.

      
      Come and get it.

      
      You wish.

      
      I’ll be waiting.

      
      Keeping his feelings locked up from this girl?

      
      Yeah, right.
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      COMING OUT the studio, Reese was surprised to find Phillip in her parking lot, getting off his
            bike. A smile formed on her face, and her heart picked up in speed as she took him
            in. It had been some long nights thinking of him. To see him now set her body on fire.
            Of course, he looked delicious. Wearing a pair of fitted jeans and a tee, he moved
            with ease as he put his helmet on the back of the bike. One would think that riding
            a bike and wearing a tee shirt would be crazy at the end of February but, like always,
            Tennessee’s weather wasn’t sure if it wanted to be cold or hot. Reese swore that the
            weather was bipolar in this damn state.

      
      When Phillip looked up, his gaze meeting hers, all thoughts of the weather went out
            the window, as a slow, devilish grin crossed his gorgeous face. Tucking his hands
            in his jeans, he met her on the steps, grinning as he took her in. He was so blunt
            about it, slowly moving his eyes up and down her body, his tongue coming out to run
            over his bottom lip. She wished she would have looked better but then again, with
            the way he was looking at her, like she was something to eat, maybe the gym shorts
            and tank weren’t as bad as she thought.

      
      When his eyes met hers again, she smiled. “Nice bike.”

      
      He looked back at the bike before turning to meet her gaze. She would have liked to
            admire the bike but staring at him was way more fun.

      
      “Thanks, I’d love you take you for a ride.”

      
      “I bet you would,” she said suggestively.

      
      “I would, it could be fun,” he said with a wag of his eyebrows.

      
      Reese laughed as she rolled her eyes. “No doubt about that.”

      
      Crossing her legs, she pushed the strap of her bag back up on her shoulder as she
            said, “So, what are you doing here?”

      
      Looking at her through heavy-lidded blue eyes, he whispered, “I came to put you in
            my mouth, remember?”

      
      Jesus, if her body was on fire before, it was on the verge of exploding now. Hoping
            that her voice didn’t betray her by letting him know how much she wanted to be in
            that sexy mouth of his, she croaked out, “Unfortunately, I am walking out the door.”

      
      He laughed. “I see that, so turn around and walk back in.”

      
      She shook her head slowly, biting her lips softly, her eyes never leaving his. “I
            have a date.”

      
      His eyes narrowed, but only for a second before a careless expression came over his
            face. “Blow him off.”

      
      “I can’t blow it off, I need the workout.”

      
      She knew they were talking about two different things, but she sure was enjoying the
            way his eyes were glued to hers. How his body sang to hers and how she wanted nothing
            more than to get lost in his hot kisses. It was as if her body was being pulled to
            his as his mouth turned up into a naughty grin. Leaning towards her, his lips tickled
            her earlobe as he whispered, “I’ll give you one hell of a workout.”

      
      When he pulled back to look at her, his eyes told her he wasn’t messing around and
            her kitten liked that. “I’ll work you harder than he ever will.”

      
      Breathless, Reese smiled as she looked deep in his eyes. She had never been so captured
            by a man. So completely taken. Not even with Kevin had she felt that way. Her feelings
            for Phillip scared her and when she leaned into him, her body feeling every inch of
            his, feelings were thrown to the side as red-hot lust took over.

      
      “I have no doubt that that is true. I may very much enjoy the workout you would provide
            me, Phillip, but I need to go to kickboxing. You are going to make me late.”

      
      A wide smile replaced his carefree one as his hands came to rest of her hips.

      
      “Kickboxing?”

      
      “Yup.”

      
      “I thought you were going out with another guy.”

      
      Looking up at him through her eyelashes, she swore she saw jealously, but surely not.

      
      “Would that have been a problem?”

      
      He held her gaze, her heart picking up in speed as he leaned into her, letting her
            feel the long, hard length of him.

      
      “Nope, not at all,” he said, but she couldn’t help but think he was lying.

      
      Nodding, she looked down as she slowly pushed away from him. If he had said yes, she
            would have needed to cut him off, so she was thankful he said no. She was far from
            done with him, and the only thing she needed to do was ignore her own feelings and
            enjoy Phillip Anderson. She couldn’t let what happened last time with Kevin happen
            again. With one look up into Phillip’s carefree face, she knew that he didn’t want
            anything more than sex, and that was good. Very good. Feelings were trouble, complete
            and utter trouble.

      
      “Good, cause we are keeping things light.”

      
      “We are,” he agreed, squeezing her hips with his large hands.

      
      “Only having fun.”

      
      “Lots of it,” he agreed. “That’s why I’m going to go to kickboxing with you. That
            will be fun.”

      
      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to kickbox with me?”

      
      “Sure, but I’ll need to ride with you. I don’t have another helmet with me. I’ll bring
            one next time.”

      
      She eyed him for a second before asking, “Ride with me?”

      
      “Yup, I’ll get my workout bag off the back of my bike; we can go to lunch afterwards.”

      
      With not another word, Phillip turned, making his way to his bike. Confused, she watched
            as he grabbed his things before looking up at her and motioning for her to come on.
            As she made her way down the stairs, she couldn’t help but think that him going to
            kickboxing with her, and then taking her to lunch, seemed very much like a date.

      
      Reaching for the handle to her car, she asked, “So, this is like a date then?”

      
      He looked over at her and shook his head. “No, you’re driving.”

      
      Her eyebrows drew together. “Because I’m driving, it’s not a date?”

      
      “Yup.”

      
      Putting her hands on her hips, she asked, “How the hell does that make sense?”

      
      Phillip laughed as he looked down at the top of the car before looking back up at
            her. “Because if this were a date, I’d wear something nice. I would have bought you
            flowers, and most of all, I would hire someone to drive so that my hands would never
            leave your body. We are having fun, Reese. Stop analyzing shit, and let’s go.”

      
      With that, he fell into the passenger seat while Reese mulled his words over. She
            was curious to know if that was thought out just for her, or if that was the way he
            worked. She wondered if other girls had the pleasure of being wooed by Phillip Anderson
            and, for some odd reason, she was jealous of the women. That only lasted a minute
            before she mentally slapped the hell out of herself.

      
      This was sex, pure sex. No flowers, no drivers needed, and no fucking wooing. No!
            Just nice, hot sex. If Phillip wanted to go smack a bag and then feed her, who was
            she to analyze it? They were having fun, and that was it. But as she got into the
            car, her kitten recovered from the bitch slap and informed her that date or not, she
            was excited to hang out with Phillip outside of the bed.

      
      And even her regular self agreed.

      
      Shit.
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      Reese loved kickboxing.

      
      She loved beating the crap out of a bag and getting out all her frustrations about
            life out on the floor. She hit the bag for the spoiled kids she dealt with, and she
            kicked the bag for their extra asshole parents. She kicked the bag whenever she had
            a bad day, or when her mom annoyed her. Kickboxing was her outlet but, right now though,
            the only frustration she was beating out on the bag was the sexual kind. The whole
            way over to the gym, Phillip’s scent suffocated her. All she had wanted to do was
            pull over and climb into his lap. Everything he did, she was aware of. When he moved
            his fingers along his chin, she saw it. When he bit on his lip, she saw it. When he
            moved his shorts to readjust his junk, she fucking saw it! Everything and anything
            that sexy piece of man did, she saw, and God how she wanted him.

      
      Like now. She was squared up and hitting the bag with all her might, trying to pay
            attention to her hot, yummy instructor, but even he couldn’t keep her from glancing
            over and seeing what Phillip was doing. And what he was doing was slowly overheating
            her. Every punch into the bag was done with skill and precision. It was as if he had
            been kickboxing his whole life and when he started to sweat, it took everything out
            of her not to tackle him. The class was torture and not because of the workout, but
            because of Phillip’s sexy ass.

      
      The crazy thing was that while making her want to jump his bones, he had her laughing
            her butt off, too. He was a nut, making faces at her, and making her laugh when they
            would break for water. The thing was that was how it always was with him and, if she
            were honest with herself, she would admit she liked it. That she liked him. But since
            admitting that would never happen, Reese hurried to clean up before meeting up outside
            to walk down the street to her favorite sushi place.

      
      “That was a lot of fun,” Phillip said, before reaching for the door to let them inside.

      
      It was torture, she thought before saying, “Yeah, it was.”

      
      Following the waitress to their table, Reese slide in and was surprised when Phillip
            sat beside her rather than across from her. As he cuddled close into her, she watched
            as he picked up a menu and started to read it. Instead of pointing out that this was
            what a couple would do on a date, she leaned over his arm and looked at the menu too.
            She wanted to be close to him, and no matter how much she knew it wasn’t a great choice,
            she couldn’t help herself. She just hoped she didn’t pay for it later.

      
      After picking out their sushi rolls, Reese leaned back in the booth and sipped on
            her water as they watched the highlights from the Assassins game the night before.
            When Phillip’s awesome goal replayed, she found herself smiling as she watched him
            score again. She usually didn’t watch hockey, but the night before she had. Since
            she wasn’t one to admit things, there was no use in asking why she was watching it
            last night, but she had.

      
      “Good goal,” she found herself saying.

      
      “Thanks, do you like hockey?”

      
      “Eh, I guess. I mean, it isn’t baseball.”

      
      “Baseball, huh?”

      
      “Yup, I love watching baseball.”

      
      “Seriously? Baseball is boring compared to hockey.”

      
      She gave him a sneaky grin before saying, “True, but they wear very tight pants, and
            all you guys do is skate and knock into each other. I mean, that’s kind of hot, but
            it would be better if it were me you were slamming into.”

      
      With a shake of his head, he muttered, “You horny little thing.”

      
      “It’s true, I am, but you like it.”

      
      “Very much so,” he said, winking at her before reaching for his own water. When his
            hand came to rest on her thigh, he moved his hand down to her knee and then squeezed
            before looking over at her. A smile pulled at her mouth before he leaned over and
            met his lips to hers in a soft, sweet kiss.

      
      When he pulled away, he smiled as he said, “I’m on a mission to make you like hockey
            more than baseball.”

      
      “Unless you are wearing tight baseball pants, you aren’t keeping my attention.”

      
      Holding her gaze, he said, “I always keep your attention, and you know it.”

      
      Reese giggled as she looked down to hide her blush, knowing he was right.
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      Phillip was having a great day.

      
      After waking up and working out, he was going to drive home and take a shower before
            napping, but then he decided to go see Reese. He had planned on having her naked for
            most of the afternoon but, when he learned of her plans, he decided that it would
            be fun to just hang with her, and it had been. After a long class, where he mainly
            watched her ass jiggle as she hit a bag, he now had the pleasure of sitting beside
            her and enjoying her. She was easy to talk to, and he loved her teasing little comments.
            It had turned out to be a great day, and he was hoping it would end with her beneath
            him.

      
      “So you said Claire is doing well?”

      
      He nodded before saying, “Yeah, she is slowly but surely going back to the girl I
            used to know.”

      
      “If you don’t mind me asking, why haven’t you always had her? I know some of the back
            story, but it just seems like she is better off with you.”

      
      “Yeah, she is,” he said, before washing down the piece of sushi he had just eaten.
            “But my sister, her mother, didn’t want me to have her. Thought she was a better choice
            for her than I was.”

      
      “That doesn’t seem to be true though.”

      
      “Nope, but Rochelle thought it was.”

      
      A moment passed before Reese looked over at him and asked, “Had she always been really
            bad into drugs?”

      
      Phillip looked away, his mood souring. “Yeah, both my mom and Rochelle were horribly
            into them. My dad was an alcoholic. He ran out on us when I was three, and then it’s
            the horror story of strippers and drugs. Claire and I were caught in the middle of
            it. Thankfully, I never touched the stuff, it scared me, but they needed it to survive,
            I guess.”

      
      “That’s too bad, I’m glad you never touched it though.”

      
      “Yeah,” he said with a shrug.

      
      “It’s a disease, you know.”

      
      Phillip glanced over at her. “What is?”

      
      “Addiction. I know it seems like a selfish thing and all it does is hurt people, but
            it’s a disease.”

      
      He shrugged as he twirled the chopstick with his finger. “That’s what the therapist
            told me, that it’s not my fault.”

      
      “It isn’t,” she said softly. “My dad was really bad into alcohol when Harper was a
            child. He got help, but he has always been honest with us. My mom used to blame herself,
            but he reassured her it wasn’t her fault.”

      
      He didn’t like this subject. It always brought up sucky feelings, so with an uncommitted
            shrug, he said, “Yeah.” Looking over at her, he asked, “So, it’s just you and your
            sisters right?”

      
      She smiled. “Yeah, after my dad cleaned up, they tried for a boy and got two girls.”

      
      They both shared a laugh at that, and he loved the way her eyes shined. It was obvious
            that she loved her family, and he wished he could say the same. Well, he loved Claire.
            She was his family.

      
      “Just you and your sister?”

      
      Phillip looked over as his chest tightened. “No, I have a brother, Miles, but we don’t
            talk anymore.”

      
      She let her head dropped to the side. “Can I ask why?”

      
      “You can ask anything you want. To answer your question, he isn’t my whole brother—he’s
            my half. Apparently, before coming to run through my mom, my dad had a family that
            he left for my mom. After having me and leaving, he got cleaned up and his ex-wife took him back
            to have their family back together. When I went into the AHL, I ran into him. We joked
            around about being related because of our last name, and then our dad came to practice
            and knew it was me. Long story short, my dad freaked, thinking I was like my mom.
            He told Miles that he couldn’t have anything to do with me and if he did, he would
            lose his relationship with his father.”

      
      She took in a sharp breath. “That’s horrible.”

      
      “I know, but I don’t blame him for cutting off a relationship with me because he had
            his dad so long before he left, and he didn’t want to lose him again. I guess, or
            at least that’s what I tell myself. It sucks you know. He plays for the Bruins now
            and, when we play against each other, we don’t even talk. It sucks and it hurts, but
            it is what it is. Maybe one day we’ll reconnect.”

      
      He could see the sympathy in her eyes, and he hated how much he had opened up to her
            right then. He never talked about Miles anymore. Their short term together was that,
            short. He missed him but had let him go ages ago. And like he said, he hoped to one
            day reconnect with his older half-brother, but it just didn’t seem like it was in
            the cards and he was okay with that. When Reese leaned into him, he smiled over at
            her.

      
      “Well, I think you are pretty amazing and strong to have gone through all this shit
            and still be the amazing guy you are. Claire is lucky to have you, and she is going
            to grow into a very successful woman because of you.”

      
      Phillip’s mouth pulled up at the side as he looked over at her. “God, I hope so.”

      
      “She will,” she said with all the confidence in the world.

      
      She shot him a grin before going back to eating. He didn’t know why she believed in
            him so much, but it felt great to have her in his corner. Watching as she ate, something
            inside him urged him to ask her something that he had been wondering for a while.
            When she had asked him earlier if this was a date, he knew to say no because of the
            fear in her eyes. She wanted this to be a date, but she didn’t want to admit it to
            herself or to him.

      
      He had a lot of experience with females, and Reese was the poster girl for the one
            that got hurt by a douche. Because of this, she decided a life of sleeping around
            would fill the void in her heart, when really what she needed was a good man to love
            her the right way. Usually, Phillip was one to capitalize on these kinds of women,
            but Reese was different and, for some odd reason, he wanted to be the one to make
            her realize that he wasn’t like the douchebag. That he was actually someone that could
            make her happy.

      
      Why, he wasn’t sure yet, but that didn’t stop him from asking, “So who’s the guy that
            ruined you for the male race?”

      
      She looked over at him, surprised. “Excuse me?”

      
      “The guy who broke your heart and put you in the ‘not emotionally available’ status,”
            he said, making air quotations just to make her laugh. It worked but only for a second
            before she looked away.

      
      “His name was Kevin; I met him in New York. We both danced for the same company. He
            was older than I was. I thought he was everything I wanted, but boy, was I wrong.”

      
      He watched as she took in a deep breath, still not looking at him, before going on.
            “I thought we were going to get married and have little dancing babies, but he was
            already married with a child.”

      
      “While he was with you?” Phillip asked, already hating the guy.

      
      “Yeah. It completely broke me, and it has taken me a long time to get over him. I
            sometimes think I still love him, and I know that there will never be a love like
            that again. That’s why I’m emotionally unavailable, because I don’t want to be in
            a relationship with some guy and have him fall in love with me when I can’t fall for
            him. It isn’t fair, but it’s how I’m programmed now.”

      
      “Are you sure?”

      
      She looked up, confused. “Sure?”

      
      “That you’re programmed like that. Have you tried after douchebag?”

      
      She smiled, only for a second, before shaking her head. “No, I haven’t.”

      
      “Then how do you know?”

      
      She eyed him for a second and then asked, “Are you suggesting I try with you?”

      
      He didn’t answer right away. He could see in her eyes that she was looking for a reason
            to run, and he’d be damn if he was going to give it to her. He had to play his cards
            right or this woman would shut him out so quickly that he wouldn’t know what hit him,
            and he couldn’t let that happen. He enjoyed her way too much. If she wanted to keep
            things light, fine, he could work with that. It might be something she wanted now,
            but if he worked hard and kept his eyes on the prize, he would score.

      
      And if there was one thing he was good at, it was scoring. On and off the ice.

      
      With a careless chuckle, Phillip said, “Heck no, I like what we have. I’m just saying.”

      
      She eyed him only for a second before smiling back at him. “Me too.”

      
      “Good, now hurry up and finish, so I can take you home and make you scream.”

      
      She laughed. “Do I even need to ask how you plan on doing that?”

      
      Shooting her a grin, he said, “Nope, I’m pretty sure you know exactly what that entails.”

      
      “Yeah, me naked.”

      
      “Yup, and in my mouth.”

      
      She took in a sharp breath before biting her lip. Looking up at him with heavy-lidded
            eyes, she breathlessly said, “I’m suddenly full.”

      
      “Good, let’s go.”

      
      Throwing three twenties on the table, he stood and reached for the woman that he hoped
            to make his. It wasn’t going to be easy, and it was going to take a lot of work to
            build the trust they needed for a relationship, but for once, Phillip Anderson had
            met the woman he was ready to try for.
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      “DON’T YOU think we bought enough boy stuff?”

      
      Claire snickered beside Reese as she held all the blue crap Harper kept throwing at
            her. Harper shook her head as she continued to pick up little blue outfits.

      
      “No way, they are having a great sale!”

      
      “The same sale they’ll have in two weeks! Why don’t you wait?”

      
      Harper turned and set Reese with a dirty look. “You can leave.”

      
      Reese glared right back at Harper as Claire laughed beside them. “No, you promised
            me food.”

      
      “Yes, so hush. Let me shop, and then I’ll feed you.”

      
      Letting out an annoyed breath, Reese knew she should have never gone over to Harper’s
            house today. She knew today was when they would find out the sex of their baby but
            no, Claire wanted the music from the dance they we working on and, because Reese had
            a soft spot for the girl, she rushed over to get it to her. Then Harper promised her
            food to celebrate the baby but instead of going straight to the restaurant like she
            thought, she was parading through damn Carters with Harper as she squealed and gushed
            over every damn blue thing in the store.

      
      It was annoying.

      
      Reese loved Ally and Dimitri, she did, and now she would love the new baby, but she
            hated shopping for baby stuff. It always turned the mom-to-be into a freaking idiot,
            cooing and gushing over miniature-sized things for a baby that was going to grow out
            of it faster than a weed, and then shit and piss all over it. It was insane and stupid.
            Why couldn’t the kid just wear diapers for the first year? Why spend thousands of
            dollars on clothes and things when the little thing was just going to grow out of
            it!

      
      It made no sense and completely boggled Reese’s mind, which was the main reason why
            she was never having children. It wasn’t that she didn’t love kids. She was a dance
            teacher and she loved her niece and nephew, but kids were freaking expensive and then
            there was the chance that you could mess them up, or some fuck up could fuck them
            up, and then what? With Ally and Dimitri, she knew they were taken care of. Harper
            and Piper were two strong women, both married to good, strong men, but Reese would
            never find a man like the Titov brothers. She wasn’t going to put herself through
            looking for another man that would more than likely hurt her like Kevin, so instead
            of having that fairy tale ending, she would settle for the cool aunt.

      
      And she was cool with that, but when a quick image of Phillip holding a little brown-haired,
            blue-eyed baby came to mind, she stopped and braced herself against the wall. She
            had no clue where that crazy image came from, but it needed to go the hell away. Things
            with Phillip were light and fun. He was great, and they had a blast together, but
            babies were in no way, shape, or form ever going to happen between them. That would
            involve her actually opening up to someone, and that was a laughable event in itself!
            Writing the image off as a reminder to go to the OBGYN to make sure her IUD was well
            in place and nothing more, Reese groaned as she followed Harper around the damn store.

      
      An hour later, as they stood by the socks, Reese was ready to say the hell with lunch
            when Claire glanced over at Reese and said, “When Phillip gets back, can we come in
            so I can show him my solo?”

      
      Reese nodded as Harper asked, “When does Phillip come home? With Jakob’s arm being
            messed up and keeping him from playing. I have no clue what the schedule is.”

      
      “Friday,” Reese said at the same time Claire did.

      
      Claire’s brows came together, and Reese promptly picked up a pair of blue socks and
            decided they were the most fascinating socks ever.

      
      “Oh, Harper, these are too cute!” she said quickly, but Claire was still watching
            her.

      
      “How did you know when Phillip is getting home?”

      
      Thinking quickly, she said, “You told me.”

      
      “No, I didn’t.”

      
      Reese cocked her head towards Harper. “Then she did.”

      
      “Why would I ask if I already knew, Reese?’ Harper asked with a ‘come on’ kind of
            look. She then eyed Reese suspiciously. “Your face is bright red, what are you hiding?”

      
      Shit!

      
      Gathering her wits, she laughed as she waved them off. “Not a damn thing, I don’t
            know how I knew. I could have sworn one of you told me. Why does it matter anyways?
            Come on, I’m hungry.”

      
      When neither of them moved, both eyeing her, she laughed again. “What?”

      
      “Nothing, just thinking,” Harper said with a small smile.

      
      “About?”

      
      “The fact that you and Phillip would be cute together, really good together.”

      
      Reese could feel Claire’s eyes on her and knew that this conversation needed to end.
            NOW.

      
      “What the hell ever; he is so not my type.”

      
      “Yes he is, he has a penis, that’s the first step,” Harper said with a laugh.

      
      This was true but still. “Bitch!”

      
      Expectant mothers and parents alike shot Reese dirty looks, but she didn’t care. Harper
            continued to laugh while she shook her head. “I’m just kidding…kind of, but really,
            y’all would be cute together. I wonder why I never thought of it before. Hmm…”

      
      “Because it will never happen. I don’t want to be with anyone, you know that.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      Harper and Reese both turned to look at Claire. Her eyes were wide, looking right
            into Reese’s soul.

      
      “Um. Well. I was hurt pretty bad by a POS, so I tend to stay away from guys.”

      
      Claire face scrunched up. “But I’ve heard that you’re always with guys.”

      
      As much as she was glad the conversation of her and Phillip was over, this wasn’t
            one she wanted to go into. Plus, who the hell said she was always with guys? She kept
            her nightly shenanigans out of the light. What the hell?

      
      “Well, you see, while you should wait until you’re married—”

      
      “I’m sixteen, almost seventeen, I get that you can have sex without love and stuff
            like that.”

      
      “You shouldn’t know that,” Harper said with a shake of her head as she started towards
            something else that was blue.

      
      “Well I do, and I get it.”

      
      “Then we’re good,” Reese said, picking up another outfit and throwing it in their
            pile. It was cute. It had little dogs on it.

      
      “Not really,” Claire said softly.

      
      Reese looked back. “Why’s that?”

      
      Claire moved her hand into her hair before kicking at the ground. She then looked
            up at her, and Reese felt like she had kicked the girl. She looked so worried, so
            hurt and unsure of herself.

      
      “I don’t want you to hate me.”

      
      Reese’s head cocked to the side. “I would never do that.”

      
      “You will if you get with Phillip. He’ll break your heart.”

      
      She wasn’t sure why she was about to entertain this conversation, but she needed to
            know. “Why would I hate you if he broke my heart? Not saying he will, because we aren’t
            together,” she said, directing her comment to her sister, who was eyeing her. She
            then looked at Claire before continuing, “People break up all the time, Claire.”

      
      “I know, but Phillip always hurts people. He hurt me, he hurt my mom and grandma,
            and even the girl he apparently loved.”

      
      Wow, talk about some deep, pressing issues these two had.

      
      Reaching out, she took a hold of Claire’s hand. “The point is moot, kiddo. I’m not
            dating Phillip.”

      
      They shared a long look. Claire looked skeptical, but thankfully said. “Okay.”

      
      “Okay, now I really do think you and Phillip need to discuss your feelings. You two
            have issues,” she joked.

      
      Claire smiled. “It’s getting better. As much as I want to hate him for leaving me,
            he’s making up for it.”

      
      “He loves you,” Reese declared, “very much.”

      
      Claire moved her fingers through her hair. “I know.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      “Come on, you two. Let’s go pay and get some lunch,” Harper called out towards them.

      
      “Thank God!” Reese joked as she wrapped her arms around Claire’s shoulders and started
            for Harper. She tried to ignore her pounding heart, but it was hard. She hated lying
            to Claire, but no one could know about her and Phillip right now. Really, there wasn’t
            anything to know. They were just fooling around. No reason to get everyone all twisted
            in a knot over it.

      
      Reese sure wasn’t in knots…
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      Where are you at?

      
      Phillip leaned against the wall of the arena with a grin on his face. He had been
            excited about seeing Reese all day but, like always, she was late. After being gone
            for three away games in the east, he was glad to be back home. Not only did he miss
            Claire, he missed Reese. They talked every day, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to
            touch her, and feel her against him. He was hard just thinking about her.

      
      I’m turning in. Sorry, I suck.

      
      You don’t suck, but I do have something you can suck on.

      
      When his phone started ringing, he laughed. Answering, he said, “Too much?”

      
      “I almost crashed my fucking car! Jeez.”

      
      “Shouldn’t text and drive, it’s dangerous,” he said as his smiled grew when he saw
            her pulling in.

      
      “I wasn’t. I was at a stop light and then all of a sudden, I get that and almost take
            out a beamer.”

      
      “Damn women drivers,” he teased as he watched her park her little blue Prius.

      
      “Haha,” she said as she slammed the door and then hung up her phone. “Ass,” she then
            called out to him as she made her way to him. He always loved the way she walked,
            but most of all, he loved the way she looked. She was gorgeous, but she had such a
            carefree look. In a pair of tight black jeans, a white, over-sized tee, and a bright
            yellow scarf, she looked great, but the best part was her hair. He loved how long
            it was, and how it fell bone straight down her shoulders. He wanted nothing more than
            to eat her up. Ever since she said hockey wasn’t sexy, he had made it his mission
            to show her it was. He had a whole day planned, full of skating and shooting pucks,
            and then hopefully him scoring at the end. Off the ice, of course. Or on. Really anywhere
            in his opinion. With the look in her eyes, he was sure it wouldn’t be too hard.

      
      Stopping in front of him with a sneaky grin, she said, “Hey there.”

      
      He wanted to say he missed her. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and never let go
            but, instead, he said, “Hey.”

      
      “So why am I meeting you here?”

      
      He reached for the door, opening and directing her in as he said, “You said hockey
            wasn’t sexy, so I’m going to prove you wrong.”

      
      “Oo, I must say, I’m a little excited for this.”

      
      He watched as she walked passed him and took in the beauty of her nice ass before
            following behind her.

      
      “You should be,” he said as they walked down the hall that would lead them to the
            locker rooms before taking them to the ice. The arena was empty today. The team had
            practice this morning, but everyone was already gone. Phillip decided today was the
            perfect time to take Reese on the ice. They wouldn’t be bothered, and that’s how he
            wanted it, just in case they wanted to get freaky on the ice.

      
      One could hope.

      
      Nothing else was said as the two made their way to the locker room. Once there, Phillip
            had some gear sat out for the both of them to change into. He threw off his shorts,
            slid up his girdle, and was tying it when Reese looked back at him from the equipment
            that waited for her.

      
      “You got gear for me?”

      
      “Sure,” he said with a shrug. “You don’t like it?”

      
      “I do, but you could have told me. I would have gotten some myself,” she said, looking
            back down at him.

      
      “What’s the big deal?”

      
      “You shouldn’t buy stuff for me.”

      
      “Why?” He laughed.

      
      “Because we aren’t dating.”

      
      His laughter stopped when she glanced back at him. She was serious. It wasn’t that
            he was delusional, he knew they weren’t a couple, but surely as much sex as they’ve
            been having, they were something more than just a quick lay.

      
      “I understand that, but if I want to buy you something, I will.” She rolled her eyes
            before biting on her lip. She was holding something back, and that bothered him. He
            asked, “What… are we not even friends?”

      
      She shot him a look that told him that was a stupid question. “Of course we are, it’s
            just I don’t want you getting attached.”

      
      He laughed out loud before pointing to himself. “Me? Get attached? Please, I am the
            least attachable person.”

      
      Well, he used to be. Then she came in, rocked his world, and left him a little attached.
            Just a little though.

      
      She smiled as she reached for her girdle. “All right, just making sure.”

      
      He watched her face scrunch in confusion, and he could tell there was something more
            to this.

      
      “Why?” he found himself asking.

      
      “No reason.”

      
      “No, there is,” he said. He could tell.

      
      She eyed him, her eyes narrowed. They stayed staring into each other’s eyes, until
            finally she said, “Okay, so Claire is totally against us seeing each other.”

      
      He let out a breath; he should have known this had something to do with Claire. “I
            know.”

      
      “And?” she asked, her face full of concern.

      
      “And I’m not getting attached. I want to have fun, I want to enjoy your body and mind,
            and that’s it. When we get sick of each other, we’ll call it quits, no hard feelings.
            She doesn’t need to know anything.”

      
      “She thinks I’ll stop caring about her because you’ll break my heart.”

      
      “Not gonna happen on either account.”

      
      She laughed. “Oh really?”

      
      “Yes, I’m not going to hurt you and plus, I know you’ll never stop caring about her.”

      
      “You’re right.”

      
      “I know, now get ready. I wanna have fun,” he said, pointing to the things beside
            her. He hated that Claire thought that, but he was glad that Reese cared a lot about
            her. Claire needed someone like Reese; she was strong, driven, and beautiful, everything
            Claire was. Now all he needed was for both of them to be cool with them dating, and
            life would be great.

      
      “How do I put this on? Over these shorts?” she asked with a confused look on her face.

      
      “Yeah, take off your jeans, and I’ll help you.”

      
      She gave him a playful grin as she slid those delectable jeans down her gorgeous legs,
            revealing a very sexy lace thong. His cock strained against his girdle as he watched
            her slide up a pair of shorts over the thong before she glanced over at him. Deciding
            that he couldn’t keep his hands to himself much longer, he came over to her and picked
            up the girdle from the bench. With his other hand, he lifted up her shirt to reveal
            a thin sports bra. Her nipples were hard and, without really thinking, he leaned forward,
            biting her through her bra. Her hand came up behind his head as her body arched into
            his.

      
      “Phillip,” she gasped.

      
      He chuckled against her breast before dropping the girdle and bringing her closer
            to him. Pulling down her bra, he took her other nipple into his mouth, raking his
            teeth along her breast as her breathing picked up.

      
      “I thought we were going to play hockey,” she said. Her hand slowly slid into his
            girdle, taking a hold of his hard cock, causing him to groan against her rosy peak.
            Bringing his mouth up to hers, he kissed her long and hard while her hand slid up
            and down his rock-hard length.

      
      Parting only for a second, he said, “I want to show you my favorite part of this arena,
            besides the ice.”

      
      He didn’t have to wait long before she was nodding her head. He quickly chucked his
            girdle off and lifted her in his arms. Her legs wrapped around his hips, her hands
            around his neck, as he carried her towards the shower while she licked and nibbled
            at his neck. He wanted to strip her in the locker room, press her against the bench,
            and just fuck her senseless but, instead, he hurried to the shower. Like he said,
            it was his favorite part of the arena. It had twenty showerheads that had the best
            pressure and the hottest water ever.

      
      As Reese kissed up his jaw, running her tongue along the stubble, he turned on each
            shower he walked passed, until every shower was going and the room was slowly steaming
            up. When he pushed her against the wall, she gasped out as he pulled her shorts and
            panties off, throwing them over his shoulder. She pulled off her bra as he slid his
            shorts down, his cock springing up against her ass. She giggled as she moved her mouth
            to his, sweeping her tongue widely with his. His hands went all over her body, molding
            and kneading her breast, her hips, and then her ass.

      
      Pulling his mouth from hers, he nibbled down her neck before pulling back to look
            at her. “I’m about to make it where you can’t walk right. Fuck, I want you so bad.”

      
      “I didn’t plan on walking right tomorrow anyway. I thought hockey would work my thighs.”

      
      His cock throbbed at the mention of her thighs. “As much as I love my sport, it could
            never work you the way I’m about to.”

      
      “Oh I know,” she gasped as he took her breast in his mouth, swirling his tongue around
            her taut peak.

      
      When he felt hot water streaming down his body, he looked up to find that she had
            directed the two showers onto them. His hands shook, watching the water run down her
            breast, her stomach, and into her belly button, before getting lost between her things.
            Dropping to his knees, he buried his face in between her thighs. She cried out, her
            fingers tangling in his hair, as he slid his tongue into her wet folds and over her
            tight nub. With his hands holding her open, he feasted on her like a starved man.
            He loved the taste of her, and he had been thinking of having her in his mouth like
            this since the last time he was in this same position. He hadn’t always been the one
            to drop to his needs and devour a woman like this, but with Reese, there was something
            about her pristine pussy that kept him coming back for more and more.

      
      Moving his middle finger inside her, he started to pump it, curving his finger inside
            her to make her moan. Phillip knew she was almost there. She was slapping the wall
            of the shower with one hand, the other was squeezing the hell out of his shoulder,
            and her legs were quivering. Sucking her clit into his mouth was all it took, and
            she shattered beneath him.

      
      “Fuck, Phillip!” she screamed as he continued to pump inside her, her sweet walls
            squeezing his finger. He chuckled against her thigh, licking up to her hipbone before
            he placed a kiss there. Kissing up her stomach, he dipped his tongue in her belly
            button, sliding up and stopping to suck on her breast. After making her squirm, he
            brought his mouth crashing against her.

      
      “You are so good at that,” she whispered against his lips.

      
      “You taste so fucking good,” he replied before lifting her leg. He was about to slid
            into her when he remembered he didn’t have a condom on. Letting her go, he started
            out of the shower, groaning out, “Fuck me.”

      
      “I’m trying to,” she said, causing him to laugh. Reaching into his bag, he got one
            and ran back to the shower. He knew he was getting water everywhere but he didn’t
            give a shit. He had the most gorgeous woman in the world in a steamy shower waiting
            for him. Was there anything hotter than that?

      
      Tearing the package open, he slid the condom down his straining cock before taking
            her back in his arms and kissing her lips. Lifting her leg, he slid into her with
            one thrust, their moans mingling as he slowly moved back out of her.

      
      “I forgot a condom.”

      
      “Harder,” she muttered as she squeezed him tight inside her.

      
      “God,” he grunted as his fingers bit into her thigh. Lifting her other leg, he thrust
            up into her, his body slapping against hers. Holding her ass, he moved her up and
            down his cock as she kissed and nibbled at his neck. The water beating against their
            bodies added to the sensation and Lord, she looked great in a steamy room. It was
            every man’s fantasy to have this happen, or at least it was his.

      
      Looking up at him, she smiled as he continued to thrust into her, his legs shaking
            from trying to hold back his release. He loved the way she looked, and he wasn’t ready
            for it to end. Her hair was stuck to her face, her lips swollen from kissing him,
            and with each thrust, her breast came bouncing up towards his face in the most delectable
            way. He wanted this to go on for hours, but soon it was too much. Squeezing her ass,
            he thrust into her one last time, coming so hard that he saw stars behind his closed
            eyes as he groaned out with her.

      
      Leaning her into the wall, his face in her neck, he gasped for breath as she did the
            same. Her heart was pounding in her chest at the same beat as his. When she started
            to move her hands up and down his wet back, he let out a long breath, enjoying her
            soft touch. When her hands came up on his face, bringing it up to meet her gaze, he
            smiled before she moved her lips over his.

      
      “Why the hell are all the showers on?”

      
      They froze. Phillip opened his eyes to see Reese’s eyes wide as she covered her boobs
            with her hands. He then looked behind him to see only the shape of someone moving
            around.

      
      “Who’s there?’ he asked as he put Reese down, covering her body with his own.

      
      “Anderson?” Shea asked.

      
      Shit, not good. Anyone else, this could be laughed off, but Shea? Phillip was screwed.

      
      “Yeah,” he said, trying to make sure Reese was completely covered.

      
      “Why the hell are all these showers on?” he asked.

      
      Reese giggled behind him, her arms coming around his waist. He smiled as he said,
            “Do you want a lie or the truth?”

      
      “What the hell, Anderson? Stop messing around,” he said as he turned off each shower.

      
      “I just got done having sex with one of the sexiest woman in the world.”

      
      That had Shea pausing before he turned completely around, facing the entrance of the
            showers.

      
      “Are you kidding me?”

      
      “Not at all.” Phillip laughed as Reese’s hands slid down his body, bringing his cock
            back to life.

      
      “I swear to God, you owe me laps for this or I can tell Eli, and you can hear it from
            her.”

      
      “I’ll do the laps.”

      
      He’d basically walk through fire to do what he just did over and over again. As long
            as it was with Reese.

      
      “Fine, hurry up, some of the guys are coming in for a skate.”

      
      “Will do, Captain.”

      
      When Shea left the shower and Phillip heard the locker room door slam, he turned to
            take Reese back in his arms. She was grinning, her cheeks rosy as she looked up at
            him.

      
      “Sorry you have to do laps.”

      
      “No big deal, this was worth it.”

      
      “Oh really?”

      
      He moved his nose along hers, brushing her lips with his. “Hell yeah.”

      
      She bit into her lip as she eyed him. “I have a confession.”

      
      “Hurry up and tell me so I can do you against the wall again.”

      
      Her laughter rang through the shower before she leaned in, her lips millimeters from
            his as she whispered, “I lied.”

      
      “Lied?” he asked, arching his body into hers.

      
      “Yeah, I think hockey is totally hot, especially when you play.”

      
      He smiled against her lips before he asked, “So you’ll come play with me again?”

      
      She nodded. “Sure will, but next time, maybe we can make it to the ice.”

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      She laughed. “I’m excited.”

      
      Me too, he thought before crashing his lips to her.
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      SPENDING THE night alone was not what Phillip had in mind.

      
      Claire was staying the night with a friend from dance. Skylar was the girl’s name,
            and they got along great. Skylar seemed to make Claire happy, too. They giggled a
            lot, and talked about boys. Even though Phillip didn’t care for the boy talk much,
            he liked that Claire was smiling. Skylar’s parents were nice, too, and guaranteed
            that Claire would be taken care of. At first, he was upset she didn’t want to hang
            with him since he was leaving again in a couple days, but then he decided he was going
            to convince Reese to hang out with him. Sitting outside of Reese’s studio, like a
            stalker, he dialed her number but then saw her door opening. He waited as he watched
            her stand in the doorway, digging her phone out of her purse.

      
      When she saw the screen, a bright smile crossed her face and, for some reason, that
            made him breathless. He had no clue what that meant, but seeing her smile like that
            because he called did something to him. It caused him to feel something deep inside
            his chest but, before he could identify what it was, he hung up the phone and admired
            her gorgeous body. She was wearing tight jeans, rolled up at the bottom, with a long-sleeved
            green shirt that hung off her in a flowy way. She wore a dark brown scarf that matched
            her brown boots. Her hair was piled on top of her head, and she looked amazing. Hot.
            His body started to tingle with awareness as he watched her face fall and her hand
            drop to the side before she looked up and met his gaze. The disappointment he was
            sure was there before fell, and a sneaky little grin came over her beautifully glossed-up
            lips.

      
      “Stalker,” she called out at him as she came down the stairs.

      
      He laughed. “Maybe. Where you off to looking so hot?”

      
      She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms across her chest as she reached him. She tried
            to act like she didn’t like when he complimented her, but he saw the way her cheeks
            filled with color when he did.

      
      She liked it.

      
      She liked him.

      
      Call him cocky, but he knew she did.

      
      She just didn’t like to.

      
      There was no other explanation on why she only spent time with him. Or at least, he
            thought she did. He needed to ask because he liked her, and he sure as hell didn’t
            like the idea of some other man touching her. She ruined any other females for him,
            and he wanted to do the same for her.

      
      “Hot date?”

      
      She laughed. “My grandmother is hot, but I’m not sure if Bingo could be classified
            as hot. They do have hot pink dobbers.”

      
      “Bingo?”

      
      “Yup, I go to Bingo with my grandma every Wednesday.”

      
      “Sounds fun. Jump on, I brought you a helmet,” he said, handing her a bright pink
            helmet, but she didn’t take it.

      
      “No way,” she said with a laugh. “You can’t go.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Because my grandma will think we are together and since that is not true, you can’t
            go.”

      
      Phillip eyed her. “But if we tell her it’s not true, then there won’t be a problem.”

      
      “She’ll think it and tell everyone otherwise.”

      
      He stood up, hitting the kickstand of his bike and throwing his leg over. She was
            watching him, a smile playing on her face as he got close, snaking an arm around her
            waist to bring her closer. It took force, but she came and looked up at him with a
            look that told him she wasn’t playing around. However, the problem with Phillip was
            that he didn’t give up.

      
      “So tell them we’re not. That we are only rocking each other’s world.”

      
      Her lips turned up into his favorite sneaky grin, and he smiled back as she asked,
            “I rock your world?”

      
      Playfully, he nipped at her bottom lip before nodding. “You know you do, and I know
            I rock your world.”

      
      “I’ll never admit that.”

      
      He decided not to point out that she had already in fact admitted that. Instead, he
            scoffed and pinned her with a look as he said, “Of course you will. I’ll get you at
            a moment of weakness.”

      
      “I never have a moment of weakness,” she replied, trying to push him away, but he
            wasn’t going anywhere.

      
      “Um… yeah, you do. It’s when I have my face buried between your legs, licking you
            like you are my favorite flavor of ice cream. Which you are.”

      
      He was turning her on, he could see that, but her brows came together in confusion
            as she asked, “I am what?”

      
      He brought his lips to hers, running his tongue along her bottom lip before whispering
            against them. “You are the best gosh darn flavor in the world, Reese Allen.”

      
      Her eyes fell shut as he took her mouth with his, moving his lips slowly before running
            his hand down the middle of her back to squeeze her ass. He then brought her hard
            against his growing erection, closing the distance between them and receiving a soft
            moan from her. It had been a couple of days since he had been between her legs, and
            as much as he wanted to scoop her up and carry her up those stairs and to the nearest
            soft spot, he wanted to spend time with her too.

      
      Pulling away, he looked into her gorgeous face. Her eyes were still closed, her lips
            parted and swollen from his demanding kisses. Reaching up, he slid the helmet on her
            head and buckled it before her protests started.

      
      “I know what you are doing, and it isn’t going to work,” she said, reaching for the
            buckle, but he stopped her.

      
      “No one will say anything. Come on, let’s go have some fun, and later I’ll spend a
            long time savoring my favorite flavor,” he said, cupping her sex in his hands. He
            could feel the heat between her legs, and it took everything for him to remove his
            hand from her.

      
      When she didn’t say no, or yes for that matter, he smacked her ass, causing her to
            jump. “Come on, let’s go.”

      
      She mumbled something and he smiled as she followed him onto the bike, wrapping her
            arms around his waist.

      
      God, that feels good, he thought as his eyes drifted shut.

      
      She then said, “You are lucky I like you between my legs.”

      
      “I know I am and I told you, you have weak moments.”

      
      She smacked his shoulder as he laughed.

      
      “Shut up and you better hope no one says anything, or you can kiss getting laid tonight
            goodbye.”

      
      He chuckled. “No one will say anything and even if they did, all I gotta do is drop
            to my knees and you are mine.”

      
      She didn’t say anything as the bike rumbled to life. He was about to take off but
            then her hands slid down his thighs, then back up the inner part, before resting on
            his straining cock.

      
      “I surely hope you don’t think you are the only one with the power here?”

      
      As she squeezed him through his jeans, his whole body caught on fire as he slowly
            shook his head.

      
      “Oh no, I know darn well what you do to me, and I have no problem admitting it.”

      
      “Is that right?” she asked, stroking him slowly.

      
      He closed his eyes and let out a long breath before saying, “Yup and you need to stop,
            before I pull you into my lap and fuck you into oblivion on this bike.”

      
      He squeezed his eyes shut as her hands moved up to the top of his jeans. He sat back
            a little, allowing her access inside, where she cupped him. He let out a hiss of breath
            as she slowly moved her cold hands along his hot cock. He was throbbing against her
            hand, and she let out a soft giggle before whispering, “Promise?”

      
      He could only nod, the sensation of her cold hands against his cock too much to handle.
            Then she stopped, removing her hands as her laughter ran down his spine. “Good to
            know, now let’s go.”

      
      Phillip took in a deep breath and decided that this woman was going to kill him. He
            was becoming a junkie for her touches, her kisses, her anything. He wanted her, completely,
            all the time, and even though it scared him to think that she could break him at any
            moment, he couldn’t stop.
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      Reese should have never brought him.

      
      “Oh Reese, baby, he is gorgeous.”

      
      “So strong.”

      
      “Beautiful eyes.”

      
      “Great ass.”

      
      “Y’all make the cutest couple. My goodness, way hotter than your sisters’ men.”

      
      For fuck’s sake.

      
      Covering her face from the image of her grandmother and her friends touching and examining
            Phillip while he stood there with a shit-eating grin, she groaned out, “He is not
            my boyfriend.”

      
      “No?” her grandmother, Madeline, asked.

      
      “No,” they said together.

      
      “We’re friends,” he said. She looked up to find him smiling at her. “I love Bingo.
            I used to play with my grandmother back home before she passed, and Reese invited
            me because I made a comment about wanting to play.”

      
      “Oh you sweet thang,” Ms. Selena said as she took a hold of Phillip’s arm, leading
            him to their table. All the women clucked over him as Reese just shook her head. She
            knew this was going to happen and really didn’t want to bring him because of it, but
            he was just so damn hot. So sweet and good lord, he could kiss like a dream. Her kitten
            was still purring in her jeans, begging for a little more action, which she fully
            intended on getting once they left the bingo hall. It surprised her how much, even
            though she didn’t want to listen to her grandmother and her friends’ comments, she
            was glad he was there.

      
      It had been a long couple of days since she had seen him when they got caught by Shea
            in the Assassins’ showers. God, what a time they had. It was so hot, a sensual overload.
            Every. Single. Moment. She loved the kisses, his mouth, his hands, his body, the setting,
            and the hot showers. Everything was perfect, amazing even. They had talked and texted,
            but it wasn’t the same. Her mind would drift to thoughts about him, pinning her against
            the hot marble of the shower, and that breathless feeling would overcome her. God,
            she couldn’t wait till later.

      
      Falling into the seat next to him, she reached for her cards, ignoring the fact that
            he was staring at her. But ignoring him was short-lived when his hand slid onto her
            thigh. She looked over, and he smiled. It was the kind of smile that knocked you on
            your ass. The one that left you completely and utterly destroyed inside. Or at least
            that was how she felt. She wanted to be mad, she wanted to tell him she told him so
            about everyone assuming they were together but, instead, she smiled back. Fully. Because
            she wanted to and because he made her feel so good. Leaning into him, playfully, she
            reached for her dobber and started the game.

      
      She ignored the knowing looks from onlookers.
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      Reese had been to Bingo many Wednesdays before this one but, for some reason, this
            one was the best. Phillip was a nut and had her laughing the whole freaking time.
            He was slow and would laugh when her grandma or one of her friends would come over
            and play his cards for him. He made jokes and had everyone laughing in the hall, ignoring
            the Bingo caller. He talked like he had known these women his whole life and at the
            same time, always took the time to make her feel that he was there only for her.

      
      And that made her feel good. The only problem was that everyone assumed they were
            together. Even though, yes, they did have amazingly, awesome, hot sex, they were not
            together, nor would they ever be. But before she could correct anyone, Phillip was
            there, always denying it before sending her the carefree grin she enjoyed so much.
            He never let anyone say anything about them. Anytime they tried—and they did, all
            the time—he would change the subject, asking about their children or their grandchildren.
            He was amazing. He was a charmer and soon, everyone gathered around them, all wanting
            a piece of Phillip Anderson. He talked about his career and about Claire, about anything
            and everything that kept the subject off of them.

      
      The ladies seemed to never want him to stop talking… and Reese felt the same way.

      
      And that was bad.

      
      Very, very bad.

      
      Especially when Phillip excused himself to the bathroom, leaving her with only her
            grandma. Because Phillip was going to the bathroom, so did the whole Bingo hall. Seemed
            legit, right? Reese laughed as she shook her head, spinning her hot pink dobber around
            as she waited for the next game to start, avoiding all eye contact with her grandmother.

      
      “Not together, huh?”

      
      She let out an annoyed breath, even though she knew the comment was coming. Reese
            looked over at her grandmother and shook her head. “We’re friends.”

      
      “Friends that are doing more than just playing Bingo. I’m not stupid, Reese. I was
            young once too and just like you, I was just friends with a guy.”

      
      Reese instantly felt uncomfortable at the mere thought of her grandmother doing half
            of what her and Phillip did, but she shook the thought away and reiterated, “Really,
            we are just friends.”

      
      “So were we, but things changed, and then I married him.”

      
      Reese blanched before shaking her head. Her and Pawpa? Ew.

      
      “While I love the image you just painted of you and my pawpa, I hate to burst your
            bubble, Grandma, because he’s just my friend. No wedding bells, no pitter-patter of
            little feet, nothing. We are friends and that’s it.”

      
      She laughed as she shook her head. “If he was just a friend, you wouldn’t have brought
            him. He does something to you, makes your feel, and that scares you. My advice, darling,
            even though you haven’t asked for it, is if you don’t want more than sex with that
            man, let him go, cause he is falling for you.”

      
      “No, he isn’t,” Reese said, making a face.

      
      “Yes, he is, I can see it, everyone can. He is completely smitten with you.”

      
      “No,” Reese said again, “he’s not. We are friends.”

      
      Her grandma shook her head before looking down at the cards right as Phillip fell
            into his seat. He looked over and winked at her playfully. Even though her whole body
            went hot, and she smiled back, she saw something. Something that could mean that her
            grandmother might be very right.

      
      And that couldn’t happen.
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      The kisses were hot. Her body, on fire. Everything was so hot, so demanding, as Phillip
            quickly ripped every single inch of clothing off her. She lengthened her neck as he
            licked and nipped at her, his fingers biting into her hips. She arched her back, and
            he ran his tongue down the valley of her breast before taking the time to kiss each
            one before taking her nipple in his mouth to torment her. Dipping his fingers inside
            her, he pressed his thumb to her clit, applying pressure while fucking her with his
            fingers at the same time. Her moans filled her apartment, her fingers tangling in
            his hair as his body shook with want. He was going to rip her apart. He was going
            to make her body his, and nothing was going to stop him. She came hard, shaking underneath
            his large, talented hands, but he wasn’t done. Kissing down her belly, he licked her
            thighs and then ran his tongue slowly up her pussy, his eyes never leaving hers.

      
      God, she was beautiful as she came off her climax.

      
      “I think we should try a threesome.”

      
      His mouth froze as his brows came together. She was breathing heavily, her heart pounding
            in her chest. He could hear it, feel it, but none of that mattered because surely
            he did not hear her right.

      
      “Excuse me?”

      
      She looked down at him, sitting up on her elbows, and he did the same.

      
      “I think it would be fun. Maybe another girl. You have a friend you can call, right?
            Or I can call someone, maybe.”

      
      He could only blink as she looked at him as if she was saying, ‘Pass me the cream’.
            Was she fucking serious?

      
      He wanted to say ‘fuck to the hell no,’ but instead he said, “Um, I don’t know.”

      
      “Why not? It would be fun. Wanna call someone now?”

      
      “No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I want to fuck you; I don’t want to fuck
            someone else. You seriously want to bring someone in here? What the hell? Are you
            fucking someone else?”

      
      Her brows came together this time as she said, “Why not? I mean we aren’t dating.
            We are having fun; I thought we could spice it up.”

      
      “No,” he said again, sitting farther up, his body shaking, not with want anymore,
            more like anger. “Dating or not, I am fucking you, you are fucking me, and that’s
            it.”

      
      “Come again?”

      
      “That’s what I’m trying to make you do, Reese, but you want to bring someone else
            in the bedroom or wherever else we have sex in, and I’m not cool with that. I want
            to be the only one you’re with.”

      
      “That’s dating,” she said, and she started to move out from underneath him.

      
      And he let her as he said, “No it isn’t. It’s a courtesy. Kind of like a tradeoff.
            I make you come, and you fuck only me.”

      
      “No, you’re falling for me,” she exclaimed as she sat up, taking the pillow to cover
            her body.

      
      “What the fuck? No, I’m not,” he said, and he wasn’t really lying.

      
      Was he?

      
      “You are! If you weren’t, then why would you want only me?”

      
      “Because I like you. We have fun, and you fucking blow my mind. Don’t act like that
            isn’t how you feel either.”

      
      She shook her head quickly, and something broke inside him. “No. No, that isn’t how
            I feel. You need to go,” she said, rolling off the bed and grabbing her bathrobe.

      
      “Are you serious? What the hell?”

      
      “I can’t give you what you want. I’m not that person, and I told you that.”

      
      “What the fuck do I want?” he asked, standing up, still completely naked.

      
      “A girlfriend. I’m not girlfriend material. So just go.”

      
      “That’s not what I’m asking for. I’m asking for you to do only me, is that too much
            to ask for? I don’t see a problem here.”

      
      “Well, there is,” she said, her defiant little chin up in the air as she crossed her
            arms across her chest. Gone was the Reese he truly enjoyed, and bitchy Reese stood
            in front of him.

      
      “I can’t give up having sex with other people.”

      
      Whoa. Wait.

      
      “What the fuck does that mean? You’re fucking someone else and me?”

      
      “Uh yeah, have been since the beginning.”

      
      The air was thick with tension. His heart was pounding, but also breaking at the same
            time. He said he wasn’t in love with her, but maybe he was. He thought they had something.
            He thought she liked him, could maybe even love him. Why wasn’t he fucking enough?
            Wow, this blew his ego to shit. Looking down at the ground, he reached for his boxers
            and slowly slid them up. He couldn’t trust himself to say anything else, so he continued
            to get dressed without even a glance at her. When he pulled the zipper to his jeans
            up, he turned to look at her.

      
      “This doesn’t affect you and Claire, okay? Give me that.”

      
      “No problem,” she said after clearing her throat. He thought maybe her eyes were glossy,
            but he knew that couldn’t be true. She didn’t care about him.

      
      Her walls, her heart, were solid rock. There was no breaking through that. No matter
            how hard he tried to score.

      
      “Okay, well, it was good while it lasted.”

      
      “It was.”

      
      But now it was over.

      
   
      
      

      
      [image: ]

      
      PHILLIP WOULD like to say that for the next two weeks, he slept with anything with tits and completely
            forgot about Reese but if he did, the good Lord above would shoot him down with lightning.
            So instead, he would admit that he was miserable. For two weeks, every single porn
            he watched, every single girl he touched, anything Claire said and did, reminded him
            of Reese. He was an asshole to everyone. Yelling, slamming things around. He knew
            no one wanted to be around him, and it was all Reese’s fault. He missed her. So bad
            it hurt. He had so many drafts started with just simple texts like:

      
      Hey, what’s up?

      
      How ya doing?

      
      Wanna meet up, fuck this out?

      
      I miss you so much.

      
      The last one he deleted, but he had typed it and almost sent it. He knew it would
            do nothing but cause her to push him away even more, but it was true. He craved her
            touch, her kisses, her eyes, her body, her mouth, everything… he needed her. It didn’t
            matter what he did, who he fucked, he just couldn’t come. He wasn’t a Miley Cyrus
            fan by a landslide, but it was easy to say her song, “Wrecking Ball” was on repeat
            on his iPod because Reese had wrecked him.

      
      And it was killing him.

      
      He just couldn’t wrap his brain around it. Did he not matter? Was he not enough and
            if so, why? He fucked her good. He could make her body sing for him, and he knew that
            she cared for him. Was it all lies? Was it all in his head? Did he crave her love
            so much he started imaging it? Would he never be enough? Ugh, he was so tired of thinking
            of this; he was so tired of doubting himself. He was a great-looking guy, could fuck
            a girl any way she wanted, and damn it, he was the best damn hockey player in the
            league. He was a catch! So why couldn’t a woman fucking love him? He wasn’t good enough
            for his mom, he wasn’t good enough for his first love, and now he wasn’t good enough
            for Reese. He knew he could find a girl and she would make him believe he was enough,
            but he wanted it to be real.

      
      He fucking wanted Reese.

      
      With a groan, he let his head fall back, hoping that Erik would think it was because
            he died in Call of Duty and not that he was emotionally fucked up over a girl. This
            was the first time this had happened in ten years and did Reese care? No, mostly because
            she didn’t know, but if she did, he knew she still wouldn’t care. He was usually a
            rush-the-goal kind of guy, but he didn’t know how to win this game. He didn’t know
            how to make Reese his.

      
      This was that ballerina’s fault! Phillip wanted nothing more than to find the asshole
            that broke her and kill him, but what would that do? He doubted it would help, so
            instead, he drank a little more than he should, tried to have sex with girls that
            did nothing for him, and played video games with his best friend.

      
      Pathetic.

      
      Erik threw his controller down and leaned back into the couch. “Okay, want to tell
            me what’s up? You’ve been off for the last two weeks. The huffing and puffing you
            are doing is annoying. Also, you’ve been sucking on the ice.”

      
      “Fuck you, I have not!” Phillip yelled, causing his buddy, Dimitri, to look up at
            him with wide eyes from his playpen. “Sorry bud.”

      
      “Yes, you have. You completely missed the goal last game.”

      
      He did, but he would never admit that. “Did not, someone tipped it.”

      
      “No one was around you.”

      
      “Ugh, fuck you, shut up,” he growled, but then saw that Dimitri was still watching
            him. “Sorry bud.”

      
      Erik chuckled beside him before saying, “Reese has you in knots, huh?”

      
      He let out a breath as he slowly nodded his head. He really didn’t want to talk about
            this, but it was Erik. Erik knew everything. They both came from shit ass parents,
            bad home lives, and had actually made something of themselves. While Erik let his
            childhood ruin him for most his life, until he allowed himself to love Piper, Phillip
            did the opposite. He learned from everything. He worked hard to never end up like
            his dead-beat dad, and fucked-up mom. He was going to succeed. He was going to be
            happy. Even though he lost his first love, he didn’t let it ruin him. He knew it had
            happened for a reason. He knew that she, Alana, wasn’t the one, because she allowed
            her father to make the decision for them, and he was fine with that. Got over her
            quickly but even then, he didn’t feel the way he did now.

      
      He just felt empty now.

      
      It was scary and with a nod, he said, “Yeah. She broke off what little we had. She
            had apparently been screwing other people while with me.”

      
      “No shit? Dude, that blows, but I told you Reese was a man-eater. Hell, even she will
            admit it.”

      
      Phillip ran his hands through his hair. “I know, but I thought maybe I was different.
            She didn’t act stuck up when she was with me. We laughed. We had a great time. The
            sex was so fucking hot, and I liked her, even with her clothes on. I mean, that has
            to mean something, right?”

      
      “Yeah, I think so.”

      
      “Well, to her it didn’t.”

      
      Erik shook his head. “Sucks, dude.”

      
      “We have so much in common. We talked about everything. It wasn’t always about sex,
            and I just don’t get it. I don’t understand. Why aren’t I enough for her?”

      
      Erik didn’t say anything for a moment and then asked, “You love her or something?”

      
      “Or something,” Phillip admitted, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

      
      Erik sucked in a breath. “Damn, that sucks. I know what Piper did to me. Absolutely
            destroyed me emotionally, in a good way, but I thought it was a bad way. Anyway, you
            know the story, but Piper is soft while Reese is hard. That girl has some issues.
            I hate it for you, man, but this might be the one to let go.”

      
      Erik was right. “I know, but I can’t. I can’t let her go; I can’t do anything, because
            all I do is sit here and try to figure out how I could make her see that I am worth
            the chance.”

      
      “Why work to make anyone see, dude? It should just happen.”

      
      “True, but did Piper give up?”

      
      Erik looked away and slowly shook his head. “No, she didn’t.”

      
      “And I don’t think I can give up on Reese. I ‘or something’ her.”

      
      Erik chuckled. “So, what are you going to do?”

      
      “I have no clue. If I knew, I wouldn’t have spent the last two weeks wrecked beyond
            repair.”

      
      “Hey guys.”

      
      Both men turned to see Piper smiling at them. Dimitri let out a shriek, and her smile
            grew.

      
      “Baby, I didn’t hear you come in,” Erik said, getting up to greet her. She had been
            at the spa with her sister Harper, and maybe Reese.

      
      “Snuck in on y’all. What are you two talking about?”

      
      “Nothing,” Erik said dismissively as he wrapped his arms around her.

      
      “How long have you been standing there?” Phillip asked. Uneasiness settled in his
            stomach as Piper looked over at him with a grin that told him she had been there for
            a while and heard everything he said.

      
      But all she did was shrug her shoulders and say, “I just got here. Why, what were
            y’all talking about?”

      
      Fuck. She heard him.

      
      “Nothing, baby. Mmm, you smell good,” Erik said, running his nose up into her hair,
            causing her to giggle.

      
      “Stop,” she said halfheartedly before looking at Phillip. “What are you doing tonight?”

      
      “Nothing,” he said, noting that she wasn’t fighting to know what they were talking
            about, which confirmed that she heard them. The only thing he wondered was what that
            meant. Would she call Reese? Should he ask her not to?

      
      Damn it. What should he do?

      
      “Why don’t we go out? I have a babysitter, and I think Audrey and Tate want to go.”

      
      “Sure,” he said, even though he had no desire to go out. Claire was home tonight;
            he should go and sit with her, but she was studying for mid-terms and said she couldn’t
            be bothered. That was why he was at Erik’s, to give her peace, and maybe that was
            good because the more Piper kept smiling, the more he knew he had to get her drunk
            and find out what she heard.

      
      And then beg her not to tell Reese.

      
      And then ask her what she thought he should do.

      
      Because he had no clue.
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      “Nice of you to answer my calls!”

      
      Reese let out a breath. “You called six times in a row. Then you were smart and called
            me from Erik’s phone, so yeah, I answered. I’m guessing everyone is okay?”

      
      “Oh everyone is fine, why are you screening and ignoring calls?”

      
      Reese shrugged, pulling her sweatshirt down. “No reason, just being lazy. Been working
            hard, we have Chicago coming up for competition.”

      
      It was all a lie. She was tired and being lazy, but Chicago wasn’t the reason she
            was ignoring everyone calls. Chicago may be huge for the studio, but it was a cakewalk
            for her dancers. They always dominated, and she was actually surprised that Piper
            seemed to believe her lie.

      
      “That’s cool. Yeah, I thought maybe you were upset or something.”

      
      “Why would I be upset?”

      
      “You sound upset, and I haven’t seen you in two weeks.”

      
      “Yeah, I’ve been busy. I’m fine. Great even. Ready for Chicago.”

      
      “That’s wonderful. I’m glad, but it would still be nice to see you. What have you
            been up to, other than working?”

      
      Absolutely nothing.

      
      “Oh you know, the regular stuff.”

      
      She laughed. “Do I even want to know how many men you’ve been messing with?”

      
      Zero, but who was counting? Oh no, wait, she took that back, Ben and Jerry counted,
            right? That was two!

      
      Reese laughed to cover up the fact she wanted to cry. She never cried. Never over
            a guy, except for Kevin. He was the only guy she had ever cried over as an adult,
            and then Phillip comes along and it was like he ripped her apart when she told him
            to leave. Why did it hurt so much? Why did she care? She told him to leave and instead
            of living the way she had been, she had been holed up in her apartment. She was a
            sad excuse for a single woman.

      
      “You know how I am.”

      
      Piper paused, and Reese didn’t know why. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      
      “I’m fine,” she said quickly, maybe too quickly.

      
      “Yeah, well, come out with us tonight. We are going to go party it up for the night
            since Mom has Dimitri. I think Harper is going, maybe even Elli and Shea.”

      
      Ugh. Reese did not want to leave her couch, but she knew Piper was on to her. She
            did not need her sister coming to her house and discovering that she had become one
            of those people from Hoarders. Ben and Jerry tubs laid all over every surface. She
            had been wearing the same sweatshirt since he walked out of her apartment.

      
      His sweatshirt.

      
      Ugh, she was like a heartbroken teen, and it didn’t make any fucking sense! She kicked
            him out, she didn’t want what he did and, now, all she wanted was to call him and
            beg him to come back. Why though? She didn’t want a relationship. She didn’t want
            a man in her life… but she wanted Phillip.

      
      God, she was fucked in the head.

      
      Letting her head fall back, she let out a breath. “I don’t know.”

      
      “What? Why don’t you know? You are never one to turn down a party! Come on, it will
            be fun.”

      
      “I’m being lazy.”

      
      “Boo whore, get up.”

      
      “Did you just go Mean Girls on me?”

      
      “To the fullest, don’t make me come over there.”

      
      “You’re a bitch.”

      
      “I love you more; see you at the Cowboy at nine! Tootles!”

      
      The line went dead, and Reese made a face. Tootles? Her sister was a dork. Dropping
            her phone, she stood up and watched as candy wrappers fell from her lap.

      
      Well, shit.

      
      With a shrug, she went to the bathroom and took a hot shower, making sure to scrub
            and shave before going to her closet. Standing in a towel, she looked at her many
            dresses. She hadn’t been out in weeks. Hadn’t done anything, and she wasn’t sure what
            she wanted to do. Maybe the reason she wasn’t letting Phillip go was because she hadn’t
            tried. Maybe tonight, she needed to try. She could get her a hot guy, bring him home,
            ride him like a horse, and not only feel better, but show her sister that she was
            just fine. Yeah, that was what she was going to do.

      
      Reaching for her favorite black lace dress, she slid it up her body and admired herself
            in the mirror. She had put on weight, which was inevitable with as much sweets as
            she had been eating, but it was mostly in her ass, which was good. The sheer black
            lace covered her arms, went up around her neck, and covered her back, stopping right
            above her ass. Black fabric made the skirt, and there was strip that went across her
            breast but wasn’t in the back, showing off her tattoo perfectly.

      
      She reached for her favorite pair of nude Jimmy Choo pumps and slid them on before
            going into the bathroom to finish getting ready. She was trying too hard she realized,
            as she straightened her hair and put her makeup on to perfection, but she couldn’t
            risk it. Piper saw through her like a window, and she didn’t want her sister knowing
            she was aching inside. Especially since it was over a guy she pushed away.

      
      A guy she didn’t want a relationship with, but missed. How did that even make sense?

      
      Blah.

      
      When Reese arrived at the Cowboy, she parked her car behind the building and rushed
            to get in. It was a chilly night and she had left her jacket, not wanting to cover
            up her dress. As she passed men, they looked at her appreciatively, some even hollered
            at her, but none caught her eye. Showing her ID, she entered the Cowboy and immediately
            saw her sister standing with Erik, Audrey, and Tate. She started for them but then
            halted in her tracks when Phillip walked up, laying down little cups of shots for
            the group.

      
      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      
      Moving out of view, she watched as Phillip threw his shot back, smiling at the group
            before sucking the lime in his mouth. She closed her eyes, wishing she were that lime,
            before letting out a soft moan that she was sure no one heard since the music was
            so loud. God, he looked gorgeous. Tight blue jeans with a white, button-up shirt tucked
            into them, a blue sports coat, and a red tie hanging loosely from his neck. She needed
            to walk towards her friends, but she couldn’t move. She wasn’t sure she could go over
            there and act like Phillip hadn’t demolished her world, and she didn’t miss him.

      
      “Hey beautiful.”

      
      Reese looked over and met the dark eyes of a very tall and handsome man. Man, he was
            sexy, his body tone and his face gorgeous. Sharp angles, hair dusting his jaw, and
            his mouth was turned up in a flirty way.

      
      He would do.

      
      “Hey, listen I’ll buy your drinks the rest of the night if you act like we are together.
            That we’ve been sleeping together for a while.”

      
      He was taken back, she could tell, but he smiled as he said, “Sure, no problem, but
            how about I buy your drinks and we talk about making what you just said a reality?”

      
      Yeah, okay.

      
      “Yeah, whatever, my name is Reese.”

      
      “Dean.”

      
      “Okay Dean, let’s go.”

      
      Reese headed towards her sister, friends, and Phillip with Dean’s hand resting on
            the small of her back. He had huge hands, something she liked in her men, but she
            couldn’t enjoy them, not when the hands she wanted were feet away from her. Walking
            up to the table, she laid her clutch down and smiled at everyone.

      
      “Hey everyone,” she said as she reached over and kissed Piper’s cheek. Erik smiled
            and so did Tate. Reese ignored the look Audrey gave her, because she knew it wasn’t
            a good once since Audrey did not like her, and somehow met Phillip’s gaze. The air
            rushed out of her, her heart pounded with the music in her chest, and her mouth went
            dry. There was sadness in his eyes, but he quickly covered it up and smiled, like
            they were old friends.

      
      “Hey Reese,” he said slowly.

      
      Her kitten shivered, and she swore she was going to attack him. Gripping the table,
            she said, “Hey. How are you? Where’s Claire tonight?”

      
      “Good,” he said with a nod. “She’s studying; she kicked me out.”

      
      Reese smiled as hard as she could. “That’s great. Guys, this is Dean.”

      
      She brought him forward and everyone smiled, shaking his hand, except for Phillip.
            He turned, moving away to the bar, and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. He leaned
            against the bar, ordering another drink, as her eyes traveled down his toned legs
            and spectacular ass.

      
      “What would you like to drink?” Dean whispered in her ear.

      
      She shook her head, her eyes never leaving Phillip’s ass. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      
      “Okay, I’ll be back.”

      
      “Fine, thanks,” she said, her eyes traveling up Phillip’s back to the back of his
            neck, which he was currently rubbing as he drained the beer that was laid in front
            of him. She wanted to drink him up like he had that beer. Good God, he was beautiful.

      
      “So, how do you know him?”

      
      Reese tore her eyes off Phillip and looked back at her sister. Erik was watching her,
            a grin playing on his lips, and he shook his head.

      
      “What?” she asked him.

      
      “Nothing,” Erik said as Piper smacked him.

      
      What was that about?

      
      “What?” she asked again.

      
      “Nothing, jeez Reese, where did you pick him up?”

      
      “I don’t know, why?”

      
      They both shook their heads, and Reese shrugged her shoulder. “Whatever. I can leave.”

      
      “No, don’t. Gosh, why are you being such a brat tonight? What’s up?” Piper asked,
            her face scrunched up.

      
      “You are all shaking your head, and he’s smiling and shit. It’s making me mad.”

      
      Erik laughed, but Piper smacked him again. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed
            her temple as she said, “He won’t smile at you ever again, okay? Let’s just have fun.”

      
      Looking back at Phillip, she knew there was no way that was going to happen.
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      GOD, SHE was hot.

      
      As Phillip drained another beer, his cock strained against his jeans, wanting out.

      
      Wanting Reese.

      
      He turned to lean against the bar, to watch her, only to find that she was watching
            him. She looked away quickly, leaning into the penis head she decided to bring with
            her. Looking at the dude made Phillip want to hit something, or someone, preferably
            him. He hated the dude. Loathed him. Despite the fact he had no clue who the guy was,
            he assumed that Reese had been fucking penis head while fucking him, and it made his
            blood boil.

      
      Another thing that pissed him off more than how mad Shea got when he hit on Elli was
            the fact that no matter how mad he was, he still wanted her. He couldn’t keep his
            eyes off her. Her ass screamed his name. Her legs, beautiful, toned, and hot. He wanted
            to come up behind her, slide his hands down her thighs, and just hold her. The dress
            she wore was downright sinful. That was the only way he could explain it. It showed
            just enough to get the blood pumping, but it hid the parts that could make a man come
            completely undone. And then she wore fucking red lipstick. She had to know what that
            lipstick did to his equilibrium. That it knocked him to the floor. All he could think
            about was her mouth on his cock, red lipstick getting everywhere, and his hands tangled
            in her hair. Closing his eyes, his body shook.

      
      Fuck me, he thought as he let out a breath, begging his body to calm down.

      
      “You coming back over there with us?”

      
      Phillip opened his eyes to see that Erik and Tate obstructed his view of Reese. Tate
            towered over both of them but, by now, he was used to it. It was good he was a giant;
            he saved every shot when he was in the goal, which was great for the team, but thinking
            about the team was the last thing on his mind right now. Reese was clouding everything.
            His brain, his senses, and his heart. That girl had ruined him, and it seemed like
            she didn’t give two fucks that she had.

      
      “Probably not, I’m not sure I can control myself from beating that dude to a bloody
            pulp,” he said, nodding his head to Dean. “Douche.”

      
      “Who?” Tate asked, looking back at the table where the source of his torture stood.
            “The guy with Reese?”

      
      “Yeah, fuck him.”

      
      Erik laughed. “You know she brought him to make you jealous. Don’t let it bother you.”

      
      “What? You with Reese or something?” Tate asked, his English still a little broken
            despite the years of therapy.

      
      “Or something,” Phillip answered as Erik’s words sunk in.

      
      What if he was right? Hmmm, interesting. Two could play that game. Looking to his
            left, he saw a beautiful, dark-haired woman. Big breasts, legs for days, and an ass
            that you could bounce a quarter off. Before Reese, he would be on her faster than
            he could score, but today, not so much. Leaning towards her, he gave her his signature
            panty-dropping grin. She responded immediately and leaned towards him, her face breaking
            into a huge grin.

      
      “Hey.”

      
      “Hey,” she said back with a wide smile. She had straight, white teeth and was very
            pretty.

      
      “Want to help me out?”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      “As much as I would love to give you the world, I can’t. A girl has wrecked me, and
            well, she brought some other douche here, and I need you to help me make her jealous.
            What do you say?”

      
      She laughed. “Why waste your time when there are girls that actually want to be with
            you?”

      
      Phillip smiled. “You’re right, but this girl is complicated and worth it. Help me?”

      
      She whispered something into the girl’s ear that was beside and then came around the
            bar, her girlfriends laughing as she sashayed to him. Man, she wasn’t pretty. She
            was hot. Placing her hands on his chest, she smiled. “You’re lucky I’m a lesbian,
            or I would be trying to get in your pants. Even though I bat for the other team, I
            can’t help but think you’re sexy as hell. So yes, let’s make this girl all crazy with
            jealously.”

      
      Lesbian? Holy fuck that would be hot… before Reese. God, she had ruined him. He couldn’t
            even get his dick to respond to a possible threesome with lesbians. Man, this better
            work.

      
      “Is that your woman?” Phillip asked, pointing to the woman that was just as big as
            he was.

      
      She grinned as she held his gaze. “Yup, and she is fine with it. She knows who I’m
            coming home to.”

      
      “Okay cool, she won’t kick my ass though, right?”

      
      The girl laughed, along with everyone else, including Erik and Tate.

      
      “No, she’s a big teddy bear. I’m Brooke by the way.”

      
      “Phillip.”

      
      “Awesome, let’s do this. Where is she at?”

      
      “Right there,” Phillip said, pointing to Reese when Erik and Tate separated. Brooke
            took in a quick breath.

      
      “Shit, she is hotter than you.”

      
      “I know,” Phillip said sadly. “She broke it off with me because I asked her only to
            sleep with me and no one else.”

      
      “Relationship-phobia?”

      
      “Yeah, some dude messed her up. Now she doesn’t want relationships, but all I want
            is for her to sleep with only me. I get the whole not wanting a relationship; we can
            worry about that later. It’s been two weeks since I’ve had my arms around that woman,
            and it is driving me insane.”

      
      “Man, I’m speechless,” she said, shaking her head. Reese ran her hands through her
            hair, looking over her shoulder, her lips pursed as she looked everywhere but at him.
            He wanted to attack her and lick that lipstick right off her succulent lips.

      
      Taking in a deep breath, he said, “Yeah, she has that effect on people.”

      
      Phillip watched as the penis head slowly slid his hand down her back, resting it on
            her ass. Reese looked up at him and smiled, while Phillip’s body caught on fire and
            not in a good way.

      
      “All right,” she said, smacking her hands together. “Let’s do this.”

      
      Brooke looked up at him, and he smiled before snaking his arms around her waist. “I
            owe you and your woman a night out, maybe dinner?”

      
      “I’ll take it as a reward for making her jealous. We’ll exchange numbers later. Come
            on, I’m excited.”

      
      Tate and Erik both laughed as they walked ahead of them, Phillip and Brooke following
            behind. Audrey looked up and saw Brooke first, a grin on her face as she exclaimed,
            “Brooke! Where is Amy?”

      
      Huh?

      
      Brooke froze, sending Phillip an ‘oh shit’ look, before being wrapped up in Audrey’s
            arms. Phillip watched as she whispered something and then Audrey pulled back, looking
            up at Phillip before looking back at Brooke and then back to Reese.

      
      “I left her at home; she didn’t want to come out. I think her and her boyfriend are hanging out tonight.”

      
      “Yeah, cool,” Audrey said, shaking her head. “I’ve missed seeing y’all.”

      
      “Yeah, we miss you, too. We’ll come in next week. How’s Penny?” Brooke asked, speaking
            of Audrey and Tate’s daughter. Phillip hugged Brooke close to him as Audrey went on
            and on about how great Penny was.

      
      “Oh, I’m rambling, sorry,” Audrey gushed, her cheeks turning red as Tate hugged her
            into the nook of his arm.

      
      “How do you two know each other?’ Phillip asked.

      
      “She and Amy come into the cupcakery all the time. I didn’t know y’all knew each other,”
            Audrey said.

      
      Phillip looked at Brooke, and she smiled. “Yeah, he’s a cutie. Couldn’t pass him up.”

      
      Phillip grinned as Piper said, “Hi, I’m Piper. This is my husband, Erik.”

      
      “Nice to meet you,” Brooke said, but then an awkward silence fell over the table.
            He could feel Reese’s eyes on him, but he’d be damned if he would look at her.

      
      “Well, I guess since he won’t introduce me, I’m Reese,” Reese said, reaching out to
            take Brooke’s hand.

      
      “Why would I? It’s not like you introduced me to the guy you’re with,” he said, turning
            to look at her. Her hands came onto her hips, and she glared.

      
      “Because you ran off before I could.”

      
      “It’s okay; I really don’t give a fuck.”

      
      “Obviously you do, since you brought it up. Where did you find her?”

      
      “I could ask you the same thing, sweetheart, watch it.”

      
      “Whatever, you’re just trying to start something,” she spat at him. For some reason,
            that pissed him the fuck off. Why the hell did she care? She broke it off with him
            and fuck, this was childish!

      
      “What’s there to start? What I do is my business. Don’t worry your pretty little head
            about it.”

      
      “Whoa, hold the phone, is something going on between y’all?” Audrey asked, leaning
            across the table, her eyes cutting to Reese and then Phillip.

      
      “No way.”

      
      “Fuck no; I don’t mess with girls like her.”

      
      Reese whipped her head up to look at him and glared. “Yeah, I like to mess with dudes
            that aren’t small,” she said, holding her forefinger and thumb out a little. “If you
            know what I mean.”

      
      Whoa, did she just say his dick was small?

      
      Erik choked on his drink and Tate coughed, trying to keep his laughter in. Piper looked
            away, her face red as Brooke took in a sharp breath.

      
      Phillip scoffed. “Please. I’m hung like a horse.”

      
      “A horsefly, you mean?”

      
      She did not go there. With her eyes on him, she wore a condescending smile, while
            penis head just laughed. All right, she wanted to play dirty, that was fine. Phillip
            had no problem getting dirty.

      
      “Why don’t you go on and take your friend to the bathroom and do what you do, since
            you know, you’re not a one-man kind of girl.”

      
      Piper’s mouth dropped as everyone looked away, and Dean cut him with his eyes. He
            looked at Dean straight on, begging him to say something. The dude would hit the ground
            so fast if he did. When he looked back down at Reese, her eyes were in slits, glaring,
            and he swore she was going to hit him. But then, he saw a little hurt behind her anger
            and that made his own anger flatten a bit. He might have gone too far there, but she
            said he had a small dick.

      
      There wasn’t a small part on his body.

      
      Reese’s eyes never left his. He swore he saw jealously but before he could call her
            on it, she looked up at Dean and said, “Let’s go dance.”

      
      “Want me to kick his ass first?”

      
      Phillip couldn’t help but laugh. “Try it, asshole.”

      
      She placed her hand on his chest. “No.” She then looked back at Phillip. “I want to
            dance with someone that actually knows how to work it and keep me interested, not
            someone that will bore me.”

      
      Before Phillip could say anything, not that he knew what he would say, she walked
            away with Dean, her ass moving side to side in a way that made him want to fall to
            his knees and praise it despite how pissed off he was.

      
      “What the hell, Phillip? You’re not gonna get her by calling her a slut!” Piper yelled
            as he slowly shook his head.

      
      “I know! But, Piper, she called my dick small!”

      
      “She’s so hateful; you could do so much better,” Audrey said, but then quickly added,
            “No offense, Piper.”

      
      “She is not. She’s just rough around the edges. You just have to get to know her.
            She’s such a good person. Tell them, Erik.”

      
      “Yeah, what she said,” Erik said, causing Tate and Audrey to laugh, but Phillip couldn’t
            laugh because Piper was right. Reese was amazing; she was just a little hard to deal
            with. He knew the real Reese though.

      
      Watching as she moved with penis head on the dance floor, he said, “She’s the girl
            for me.”

      
      And he completely believed that he only had to break through the walls she had built
            up around her. She was fickle and yeah, hateful, but she had her reasons and he still
            wanted her. He was probably a glutton for punishment, but he could see it in her eyes.

      
      She wanted him, and he was going to get her.

      
      “Come on, Brooke.”

      
      “What? Where we going?” she asked, stopping him from moving.

      
      He looked back at her and smiled, his confidence in no way dented. He knew he was
            driving Reese crazy, and he wasn’t ready to stop. She could say what she wanted, but
            he knew it was just her putting extra stones in her walls. He planned to the knock
            them the fuck down.

      
      “To dance.”
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      Dean couldn’t dance.

      
      All he kept doing was humping her ass as she tried to move to the music. It was very
            annoying, but it also didn’t take much to move with him so it gave her time to replay
            her interaction with Phillip.

      
      Asshole.

      
      Then again, she was a bitch but still, he took it insanely too far. Or maybe she did?
            A man’s dick was the Holy Grail to them, and she said the unthinkable. Why, she wasn’t
            sure. He made her mad. She didn’t understand why he thought bringing a girl to their
            table was smart. Was he trying to piss her off? She thought breaking it off with him
            would be good for both of them but as Dean humped her ass, all she could do was wonder
            why she thought it was a good idea. She was miserable, and she sure as hell didn’t
            want to see him with this chick.

      
      What did that even mean?

      
      She had no clue but out the corner of her eye, she saw Phillip. Turning her head,
            she watched as the girl moved along the same body she had been wanting for the last
            two weeks. Phillip’s eyes were dark, a grin sitting on his beautiful mouth, as she
            pressed herself against him, moving in perfect unison with the music. Yeah, she was
            pretty, gorgeous even, but that was beside the fact. It pissed Reese off that it wasn’t
            her in his arms.

      
      His eyes cut to hers and she bent over, pushing her butt into Dean’s groin. He was
            hard. Ew… but that didn’t matter; she had to show Phillip what he was missing. Moving
            like she was on a pole, she rubbed and made love to Dean with Phillip watching. His
            eyes never left hers as the girl he was with moved with him. Slowly lowering herself
            to the ground, Reese shook her ass, biting into her lip as she ran her hands down
            her breast, hoping to entice Phillip.

      
      Hoping to drive him insane.

      
      His eyes were dark, really dark, not the blue she loved, and he was breathing heavily,
            but she didn’t know if that was because of her or the girl. She watched as his hands
            gripped the girl’s thighs, and he whispered something into her ear. She shot him a
            smirk before turning to take his hand in hers. Reese watched as she dragged him off
            the floor to the side door of the club. When the door shut, Reese exhales a breath
            as her shoulders fell.

      
      He left with her.

      
      Anger coursed through her veins as her eyes stayed glued to the door they went out.
            Dean was busy making love to her ass, while all she could do was fume about the fact
            that he left. With her! Had he been sleeping around since they parted? Why did she care? She broke it off with him; she lied and made it seem like he didn’t matter. She was
            the one at fault here. Why was she so mad? Why was she allowing this jealousy to eat
            at her like this?

      
      There was no explanation but damn it, she was.

      
      Breaking away from Dean, she headed for the door. For what, she didn’t know, but she
            needed to tell Phillip that he was an asshole. Yes, that was what she needed to do.
            Stomping through the club, she reached the side door and pushed it opened, her blood
            boiling and her body ready for a fight, but she paused when she saw Phillip leaning
            against the wall, his phone in his hands.

      
      Alone.

      
      The girl wasn’t on her knees in front of him or even bent over with her ass in the
            air. She was nowhere to be seen.

      
      Confused, Reese yelled, “What the hell?”

      
      Phillip looked over at her and stood up, his face scrunching together. “What the hell,
            what?”

      
      “Where is the girl?’

      
      “Why does it matter?”

      
      “Because it does! I saw y’all leave together!”

      
      “And? Why are you following me?”

      
      That made her pause, and the silence stretched between them. A sly grin crossed his
            face as he took a step towards her. “Why did you follow me, Reese? I have a horsefly
            dick remember, and also, I’m not good enough for you to give up all the other dicks
            in the world.”

      
      “I followed you to tell you you’re an asshole!” she yelled, her body shaking in awareness
            of how close he was getting.

      
      “Yeah, I can be,” he said, his eyes glued to hers, like a lion watching his prey.
            His body was taut, his breathing heavy, and she was convinced that he was going to
            attack her at any moment.

      
      And she knew she wouldn’t stop him.

      
      “You called me a slut!” she yelled, poking him in the chest with her finger. He laced
            his fingers with hers, pushing her hand up against the wall as his eyes held hers.

      
      “Because you said my dick is small and we both know it’s not, that it does keep you
            interested, and rocks your fucking world, but you’ll never admit that, will you? Instead,
            you push me away when I give you everything, and for what? Some random dude that won’t
            treat you the way I will.”

      
      “I don’t care how they treat me as long as they fuck me good. You, on the other hand,
            want things I don’t want. I just want to have fun.”

      
      “No, you want to control this. You want to fuck and dump, not try for something that
            could actually make you happy. I was getting too close, I was finding cracks in your
            walls, and because of that, you flipped and pushed me away.”

      
      This guy was nuts. That was not the reason. She pushed him away because she didn’t
            want those things. She didn’t want to be in a relationship; she wanted to have fun.
            She was out there to tell him that but, instead, she was getting lost in his eyes.
            Her hand squeezed his as her other hand shook, wanting to touch him, but then she
            remembered that he was an asshole and went to push him away. All it did was push her
            against the cold cement, then his body was trapping hers, and it felt so good. So
            fucking good.

      
      “There are no cracks in my walls,” she whispered.

      
      Phillips eyes never left hers, his mouth only a breath away. “If you say so.”

      
      “I don’t like you,” she said, but she knew her body and eyes told him differently.

      
      A grin turned up his lips before he nodded. “Yeah, you do. A lot.”

      
      Before she could tell him he was insane, his mouth was moving with hers, hard. She
            melted into him, her heart pounding against her ribs, as he pushed himself into her.
            Oh, he was hard, deliciously hard, everywhere, and oh, how she missed that. He let
            her hand go, running his hands down her body before squeezing her thighs, making her
            moan and also proving that, yeah, she did like him. Moving her hands under his shirt,
            she raked her nails over his muscles, his warm skin, as he nibbled at her mouth. She
            wanted to be mad that he saw through her, but his mouth could honestly turn a nun
            into a sinner. His kisses were urgent, rough, demanding, and she had no complaints
            as she kissed him back with a blazing hot need. Picking her up, he slammed her against
            the wall, nibbling down her chin, sucking at her neck as his hands traveled up her
            thighs into her skirt.

      
      She let out a soft moan as his fingers tickled the bottom of her ass before cupping
            her dripping wet pussy. She moaned out, a little cold air cloud around her mouth,
            but then he stopped and pulled out from her neck to look into her face.

      
      “Mmm,” he said, dipping his finger inside her. “You naughty girl, where are your underwear?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders. His eyes were full of lust, his mouth parted, swollen,
            and his jaw was taut, as if he was about to lose it at any moment. “You can’t wear
            underwear with this dress.”

      
      He groaned before taking her mouth with his, moving his tongue with hers in a way
            that had her toes curling in her pumps. She heard the jingle of his belt, and then
            he was thrusting inside her so hard that lights went off behind her eyes. She cried
            out as he continued to thrust up into her, her back slamming against something hard,
            but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered. The coldness, the hardness of the wall, nothing.
            All that mattered was Phillip. He was so hot.

      
      Holding her thighs, he pounded into her in a way that made her have to cover her mouth
            with his neck to keep from screaming out. As she bit down on his neck, he squeezed
            her thighs as he changed the rhythm of his thrust, hitting just the right spot to
            make her squirm in his arms.

      
      “Come. Come now, Reese, I can’t hold off much longer.”

      
      “Oh God, I am,” she cried out at his demand. Digging her nails into his shoulder,
            she squeezed him with her climax as she tried to gasp for breath. His groans were
            music to her ears, his fingers biting into her, and his body hard against hers as
            he took what he wanted.

      
      Which was basically everything.

      
      He caught her mouth with his, thrusting once, then twice, before stilling, his breathing
            hot against her mouth as he tried to catch his breath. She ran her hands up his back,
            onto his neck, before tangling her fingers in his hair, bringing his head up so she
            could kiss him.

      
      She didn’t want to like him. She didn’t want anything to do with him but, as her mouth
            moved with his, she wasn’t sure it mattered what she wanted.

      
      “Please tell me you’re on the pill.”

      
      “IUD,” she gasped out.

      
      “That means you can’t get pregnant, right?”

      
      “Yeah, why?”

      
      “Cause I didn’t even try to get a condom. I needed to be in you. Sorry about that.”

      
      She was worried for maybe a second before she shrugged her shoulders. “You’re clean,
            right?”

      
      “Like a whistle.”

      
      “Me too, so no harm done.”

      
      “Good,” he said, moving his lips up her neck, the hair from his chin tickling her
            as he whispered, “Now tell me you brought him to make me jealous.”

      
      She scoffed. “Please, I had no clue you were here.”

      
      His hand slid up under her breast, his thumbs rubbing her rock-hard nipples in a slow,
            deliberate way. “Yes you did. You saw me. You walked in alone.”

      
      How did you know that? She eyed him, and then asked, “The girl?”

      
      “No way, you first.”

      
      She smiled, hiding her face in his neck. “Fine, yes, I did.”

      
      He let out a breath and squeezed her hips as he kissed her neck. “I owe Brooke and
            her girlfriend dinner. You should come.”

      
      Reese laughed. “She’s gay?”

      
      “Yup, but it worked. You were jealous.”

      
      She smacked him playfully on the arm, a smile pulling at her mouth. “I was not.”

      
      “You can’t even say that with a straight face!” he accused, kissing her lips.

      
      “Whatever.”

      
      “Don’t worry, I was jealous too.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      He laughed as he rolled his eyes. She bit into her lip as she looked into his eyes.

      
      “Are we still being honest?” she asked. She wasn’t sure why she asked that. Was it
            the kisses? Was it the way he made her feel? She wasn’t sure, but she needed to admit
            something.

      
      “Sure,” he whispered against her mouth, his nose moving softly with hers.

      
      “I haven’t slept with anyone since we started sleeping together.”

      
      His eyes went wide before he gave her the biggest shit-eating grin ever. “Oh really?”

      
      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean anything. It just means I like having sex with you.”

      
      “Why did you say you had?”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, looking away, but he took her chin in his hand, bringing
            her face back to him. She blinked, letting out a breath as she said, “I don’t know.”

      
      “Don’t lie to me.”

      
      “I can do that but really, don’t put too much into it. I just want sex.”

      
      “So, you don’t want me for my fertile loins?” he asked, before taking her bottom lip
            with his teeth.

      
      She pushed him away even though she wanted to melt into him. “Phillip,” she stressed.

      
      “Okay, fine, fine, sex, you like sex with me, that’s it.”

      
      “No, I like you, you’re a great guy, but really, Phillip, you have to trust that I
            am being real with you. I don’t do relationships. I don’t know how to love anymore.
            I just know I want to sleep with only you.”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      She eyed him and couldn’t help feeling that he thought she was bullshitting him. That
            he didn’t believe her. “I don’t want labels. I just want to have fun, but we are kind
            of screwed because everyone knows we are fooling around.”

      
      “Reese, stop overthinking this. Let’s have fun. Let’s be us. No labels, no nothing…
            just fun. No one will say anything if we ask them not to. We’ll be fine.”

      
      He obviously didn’t know her family but, before she could point that out, he captured
            her mouth with his. Slowly kissing her in a way that was still demanding. God, she
            really enjoyed his kisses. As he pulled back, still stealing kisses, he smiled before
            resting his head against hers. As she looked up into his eyes, she knew she was in
            trouble, but she couldn’t seem to push him away. She wanted him. She, in some way,
            maybe needed him. That scared her, but it didn’t keep her from pressing her lips to
            his and getting lost in his kisses.

      
   
      
      

      
      [image: ]

      
      PHILLIP WOKE up with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      
      He spent most the night contorting Reese in every position imaginable before sinking
            into her repeatedly. He then came home and crashed into his bed, his body still tingling
            and hot from her touches. He had forgotten what she did to him. A good example of
            that was he had been waking up pissed off for the last couple weeks, but not this
            morning. Nope, this morning, he was smiling and he could hear the birds singing and
            babies being born. Maybe even angels laughing.

      
      Too much? Maybe, but that was what Reese Allen did to him.

      
      Rolling out of bed, he pulled his shorts up and headed for the kitchen to find Claire
            and Skylar at the kitchen table with their school books opened. If he had known that
            Skylar was over, he would have grabbed a shirt. He was pretty sure the girl had a
            crush on him, and that made him feel weird.

      
      “Morning,” he said, reaching for the door of the fridge to get the milk out.

      
      As he drank from the gallon jug, he heard Skylar giggling before Claire called out,
            “Ugh, Phillip, put a shirt on! Young eyes!”

      
      He scoffed, putting the jug back into the fridge. “Whatever, I know you guys search
            for shirtless pictures of those One Direction boys.”

      
      Skylar was still giggling as Claire groaned, “Whatever.”

      
      He laughed as he pulled the bacon out. “You two hungry?”

      
      “Yes, please.”

      
      Phillip nodded as he grabbed the skillet to start cooking.

      
      “You’re in a good mood.”

      
      He looked up to find Claire watching him. He shrugged and tried to play it off as
            he said, “I guess.”

      
      “You’ve been a grouch lately.”

      
      He shrugged again as he asked, “Do you want waffles, too?”

      
      It was a ploy to change the subject, and it worked as she nodded her head quickly.
            “Yes!”

      
      “Awesome.”

      
      When he noticed that he had to go soon, he hurried through cooking and then eating
            before rushing back to his room. After showering and grabbing his bag, he rushed back
            to the kitchen to say bye to the girls.

      
      “All right, I got to go. I’ll be gone until after the game. There will be a car for
            you at six, Claire, be ready.”

      
      “Hey, can you get a ticket for Skylar? Her mom said it was okay for her to go.”

      
      “I’ll text you in a bit, let me see if I can. See you after the game, bye Skylar.”

      
      “Bye!” they called as he headed for the door. As he got into his car, he called the
            ticketing office and was able to get the seat beside Claire’s. Driving faster than
            usual, he made his way to the area. He had a full day, and he was surprised that he
            was as awake as he was. After last night, he could have slept for weeks but, instead,
            he was wide awake, ready to play the game tonight.

      
      Pulling into the Assassins’ parking garage, he got out and locked his doors before
            heading to the arena. He dialed Claire’s number, letting her know about the tickets,
            before clicking on Reese’s number. She answered on the second ring.

      
      “Hey.”

      
      Just that simple word had his cock coming to life. “Hey you, what are you up to?”

      
      He could hear the smile in her voice. “Trying to figure out how I am going to teach
            classes today. You broke me last night.”

      
      “Mm, maybe I can come over after my skate and fix you?”

      
      She laughed. “I have classes all day. My first one will be here in thirty minutes.”

      
      Disappointment filled him. He wanted to see her. Since he had a break between his
            skate and his meetings, he wanted to spend that time inside her. “You suck.”

      
      Her laughter came over the phone. “Yeah, I do. You.”

      
      He let out a little groan before going through the doors to the locker room. “Tease.”

      
      “Yup, maybe tonight? After the game?”

      
      “I can’t leave Claire two nights in a row.”

      
      “Oh true, well then, hopefully I’ll see you soon?”

      
      “You will, just not sure when. Maybe Monday? Before I leave.”

      
      “You’re leaving again?”

      
      “Yeah, for three weeks.”

      
      “Ugh, now you suck.”

      
      “I do, I know. Claire isn’t happy about it either.”

      
      “I bet she isn’t. Do you want me to take her to the Chicago competition, or is Harper
            going to?”

      
      Phillip paused. Fuck, he had forgotten. “Man, I completely forgot about that.”

      
      He put her on speaker as he pulled up his calendar. It was programmed in there, how
            did he forget? He saw that he had a game that Saturday in Chicago, and then he would
            be free. He figured he could rent a car and drive Claire home from the competition.
            He might even get to watch her dance, which would be great.

      
      “Yeah, can you? I’ll rent a car and drive her back.”

      
      “Or we can all just ride back together. No big deal.”

      
      He smiled. “That would be nice, but do you think you can keep your hands off me?”

      
      He could tell she was smiling as she said, “Yes, I can, can you?”

      
      He laughed as he fell next to Erik on the bench. “Maybe.”

      
      “I don’t think you can.”

      
      “We will see.”

      
      “Yes we will,” he said, running his hand through his hair, a smile radiating off his
            face. She did things to him. Things he really liked. “Are you watching the game tonight?”

      
      “Maybe,” she said, drawing out the word in such a sexy way.

      
      He bit into his lip as he removed his shoes. “Just say you will.”

      
      “No way.”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “No, you’re so demanding.”

      
      He chuckled. “You like it.”

      
      “I do.”

      
      “Good, so just say it.”

      
      “Oh my god, yes, I will watch.”

      
      He didn’t think his grin could grow any more, but it did as he said, “All right. Well,
            I got to go.”

      
      She was still laughing as she said, “Okay, have a good day.”

      
      “You too.” He hung up the phone and laughed as he removed his shirt. When he glanced
            over, he found Erik watching him.

      
      “What?” he asked, throwing his shirt in his cubby.

      
      “I’m curious. Did your new lesbian friend work?”

      
      Phillip face broke into a look of satisfaction as he said, “Oh yeah.”

      
      “So you two are together?”

      
      “Nope, just friends… with incredible benefits. Super great ones. Mind blowing ones.”

      
      Erik laughed as he shook his head. “And you’re okay with that?”

      
      He shrugged. “I’m all right with it. I know that my charm and good looks will win
            her over, and we’ll end up being together for real. Just need a little time; she’s
            a tough nut to crack.”

      
      “Okay, but what if you don’t?”

      
      “Then at least I had her while I did. You only live once, Erik, and I’m gonna live
            life to the fullest.”

      
      “But she is going to end up hurting you,” Erik said, lacing up his skates. “It’s your
            life, but I just don’t see this ending well for you.”

      
      “It won’t end. I got her to sleep with only me, something she said she’d never do.
            She doesn’t want labels, and that’s fine. I’ll get her to fall for me, and then everything
            else will fall in place. She’s that forever kind of girl for me.”

      
      Erik looked shocked as he pulled his girdle up. “What about Claire? I thought Claire
            didn’t want you two together.”

      
      “She doesn’t, but she’ll adapt once it’s time to tell her. Right now, we are having
            fun. I know everything is going to be fine. I just know it.”

      
      Erik shook his head, standing up and towering over Phillip since he was on his skates.
            “I hope you’re right.”

      
      “I am,” Phillip said confidently.

      
      “Fine, hurry up, don’t be late on the ice. Shea is in angry Adler mode.”

      
      “Awesome,” Phillip said, but even that couldn’t dampen his mood. He believed whole-heartedly
            that things were going to work between him and Reese, and nothing could bring him
            down.

      
      Nothing.

      
      Not even Shea Adler screaming at him.

      
      And boy, was he screaming.

      
      “Anderson! Skate! Get that stupid grin off your ugly mug and skate!”

      
      As Phillip restarted the play, and even with Shea and Coach Baxter still screaming
            at him, he was still smiling.
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      “Five, six, seven, eight!”

      
      Reese leaned against the wall as Mallory and Brian moved perfectly together across
            the floor to “Endlessly” by the Cab like they always did. Chicago was coming up fast and as she watched Mallory
            and Brian, she knew they were going to be her winning couple. They were beautiful
            together. Even though their solos were breathtaking, too, Reese knew that Claire would
            probably take the title for the solos. She smiled at the thought of Claire, because
            thinking of Claire usually brought up the image of Phillip.

      
      Mmm, he was so delicious.

      
      Her body was still humming with afterthoughts of his touches and kisses. When she
            imagined him between her legs, her stomach clenched and she fought to find her breath.
            They left the club and went straight to her house, where they proceeded to have sex
            until the wee hours of the morning. He left around four and once he shut her door,
            she missed him. Her bed felt empty, but she quickly tucked those feelings away, refusing
            to think of them. Things could be light, could be fun, no reason to overthink. Like
            Phillip said, they were just going to have fun.

      
      Lots and lots of body-numbing fun.

      
      Throwing her hair up on top of her head since she was about to show Mallory a new
            part she wanted to add, she paused the music and came towards them. They watched as
            she showed them what she was altering to make the choreography more dynamic. She had
            been thinking a lot about their dance and figured this part would make them winners.
            Sometimes she had to make things a little less advanced because Mallory wasn’t the
            dancer that Brian was. Thankfully, Brian could dance to a dial tone and always make
            her stuff look harder than it was, but Mallory was another story. She was good, but
            she wasn’t great. That worried Reese, but they seemed to always bring the title home.
            So maybe it was Reese, maybe she expected more, she wasn’t sure. She showed them how
            to do it twice, they even did it with her, so when she started the music, she expected
            excellence, but that was not what she got.

      
      She wasn’t sure how, or what happened, but the next thing she knew, Mallory was balled
            up on the floor screaming, holding her knee. Her heart dropped as she ran to Mallory’s
            side, yelling at Brian to get her mother. During the next few minutes, everything
            happened so quickly. Mallory’s knee was swollen, her mother was crying, she was crying,
            and even Reese was in tears. Brian was worried and carried Mallory to the car so they
            could take her the hospital, her mother promising to call once they knew something.
            Reese just prayed it was a twist and not a tear.

      
      But an hour later, Reese found out that it was a ligament tear. Mallory was out for
            the rest of the season. Maybe longer. Reese was heartbroken for her because there
            was a good chance she was going to lose her scholarship to NYC but, instead of telling
            Mallory that, she guaranteed her that she would be dancing in no time. Sliding down
            the wall, she closed her eyes, her elbows resting on her knees and her hand falling
            between her legs, holding her phone. She was insanely worried about Mallory, she was,
            but ever since opening her studio, she had always had each category at the competitions
            filled and this time, she might not. This wasn’t that big of a deal but, at the same
            time, it was. This was Brian’s senior year. He wanted to go into college with the
            best competition record possible and having a win in the couple’s category meant he
            was a team player.

      
      Fuck.

      
      When her phone dinged, she looked at the screen to see that it was Phillip.

      
      Busy?

      
      She smiled as she typed back.

      
      No, can I call you?

      
      Before she could call him, her phone rang, signaling that it was him.

      
      “Hey.”

      
      “Hey, I am on break after a very long meeting,” he said. He sounded tired, and she
            had no doubt that he was. A flutter tickled deep in her stomach as he said, “What
            are you doing?”

      
      “Sitting against the wall of my big studio, worried sick about one of my dancers.
            She tore the muscle in her knee.”

      
      “Oh shit, that sucks.”

      
      “Yeah, so now I am freaking out because my senior dancer, Brian, won’t compete but
            once, his solo, and I didn’t put him in the group because I felt his duet was so strong.
            Now I am freaking out, and I sound crazy, don’t I? Do you even care? I’m sorry,” she
            said, ending with a laugh before covering her face.

      
      “No, not at all. This is important, and it sucks. I’m sorry that happened.”

      
      “Yeah, it blows. I am having a hard time trying to make a decision on what’s right.
            I guess I could throw him in with the group, or maybe let him do it as a solo.”

      
      “Yeah, or can’t you put him with someone else? Have them learn the dance and hope
            for the best? I mean, you’re pretty amazing and can probably teach a whole team of
            hockey players how to dance, so it should be cake for you.”

      
      Why didn’t she think of that? And wasn’t that sweet of him?

      
      “When did you get so smart?”

      
      He laughed, and it made her smile. It felt good to have someone to talk to. Usually
            she talked to Piper, but she had been so busy with her new family and moving into
            their new house. Reese felt horrible bothering her with her issues.

      
      “The only problem is that the only girl that could step up is Claire. She is doing
            a group, a duet with Skylar, and a solo. I don’t know if she could handle another
            dance.”

      
      “Yeah, I don’t know, ask her. I haven’t even seen the girl dance yet, except when
            I catch her dancing in her room, but then she screams at me and I run and hide.”

      
      Reese snorted with laughter as he laughed. “I’ll call her, and why don’t I try to
            convince her to let you see her dance since you helped me? She had mentioned it a
            while back, but I haven’t heard anything since.”

      
      “That would be great, thanks,” he said. She could tell that this meant a lot to him,
            and she wanted to make it happen.

      
      “Okay, well, let me let you go. I’m gonna call Claire.”

      
      “All right, I’m about to go take a nap.”

      
      “Sweet dreams,” she said, wishing that she could nap with him, which was completely
            against everything she believed in. She hadn’t slept, like go to sleep, with a guy
            in years. So weird, that must have come from him being there for her.

      
      “They will be if they’re about your sweet ass.”

      
      She giggled as she shook her head. “Bye.”

      
      “Bye,” he said.

      
      She hung up, dialing Claire’s number. Claire answered on the fourth ring and after
            explaining what happened, Claire was all for doing it.

      
      “Are you sure you have the time?” Reese asked. “Can you handle it all?”

      
      “Yeah, no problem. The only thing is… don’t take this wrong, okay?”

      
      “Ok,” Reese said wearily, not sure what was going to be said.

      
      “But, the dance isn’t challenging enough for me. I’ve seen it, and I know that you
            did it that way for Mallory, but I am better than Mallory. I need better stuff.”

      
      God, she was well past her years. This girl was going to blow people away one day.

      
      “Claire, Chicago is in three weeks. I have a lot going on, and it would be hard for
            me to make up an award-winning dance and teach it in that amount of time. I could
            do it, but it wouldn’t be my best work.”

      
      “I get that, but Brian and I actually have something.”

      
      “What?” she asked, confused. When did they see each other but in rec? Even in that
            class, they didn’t even talk.

      
      “I did a dance for us. We hang out sometimes and we were messing around. I came up
            with this dance. It’s amazing, really. I bet he’ll come in. I can call him. He’ll
            come get me, and we can come up there.”

      
      “Y’all hang out? Huh, I’m so confused. I didn’t even know you two talked.”

      
      “Yeah, we are kind of dating, I guess.”

      
      What. The. Fuck. When did this happen? Did Phillip know? But, wait…

      
      “I thought he was with Mallory?”

      
      “No, they broke up. We started talking but Mallory freaked, and now we are keeping
            it on the down low.”

      
      Reese was speechless. She always knew the ins and outs of the studio. How did this
            slip by her, and why did it bother her so much?

      
      “Reese?”

      
      “Yeah, sorry, I’m a little surprised by this all but yeah, call Brian and come on
            down.”

      
      “Awesome! You won’t be disappointed!”

      
      The line went dead, and Reese laid the phone on the floor. She had the urge to call
            Phillip and tell him, but she knew he would flip and that would end really badly.
            Instead, she sat back and closed her eyes, hoping that what Claire said was true.

      
      That she wouldn’t disappoint.

      
      In no way shape or form was Reese disappointed as she watched as Brian and Claire
            move across the floor as if they had been dancing together for centuries. Reese would
            have preferred a different song since “Use Somebody” was the very first song her and
            Kevin danced to, but this one was by Boyce Avenue and it honestly fit them. Skylar
            sat beside Reese, cheering them on, as Claire impressed and wowed Reese completely.
            It was crazy, but Claire made Brian a better dancer. He was stronger, and the chemistry
            between them was phenomenal. Breathtaking, even. They reminded her of Kevin and herself,
            but that could have been because of the song. But then Brian lifted Claire in the
            air and she wrapped herself completely around him and, instantly, Reese was taken
            back to a moment with Kevin.

      
      “Tell me you love me.”

      
      Reese laughed as she shook her head, trying to detangle herself from him. He had pinned
            her to the ground when they should have been dancing. “No way, maybe once we land
            this lift.”

      
      “It’s your fault we aren’t landing it,” he accused, smacking her ass playfully. She
            glared as she smacked him back.

      
      “Thank you, Captain Obvious. Tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

      
      “Just let go. Just be you,” he said, his face so serious. He was always so intense,
            so serious about dance, and she loved that. She loved his work ethic. She also loved
            him, she just hadn’t told him yet. “Be beautiful, amazing, and just fling yourself
            at me. I’ll catch you… I’ll always catch you,” he said, getting closer to her, bringing
            her tight into his arms. “Because I love you.”

      
      She smiled as she went up on her tippy toes, kissing him softly. Pulling away, she
            smiled as she walked away. “All right, let me try again.”

      
      Going to the side of the room she needed, she pulled the remote from her pocket and
            hit play, the music starting. Both of them hit all the beats the way they were supposed
            to before Reese turned, running towards him and completely letting go. She landed
            perfectly, wrapping her legs around his waist as he dropped her down and then back
            up against his chest. Her face broke into a grin because she landed it and, when he
            looked up at her, pride and love shining in his eyes, she felt like she could fly.
            Her heart felt like it was going to explode, and she never wanted this moment to end.
            She never wanted to be apart from this man because he was it. He was her guy. Her
            forever.

      
      “I love you,” she declared. “So much.”

      
      He brought her down and kissed her hard before whispering, “Not as much as I love
            you.”

      
      When the music stopped, Reese looked up, her eyes full of tears because of what a
            bunch of bull that moment was. It was moments like that, that just reiterated why
            falling in love was a load of shit. Taking in a deep breath, she looked out at Claire
            and Brian, nodding. “Perfect.”

      
      Claire did a little hop of joy before wrapping her arms around Brian. He smiled, kissing
            the top of her head, before looking back at Reese. She stood up, coming over to them.
            “I want to fix a few things but after that, y’all are ready. This is going to win,
            and I am so freaking proud of you two.”

      
      “It was all Claire. She did it all,” Brian said, squeezing her tightly.

      
      Reese smiled, reaching out to squeeze Claire’s hand. “Completely blown away. Great
            job.”

      
      Claire beamed up at her, but then away when her phone went off.

      
      “It’s Phillip, he is wondering where we are,” Skylar said, reading the text message
            back.

      
      Claire went over and grabbed her phone. She hit something and then said, “Hey, I had
            to come into the studio for a minute. Yeah, I’ll get a ride to the arena. I’ll be
            there, on time. I promise. Okay, cool, try scoring tonight, you’ve been sucking.”
            She laughed and then said, “Whatever, okay, good luck!”

      
      She hung up the phone, turning back to Reese. “Can we come in tomorrow or maybe Monday?
            Phillip has a game I have to get to.”

      
      “Sure,” Reese said, because she wanted to go upstairs and watch the game.

      
      “Okay, cool. Brian, can you drop us off at the arena?”

      
      “Yeah,” he said.

      
      “Awesome. I guess we’ll see you tomorrow?”

      
      “Yup, y’all be safe,” she said as they gathered their things, and then they were gone.
            Reese stood in the same place, still trying to catch her breath. She usually kept
            those memories of Kevin locked up and hated when she let them out. It was like ripping
            old wounds open and pouring a jar of salt in them. It burned. Letting out a groan,
            and pushing thoughts of Kevin far, far away, she decided that she wanted to change,
            get a tub of Ben and Jerry’s, and cuddle up with… Oh fudge, she was about to say Phillip.

      
      For fuck’s sake.
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      PHILLIP SAT back on the bench, reaching for his water bottle, squirting a mouthful of water before
            spitting it out and then refilling. He did this twice more before swallowing his mouthful
            and replacing his water bottle to its spot in the boards. He looked over his shoulder
            and saw that Skylar and Claire were there, both girls screaming and dancing along
            with the music that was playing while the ice team cleaned up the ice during a TV
            commercial. They both were sporting Anderson #33 jerseys, with little Assassins’ tattoos
            on their cheeks. It brought a smile to his face; he loved the jubilant look on Claire’s
            face.

      
      Looking back up at the jumbotron, he cursed under his breath. They were down by one
            against the Wild. He had so many chances to score but couldn’t seem to get it to the
            back of the net, and it was driving him insane. He was better than this. He was a
            fucking winner, damn it! Psyching himself up, he almost flew over the board to get
            back on the ice when the coach tapped his shoulder. Skating out, he flanked Erik,
            receiving the pass before sending it to Karson King, who redirected it to the goal,
            but the goalie swatted it away like it was a fly. Phillip rushed the net, going around
            it and taking the puck from the Wild’s defensemen, before passing it to the slot where
            Erik was. He missed but, thankfully, it came right to Phillip and he wristed it right
            to the back of the goal, causing the lights to go off along with the horns. He threw
            his arms up in the air, screaming out as the guys wrapped him up in a tight hug, congratulating
            him.

      
      “Way to break that bad streak,” Shea said, slapping him hard on the back.

      
      Phillip nodded as he skated towards the bench, slapping hands with his teammates before
            sending Claire a grin. She was screaming. Jumping up and down and looking so freaking
            excited it took his breath away. He sat down on the bench, everyone still tapping
            his helmet, congratulating him as he watched his teammates fight for the puck before
            going into the Wild’s zone. The crowd was deafening. His adrenaline was through the
            roof, and he was ready to hit the ice again. Thankfully, the tap came and he went
            over the boards with ease but, unfortunately, went offside according to the ref.

      
      “Seriously?”

      
      “Yes, I wouldn’t blow the whistle if I wasn’t serious.”

      
      “Crap call, guy, crap call.”

      
      “Watch it, Anderson,” he said as Phillip lined up for the faceoff. He knew to shut
            his mouth, refs controlled this game sometimes, and he wasn’t in the mood to be on
            his bad side. The Wild’s forward swatted at Phillip’s stick but he stayed strong.
            When the ref dropped it, he sent it back to Shea before skating up towards the goal.
            Shea sent the puck up the boards and Phillip rushed to it, but so did the other forward.
            They both got there at the same time, crashing into each other, but also sending the
            puck into the air and straight into Phillip’s mouth.

      
      Pain exploded in his face and he fell to the ice, holding his face as blood appeared
            on his gloves.

      
      Fuck, that hurt.

      
      Jim, the team’s medic, was beside him in seconds, saying, “Phillip, what hurts?”

      
      “My mouth,” he said as he sat up. The crowd all gasped as Jim placed a towel against
            Phillip’s mouth. Phillip took it and stood up, holding it as he skated towards the
            bench. He wasn’t dizzy, which was great, and it didn’t seem like anything else hurt,
            just his mouth. He looked up to see Claire watching him, her eyes wide, and he shook
            his head quickly, waving her off. “I’m fine,” he called out, but he wasn’t sure she
            could hear him as he sat on the bench. Jim tried to get him to come to the back, but
            Phillip shook him off. “I’m good.”

      
      “Anderson, go!” Baxter yelled.

      
      Fucking hell. He just wanted to play!

      
      Phillip rolled his eyes, following him to the entryway, right by Claire, removing
            the cloth so Jim could see.

      
      “Dizzy?”

      
      “No, I want to play,” he said, but then he felt like something was hanging and asked,
            “Is that my tooth? Or a hole in my lip?”

      
      “Your tooth, you’re going to have to go to the back, and let the dentist look at you.
            It needs to be pulled. That’s the only thing I see.”

      
      “Fuck that,” Phillip said, reaching up and pulling the tooth out. It stung, but he
            needed to get back on the ice. He wasn’t done scoring. He smiled at Jim and asked,
            “Everything else look good?”

      
      Jim laughed. “Yeah, I think you got it.”

      
      “Awesome,” he said, handing Jim his tooth. “Hang on to that, maybe they can glue it
            back in.”

      
      The guys on the bench laughed as Phillip fell back into his spot, pushing his tongue
            up into the new hole. It felt weird, but he didn’t care. “Hope this doesn’t dent my
            reputation with the ladies.”

      
      Everyone continued to laugh as Shea said, “What reputation? You’re still ugly as shit.”

      
      “That’s not what your wife said,” Phillip said, sending him a newly toothless grin.

      
      The bench went silent as Shea just glared. “Don’t worry, I fully expect you to knock
            out more of my teeth.”

      
      Shea had a satisfied look on his face as he looked back out at the ice and said, “Good,
            at least you are expecting it.”

      
      “Too far, man,” Erik laughed as he shook his head.

      
      “Got to keep him on his toes.”

      
      Phillip didn’t score the rest of the night but not for lack of trying. Shea also didn’t
            kick his ass, but boy, did he have a lot to say about respect and how Phillip owed
            him laps. It was better than getting his ass kicked, so he left the arena grinning.
            His mouth was still aching, but he was finding that the missing front tooth added
            character to his face. Once he went outside and Claire and Skylar were completely
            disgusted with it, he decided he would be visiting the dentist tomorrow.

      
      “I can’t believe you just pulled it out!” Claire screeched as Skylar laughed.

      
      “It was so freaking awesome! Everyone saw it! They had you on the jumbotron!” Skylar
            exclaimed as they reached his car.

      
      “Yay,” Phillip laughed as he started the car and headed towards Skylar’s house.

      
      “Your goal was awesome. Great job tonight.”

      
      “Thanks.”

      
      Well, that was nice, he thought as he drove.

      
      “So guess what,” Claire said, turning to face him.

      
      “What?”

      
      “I am doing a duet with this dude Brian now. His partner got hurt and Reese needs
            someone to duet with him. Guess what is better than all that?”

      
      Phillip wanted to go back to Brian, just to inform her that he would gut the guy if
            he tried anything, but he asked,” What’s the best part?”

      
      “Reese chose my choreography!”

      
      “Wow, that’s awesome.”

      
      “It really is, Mr. Phillip. She was amazing, blew all of us away,” Skylar gushed from
            the back seat.

      
      “That’s great.”

      
      “Thanks,” Claire said with a big grin as Phillip pulled into Skylar’s driveway.

      
      “Mr. Phillip, is it okay for Claire to stay the night? My mom said it was fine with
            her. She just texted me.”

      
      Phillip looked over at Claire. “It’s up to you. I can pick you up in the morning.”

      
      “Awesome, thanks!” she gushed before leaning over and kissing him on the cheek. He
            froze as they got out the car, waving at him as they walked up to the house. He wanted
            until they were in the house before pulling out of the driveway, still shocked that
            Claire had showed affection to him. It was mind-blowing, but in a great way. With
            a huge smile, he headed up the road, dialing Reese’s number.

      
      “Please, tell me that that was a joke on the TV, and that you didn’t just pull your
            tooth out at the game.”

      
      Phillip chuckled before saying, “Nope, I got hit. They were about to keep me out the
            game and I wasn’t going, so I just pulled it.”

      
      “Oh my god, that is insane, but holy fuck it turned me on. So cavemanish. So hot.”

      
      He chuckled, his cock coming to life in his athletic shorts. “Well, I guess I look
            like a caveman now with my missing tooth.”

      
      “Nah, you’re hotter than a caveman.”

      
      “Nice to know,” he said with a chuckle. “What are you doing?”

      
      “Lying in bed with a tub of Ben and Jerry’s, watching a movie.”

      
      “What movie?”

      
      “Only the greatest chick flick ever known to man, Easy A.”

      
      “Never seen it, I’m coming over.”

      
      She laughed. “Not even going to ask?”

      
      He smiled as he pulled into her driveway. “Can I come up, eat ice cream with you,
            watch the movie, and then proceed to make you come countless times?”

      
      She paused for a moment and a grin grew across his face as her voice dropped an octave.

      
      “Yes, yes, I think you can.”
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      Reese was excited to see him.

      
      She had been worried when he got hit with the puck. For once she was nervous, scared
            even, but there he was, standing in all his gorgeous glory with a big, toothless grin
            on his face.

      
      “Am I still hot?”

      
      She giggled. “Yes, of course.”

      
      “Good, I’m still going to the team dentist tomorrow,” he said, walking by her, smacking
            her ass in the process.

      
      “I think it gives you character.”

      
      “Yeah a goofy, weirdo character.” He paused, his brow coming up as he asked, “Is that
            my shirt?”

      
      She looked down at his Assassins’ sweatshirt and then back at him, a shy grin on her
            face. “Maybe, or it could be one of your teammates shirts,” she teased.

      
      His eyes darkened as he scooped her up in his arms, kissing her fully on the lips.
            Holding her against him, he smacked her ass, causing her to scream out as he grinned
            against her lips. He bit at her bottom lip before demanding, “Take it back.”

      
      She giggled, pushing away, but there was no moving out of Phillip Anderson’s arms
            unless he wanted you to. “No!”

      
      He smacked her again, his grin falling as his eyes grew darker. Pure, hot lust settled
            deep in her stomach as he said, “Now.”

      
      “You can’t make me.”

      
      His head fell to the side, and she knew she was in trouble.

      
      And she was beyond excited.

      
      “Fine,” he said, letting her go and dropping to the couch. She stood with her arms
            out as she watched him reach for her popcorn and ice cream, acting as if he hadn’t
            just started her engines and then slammed on the brakes.

      
      “What the hell?”

      
      He looked up at her innocently. “What?”

      
      “Um, aren’t you going to make me do it? Smack my ass some more, pull my hair, fuck
            the living shit out of me?”

      
      He chuckled. “I would have, but I figured you can go ask the guy that gave you his
            shirt to do that.”

      
      She glared. “Jerk.”

      
      He laughed out loud as she fell beside him, taking the spoon out of her tub of ice
            cream and eating a spoonful. He leaned into her, kissing her cheek before nibbling
            at her jaw.

      
      “The night is very young,” he whispered before flicking her lobe with tongue.

      
      “Whatever, you got me all hot, bothered, and ready to go… and nothing happened.”

      
      She could feel him smiling as his hand traveled up her inner thigh. “And I can’t get
            you just as hot later? I want to watch this movie with you.”

      
      “You don’t give a shit about this movie.”

      
      “Sure I do,” he said, turning her face to look at him. “Now hush and put the movie
            on.”

      
      When he smiled, she smiled back fully. She couldn’t help it. He looked so cute with
            the huge gap in his teeth from where his tooth should have been. It was endearing
            and it turned her on, surprisingly. She never had a thing for hockey players, always
            thought they were meatheads, but boy, was she wrong. Just between the men her sisters
            and friends had ended up with told her she was wrong, but then meeting Phillip blew
            it all to hell. He was hot, he was quick, and he kept her on her toes. She liked him.
            A lot more than she would care to admit but nonetheless, she did.

      
      Leaning over, she took his mouth with hers, kissing him long and hard before pulling
            away to look into his eyes.

      
      “I’m glad you came over.”

      
      “Me too, I’m glad that Skylar wanted Claire to come over, or this wouldn’t be happening.”

      
      Hearing Claire’s name made her pause as she reached for the remote. “Well, thank goodness
            for Skylar.”

      
      He didn’t say anything as she pushed play but then he grabbed the remote, pushing
            pause. “What was up with the hesitation?”

      
      “Huh?” she asked, looked back at him.

      
      “You paused, like your whole body stopped. What’s up?”

      
      Did it? She looked away, but he quickly pulled her face back up to look at him. He
            smiled, cocking his head to the side. “Everything okay with Claire?”

      
      She played with her pants, trying to look everywhere but at him. “Yeah, did she tell
            you about today?”

      
      “Yeah, said it went great,” he said, rubbing his thumb up and down her chin. “Why,
            did it not? She seemed really happy.”

      
      “No, it went amazingly fantastic, Phillip. No joke, that girl is going to be something
            huge one day, I swear,” she said with all the confidence in the world.

      
      “Good, that’s my hope for her, but what’s up?”

      
      She bit into her lip before asking, “Did she tell you about Brian?”

      
      “The dude she is dancing with?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “What about him? Is there more than just dancing going on?”

      
      She shrugged. “I don’t know. He was touchy feely and kissed her forehead.”

      
      Phillip’s hand dropped from her chin as he leaned back, crossing his arms across his
            chest. Within seconds, his face was red and he was working his lip. He made her nervous.
            Maybe she should have stayed out of it. Let him find out whenever Claire told him
            because if he went home and confronted Claire, then that would blow what they were
            doing and that couldn’t happen. Claire had made that very well known.

      
      “You can’t say anything to her.”

      
      His brows came together. “The fuck I can’t. I’m gonna find out what’s going on, and
            then I’m gonna find this kid and scare him shitless. I might bring the whole team
            with me. That’ll do it.”

      
      “For fuck’s sake, Phillip! It’s not that serious.”

      
      He scoffed. “You’re not the one that found her in bed with a nineteen-year-old hockey
            player with nothing but a bra and panties. She has history of being a little on the
            sexual side. I thought with dance and all she had stopped that, but maybe I was wrong.”

      
      Okay, she was glad she told him. “Okay, yeah, that won’t happen. I’ll take care of
            it.”

      
      He looked surprised. “You’ll take care of it?”

      
      “Yes, I’ll find out what’s going on and have a talk with her if something that shouldn’t
            be going on is.”

      
      He smiled as he reached forward and put their snacks on the table. When he came back,
            he cuddled her up in his arms, kissing her nose. “Thank you.”

      
      “Sure, I care about her, too, you know that.”

      
      I care about you, too, but you’ll never know that, she thought as he moved a piece of her unruly hair out of her eyes. He nodded as
            he leaned forward, kissing her again. It was a long, deep kiss. One that set her on
            fire, made her kitten purr, and her body shake with need. Somehow, his fingers found
            their way inside her shirt and he was cupping her breast, his thumb making slow, tantalizing
            circles around her taut nipple as he continued to kiss her with such demand. It felt
            as if he wanted to consume her, and she wanted him to. She wanted to give him everything,
            every single part of her. Threading her fingers through his hair, she straddled him,
            rubbing herself against him as she took over the kiss, his hands gripping her ass.
            His heart was pounding, she could feel it. When she took his bottom lip with her teeth
            and he growled softly at her, she swore she almost came undone.

      
      Pulling away, she lifted her, well his, sweatshirt, revealing that she wasn’t wearing
            anything underneath it. She tried to get off him to take her shorts off but his mouth
            took hold of her nipple, and moving wasn’t an option under his talented lips. His
            hands squeezed her ass as he sucked her nipple in his mouth, swirling his tongue around
            the peak before biting it softly. Crying out, she squeezed the back of the couch as
            she started to move herself against him, trying to get off. She needed to release.
            She had a knot of need in her stomach that only Phillip could put there.

      
      When he released her nipple, she fell out of his lap, pushing her shorts down as he
            chucked his jeans off and to the side, along with his boxers. His cock sat there,
            waiting for her, and her mouth watered at the sight. As he pulled his shirt off, she
            took a hold of him and took him to the back of her throat, sucking him roughly and
            sliding her teeth along him. He hissed a breath, his fingers taking a hold of the
            bun that sat at the top of her head. She moved her tongue along the head of him as
            her fingers played with his balls, molding and cupping as his hisses turned to moans.
            Pressing the head of his cock to the roof of her mouth, she sucked him hard as his
            fingers bit into her scalp. Suddenly, her hair was falling in his lap from her bun
            and his fingers tangled in the mess of hair. Picking up the pace, she could feel her
            own release building up. The noise he was making was beyond hot, and she couldn’t
            handle it.

      
      That was weird.

      
      That never happened but, instead of analyzing that, she sucked the head of his cock
            like the best fucking sucker she had ever tasted. It must have been too much and she
            assumed he would just come but instead, he pulled her off him by her hair and took
            her mouth with his own. It was so hot that she cried out against his mouth as her
            tongue moved wildly with his. She loved being manhandled by him. She knew once she
            got him inside her, she was going to fly through the roof with her orgasm.

      
      Ooh, that sounded like a great idea.

      
      Laying him back on the couch, Reese went to sit on his cock, but he moved her up to
            where she was hovering over his face. Bracing her foot on the edge of the couch, she
            held onto the wall as he began to suck on her pussy. Dipping his tongue inside of
            her, he held her ass in his hand, squeezing and molding it as she rubbed her pussy
            along his mouth. Screaming out, she held her breast, squeezing and molding one of
            them as he flicked his tongue along her clit. Her body was trembling, her legs shaking
            so bad that she knew she wasn’t going to be able to stand much longer.

      
      Opening her eyes, she looked down, seeing that he was watching her, his eyes so dark
            and sexy. The roughness from the beard had her screaming. She loved the friction,
            so she started to move faster against it, begging for her release. The pad of his
            tongue was driving her crazy, licking every part of her, sucking at every single inch
            of her wet pussy. She was screaming so loud that she was sure someone could hear,
            but it seemed to only make him go faster. When one of his hands moved away, she looked
            over her shoulder to see him squeezing his cock, slowly moving his hand up and down
            it as he continued to please her with his mouth. Breathless, Reese’s head fell back,
            crying out as he sucked her clit in his mouth. Soon she came undone, coming so hard
            she jerked forwards, her hand slamming into the back of the couch as she slowly rode
            his mouth to the end of her orgasm.

      
      When she heard the chuckles she wanted to be mad, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t move,
            couldn’t think for that matter, as he slowly picked her up and carried her to the
            bed. Laying her down, he kissed her as his body covered hers. It felt amazing. She
            moaned softly as he kissed down her throat, rubbing his hard cock along her wet pussy.
            As he kissed down the valley of her breast, she arched up, his hands holding her waist
            as he kissed down her stomach. She opened her eyes and watched him as he slowly pulled
            her legs back, holding her by the back of her knees until she was completely open
            for him. Letting go of one of her legs, he took a hold of his cock, running it up
            and down her pussy lips. She whimpered, actually whimpered, and wanted to be disgusted
            with herself but, for fuck’s sake, this man was hot.

      
      “You want it?” he asked, his voice laced with lust and all things dirty.

      
      She could only nod as she gasped for breath.

      
      “Say it; say you want me deep inside you.”

      
      “Please,” she whispered.

      
      His mouth pulled up at the side, his chest rising and falling, as he circled the head
            of his cock around her sensitive clit. She jumped, crying out as her fingers tangled
            in the sheets.

      
      “Say it, Reese, tell me.”

      
      She reached for his cock to do it herself but he smacked her hand away, speeding up
            the pressure from the head of his cock. She cried out, her body shaking under him,
            as her eyes met his. He was smiling, his eyes dark, and she wanted to scream but instead
            she whispered, “Fuck me, Phillip. I want you so fucking bad.”

      
      “That’s my girl,” he said as his mouth hovered over hers, his lips gently touching
            hers. Kissing his top lip, she smiled, and then he pushed inside her, his fingers
            biting her thighs as she cried out. He filled her completely and utterly deliciously.
            She wanted to cry at how perfect it felt to have him so deep inside her. Another thing
            that had never happened to her, but he was moving in such a way that had all thoughts
            gone. He was a pussy killer, that’s all there was to it.

      
      “So fucking good,” he groaned as he moved into her, the sound of their body slapping
            together, mingling with her cries and his grunts. She met each thrust, heightening
            the pleasure. She closed her eyes as her body clenched him. Then she came undone again,
            screaming out until his mouth covered her. His body stilled against hers, his fingers
            biting into her waist, as his cock throbbed inside her, filling her with his seed.
            Pulling away, their breaths mingled as they both tried to catch their breaths. Moving
            his nose along hers, he smiled. She giggled before running her hands up his back.
            He was heavy, so freaking heavy, but she welcomed it.

      
      His lips trailed her jaw before kissing her ear and taking her lobe in his mouth to
            suck. She giggled some more, feeling euphoric and satisfied as his hands moved up
            from her waist to her breast. He cupped her and then whispered, “Now tell me again,
            whose sweatshirt was that?”

      
      She laughed out loud at that. “I have to tell you, don’t I?”

      
      “If you want me to do what I just did and more, then yes.”

      
      God, he was a dork. She was smiling so hard she was sure her face was going to break.
            “Yours. It’s yours, but now it’s mine cause I’m stealing that sucker. It’s comfy and
            smells like you.”

      
      Shit, she didn’t mean to say that last bit. She thought he might have not heard it
            because he rolled off her and headed towards the couch. She watched his sexy ass move
            as he bent down, grabbing something before coming back to the bed with the remote,
            popcorn, and ice cream. He stood, perfectly naked with a grin on his face, before
            jerking his thumb behind him and asking, “Wanna take a shower first before we go to
            bed?”

      
      She raised an eyebrow. “Go to bed?”

      
      He looked confused as he asked, “What?”

      
      “What do you mean ‘go to bed’?”

      
      He smiled. “I mean, lie in that bed, eat that popcorn and ice cream, and watch the
            movie. Afterwards, I want to make you scream some more, and then I want to go to sleep
            with my cock against your sweet ass.”

      
      She wanted to laugh, but instead she said, “You aren’t sleeping here.”

      
      “Yes I am. I leave soon and I’m gonna be gone for twenty-one days, so for tonight,
            I want to be able to spread your legs open and get inside without having to get dressed
            and drive all the way over.” She went to object, but he said, “Now, I know that look,
            don’t start. I was told I get popcorn, ice cream, and sex. I only got one of the three
            so far.”

      
      She laughed. “First, you invited yourself and second, I never said anything about
            sleep.”

      
      “So what, come on, let’s go take a shower first,” he said, pulling her by her ankle
            across the bed, but being careful not to knock over the popcorn or ice cream.

      
      “That’s fine, but you aren’t sleeping over. That’s what people who are dating do.”

      
      He shook his head. “No, that’s what friends do. We are friends. Skylar and Claire
            are having a sleepover and so are we.”

      
      She laughed. “I could say something that would fuck with your head so bad right now.”

      
      He glared. “I know, and don’t you dare, or I’ll stay and only eat ice cream and not
            you.”

      
      That stopped her laughter. Soon he was the one chuckling as she glared. “Now, as I
            was saying, let’s go get in the shower, and then let’s get in bed.”

      
      She knew she should say no. She knew it was a horrible idea because, despite what
            he said, it was what people who dated did. She felt the need to reiterate that they
            were not dating but instead, she took his hand and let him pull her into his arms.
            She also allowed him to kiss her senseless before taking her in the bathroom, where
            he slowly scrubbed her down and washed her hair. She even allowed him to cuddle beside
            her and feed her ice cream and popcorn before fucking her so hard, she was in heaven.
            And then, she allowed him to lie beside her and hold her, with his cock against her
            ass, as she slowly closed her eyes and let sleep take her.
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      WHEN REESE woke up the next morning beside Phillip’s warm body, her body so deliciously tired,
            she decided that she couldn’t find one thing wrong with allowing any of what happened
            the night before. Was that bad? Probably. Would she over analyze everything later?
            Yeah. Did she care? Hell no. Snuggling closer, she smiled when his arms tightened
            around her, enveloping her strongly, with his smell intoxicating her as she closed
            her eyes. His lips brushed her temple before he let her go and rolled out of bed.
            She groaned as she reached for him playfully.

      
      “Hey, where you going?”

      
      He smiled back at her as he pulled his shorts up, covering the long, thick, delectable
            part of him. “And you didn’t want me to stay last night. Look at you, all sexed up,
            wanting me to come back to bed.”

      
      She gave him a shy smiled, covering her mouth with the blanket. “Shut up.”

      
      He crawled over her, pressing his hard body against hers, before pulling down the
            blanket and covering her mouth with his. He parted only a breath before whispering,
            “Fine, I won’t mention that you loved having me in your bed, but I know it’s true.”

      
      “Whatever,” she growled against his lips before asking, “Where are you off to?”

      
      “After last night, I need food. Stat.”

      
      “Mm,” she moaned, running her hands down his back and cupping his ass in her hands.
            “I like food.”

      
      “Me too, don’t move. I’ll be back.”

      
      She smiled before he gave her a quick peck and crawled off her, going towards her
            kitchen. She watched as he searched her fridge, getting out a few things before going
            to work.

      
      “You cook?” she asked, surprised.

      
      He threw her a grin over his shoulder. “I do.”

      
      “I’m impressed.”

      
      He kept smiling as he beat eggs. “Good, I like impressing you.”

      
      A smile graced her face as she watched him. She didn’t know why she liked that it
            pleased him to impress her but she did. It made her breathless and excited. She took
            in all of him. His strong arms and gorgeous back flexing with each move he made. She
            was hungry, starved even, but more for him than the amazing smelling food he was cooking.
            He was quick and efficient in the kitchen, exactly like he was on the ice. It was
            mesmerizing and surprisingly, it turned her on. It didn’t take much when it came to
            Phillip Anderson though.

      
      He cut up fruit and even made toast, smothering it with butter before drizzling it
            with honey. Oh, he was good and she had no desire to ever let him leave, but since
            that would never leave her lips, she shut her mouth tightly as she continued to watch
            him. He found her food tray and stacked all the food he made on it, grabbing the OJ
            jug out the fridge and tucking it under his arm before carrying everything to the
            bed. Reaching for his t-shirt, she threw it over her head before sitting up, welcoming
            him with a grin.

      
      “You didn’t have to put that on,” he said with a wink.

      
      She laughed. “I didn’t want to get butter on my tits.”

      
      He gave her a smoldering look. “I would have licked it off.”

      
      “I know you would have, but I’m hungry!”

      
      He laughed as he placed the tray between them. “Fine, since butter breast is off the
            menu, our real breakfast is served.”

      
      She giggled as she sat Indian style and he matched her, reaching for a piece of bacon
            and feeding it to her. She took a bite, her eyes locked with his, and her heart went
            wild in her chest.

      
      Oh, this man was dangerous.

      
      “Good?” he asked, huskily.

      
      “Mmhmm.”

      
      He smiled, ripping a piece of toast apart before moving it to her lips. She asked,
            “You’re gonna feed me?”

      
      He laughed. “I like feeding you. It’s hot.”

      
      She giggled as she took a bite of the toast, biting his fingers playfully before the
            sweetness of the honey made her moan as she chewed. “So good.”

      
      He took a bite, watching her with desire swirling in his hooded, blue eyes.

      
      “Are we going to make it through breakfast?” she teased.

      
      He looked down at the plate of food before looking back up at her. His eyes were all
            dark and sexy, and she was getting wet just looking at him. “We need to.”

      
      “Well, then stop looking at me with those hot, bedroom eyes.”

      
      He grinned. “Bedroom eyes?”

      
      “Yes, bedroom eyes. You know what I’m talking about.”

      
      It was obvious that he knew what he was doing because he gave her a smirk before getting
            a forkful of eggs and feeding them to her. Flavors burst in her mouth, cayenne pepper
            mainly, and she smiled. “Damn, this is good.”

      
      “I’m glad you like it. Claire and I eat a lot of breakfast food; it’s our favorite
            type of meal. We even eat it for dinner.”

      
      “I do, too.”

      
      He threw her a grin before feeding her more eggs. As she chewed, she watched him as
            he ate his own forkful. He was so beautiful. His hair was in disarray, half sticking
            up and half stuck to his head. His lips were puffy and full. His neck and chest were
            covered with little red marks, where she had bit him, playfully, teasingly. She knew
            hers matched his, and it made her quiver with the thought of him doing it to her again.
            She admired the tattoo on his chest and decided that she had never seen something
            so detailed and breathtaking. Looking up into his eyes, she smiled. She liked him.
            A lot more than she wanted to, but nothing would ever come out of it. She didn’t know
            how to love or even be loved.

      
      Right?

      
      Leaning over, she pressed her lips to his. He smiled as they parted. “Thank you.”

      
      “Anytime. This is fun,” he said, cupping her chin before placing another sweet kiss
            on her lips.

      
      “It is.”

      
      He flashed her a grin before draining the contents of his cup. She couldn’t stop watching
            him. Maybe it was because she knew he was leaving, and she wanted to soak in every
            single detail about him. Yeah, that was it. He looked up and smiled. “What?”

      
      “What does Memento Mori mean?” she asked, referring to the words underneath the hourglass
            on his chest.

      
      He looked away. “It’s sort of morbid, but it means ‘remember that you will die’.”

      
      She made a face. “That’s intense.”

      
      He shrugged. “Yeah, after my mom and then my sister died, you know, things hit me
            bad. I went a little crazy, partied a little too hard, and then this happened. I am
            a firm believer that you only live once, and I want to live my life to the fullest.”

      
      “I need to ask you something.”

      
      She did? Why did she say that?

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      She paused, not knowing why she wanted to ask this, but she did. “At the time, I didn’t
            want to know but now, I want to know who the girl is that Claire keeps talking about.
            The one you left that Claire is convinced that you’ll leave everyone else because
            of?”

      
      Phillip looked away as he shrugged. “You know, I don’t understand why she holds that
            thought in her mind. I didn’t leave Alana on purpose or because I wanted to. That’s
            her name by the way.”

      
      “Okay, why did you leave?”

      
      He expelled a breath as he leaned back on his hands, looking over at her. “I thought
            I was completely and utterly in love with her. I mean soul deep; I thought she was
            my forever-type love. I was young, stupid, and thought that that was it. She was it.
            I stayed with her family. Her dad is the one that took me under his wing, took me
            away from my mom, and trained me hardcore. He made me the man and hockey player I
            am now. Alana was a year younger than I was, and when I moved in, it was drilled into
            my head that she was off limits but man, I couldn’t ignore her. She suffocated me.
            I had to have her and she felt the same for me, or so I thought. We did everything
            together. She went to all my games, she went with me to see Claire, and I guess that
            was when Claire fell in love with her too. They were best friends. When I couldn’t
            take Claire to something, Alana did. It was great. My sister and mother hated her,
            but I didn’t care… she was it. Her parents never knew, thought we were only friends
            because we hid it so well.”

      
      He paused, running his fingers through his hair before he sat up. “I got picked up
            by the Florida Rays and I was supposed to leave. I begged Alana to go with me. She
            was nineteen. She could go to college in Florida, and I knew we would be happy. She
            agreed. We were ready to go, but her dad, my mentor, freaked the fuck out. I told
            him I loved her, that I would take good care of her, but he wasn’t having it. He blacked
            my eye, threatened to do more, and told me I wasn’t good enough for his daughter and
            that I was dead to their family.”

      
      “Jeez,” Reese gasped, shaking her head.

      
      “Yeah, he forbade our relationship. I looked Alana in the face and said, Leave with me, I promise I’ll take care of everything, but she shook her head. I knew then that her love for me wasn’t as strong as my
            love for her. I was willing to give everything up, the man I thought of as my father
            for her, and she wouldn’t do it for me.”

      
      “That sucks, I’m sorry.”

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s in the past. I don’t even think of her much anymore.
            Only when something reminds me of her. She doesn’t contact me, nor do I her. I know
            she and Claire talk some, and that’s why it makes me mad when Claire says shit like
            that. It makes me think that Alana turned everything on me.”

      
      “Yeah, I agree.”

      
      “But whatever, no big deal, water under the bridge. All that matters is Claire now.
            I feel like I failed my sister and mom, so now I am devoting everything to make sure
            this girl succeeds and I think it’s working. We have been good, she even kissed my
            cheek yesterday,” he said with a grin that lit up his face.

      
      Reese couldn’t help but smile. “That’s wonderful.”

      
      “Yeah, I was mad and felt guilty at first when she came to me. I didn’t want to grow
            up. I loved joking around, being an idiot, and fucking anything with tits, but then
            she came into my life, and I decided all that had to be put on hold. I needed to concentrate
            on her. I’m happy with my decision. I’m more than happy with my life right now.”

      
      Reese nodded and couldn’t have agreed more. That was why she knew that nothing more
            could ever come out of their arrangement. He was too absorbed in Claire. He wouldn’t
            have time for a relationship with her, not that she wanted one. His statement just
            solidified what she already knew. Reese looked up when his phone beeped and watched
            as he reached over to the nightstand to grab it. Reading the screen, he typed back
            quickly, and then threw his legs over the bed before coming around to her.

      
      “That’s Claire. I got to go, lift your arms.”

      
      She looked up at him, confused. “Huh?”

      
      “Lift your arms, I need my shirt.”

      
      She laughed as she did what he asked, her hands coming up to cover her breast. He
            watched her as he pulled his shirt on and then he reached for her hands, removing
            them before dropping his mouth to her breasts, taking her nipple in his mouth. She
            cried out as he bit her, pushing her back into the bed. She hoped the food didn’t
            spill over, but then she didn’t care as his hand found its way between her legs. Moving
            his tongue quickly across and around her taut bud, she was breathless, her fingers
            tangling in his hair as he dipped his finger inside her, teasing her clit. Moving
            his mouth up her chest, her throat to her mouth, he kissed her long and hard, moving
            his tongue with hers as he flicked his finger quickly on her clit, knowing exactly
            how to make her scream and squirm underneath him.

      
      She swore he handled her better than he did a puck.

      
      Screaming out in his mouth, she hit her peak, her fingers biting into the back of
            his arms as he continued the pressure between her legs until she was jerking away
            from him. That didn’t derail his need for her though. If anything, it made it stronger.
            Dropping his shorts, he flipped her over and brought her hips up to enter her from
            behind.

      
      “Good god!” she screamed out, breathless as he pounded into her, filling her completely
            and utterly deliciously before knocking her world off its axis. His fingers bit into
            her hips, his body smacking into her full ass as he took what he wanted. When his
            hand came down on her ass, she screamed out, clenching him with her pussy to show
            him she liked that a lot.

      
      “You want more?” he asked before taking ahold of her hair and pulling it back. “Tell
            me you want more.”

      
      “Yes!” she gasped as she squeezed him more.

      
      His hand came cracking against her ass, the sound filling the room along with their
            sounds of amazing sex. His groans ran up her spines and when he slammed into her once
            last time, letting out a sound of pure satisfaction, she closed her eyes tight from
            the pain of his pulling the shit out of her hair. Her ass was aching, her scalp burned,
            her pussy pulsed, and her body felt so fucking amazing that nothing could bring her
            down. He pulled out of her, dusting kisses along her red ass, trailing them up her
            back before turning her face to the side to kiss her long and thoroughly.

      
      “I think my work here is done. Breakfast and multiple orgasms… you won’t get that
            at your favorite diner.”

      
      “Sure the hell won’t,” she giggled as she rolled over, putting her hands in the air
            as she took in deep breaths. “I don’t ever want to move.”

      
      He bit into his lip, his eyes roaming her body as he went back to getting dressed.
            “Me neither. Fuck, you’re hot. Reese. Cover yourself so I can leave.”

      
      She laughed as she did it, but then he yelled out. “I was kidding! Jeez.” He came
            over to the bed, pulling the blankets away before framing her face with his hands
            and kissing her so deeply that her throat was thick with unwanted emotion. Stealing
            a few more kisses, he whispered, “Don’t ever hide this gorgeous, alluring body from
            me. I crave it. Like my favorite candy, which by the way is Reese Pieces.”

      
      She laughed out loud before shaking her head. “Liar!”

      
      “No really. Ever since I got your pieces in my mouth, it’s the only candy I ever want.”

      
      “You’re so dirty! My niece calls me that, and now I’m gonna think of you every time
            she says it!”

      
      A devilish grin came over his mouth. “Good.”
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      It had been hours since Phillip left, and Reese’s body was still humming with aftershocks
            from him. Jesus, that man curled her toes. Shaking out her limbs, she stretched and
            loved how relaxed she was. It had been the perfect morning. Breakfast was wonderful
            and the sex was burning hot. As she set herself up for a turn, she paused and her
            smile fell. She was going to miss Phillip while he was gone. Three long weeks without
            him? Without his kisses, his smiles, and most of all, his dick? That was so wrong
            to do to someone. He said he craved her. Well, she craved him right freaking back.

      
      But she couldn’t think of that. No, not only was it pointless because it wasn’t going
            to make him stay, but she was getting too close and it was good that he was leaving.
            This would put some distance between them and halt her roaming feelings. Bastard ass
            feelings. What were they thinking?

      
      Rolling her eyes, she went to the radio as the door opened and Claire strolled in
            with her bag on her shoulder.

      
      “Hey,” she called out with a grin on her face.

      
      “Hey, where’s Brian?”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulder. “I don’t know, I thought he would have beaten me here.
            Phillip was hell getting out of bed.”

      
      A smile tugged at her mouth. She had nothing to do with that at all.

      
      “He’s so tired; he’s asleep in the car. Weirdo,” she said with a laugh before dropping
            down to stretch.

      
      Reese smiled. “Since he’s here, you should show him your solo. You said you wanted
            to a while back, but haven’t done it yet. Does he not want to see it?”

      
      Claire looked away. She looked so pretty today. She wore a large Assassins’ purple
            sweatshirt that she had cropped and cut off the arms with tight, black shorts over
            a pair of purple tights. Her hair was in a high ponytail with a braid wrapped around
            the base. She was wearing makeup, more than likely wanting to impress Brian, which
            she would—she was gorgeous.

      
      “He does, but I don’t know,” she said, letting out a breath. “I’m afraid he won’t
            think I’m good and then he’ll think he is wasting his money and pull me.”

      
      That shocked Reese. Was this kid serious? “Claire, that is ludicrous. You are phenomenal,
            and I’m sure your uncle already knows that. I think it would be nice to show him.”

      
      Claire shrugged as Brian strolled in. She shot him a grin before nodding. “Yeah.”

      
      “Well, think about it. Let’s get this duet perfected first.”

      
      Claire shook her head. “I want to show him. I’m gonna text him to come in here in
            what, forty-five minutes?”

      
      Reese smiled. “Yeah, that’s all we need.”

      
      Claire typed it on her phone quickly and then laid it down before stretching further
            with Brian. They got done earlier than Reese thought, and she knew that these two
            were going to clean up in Chicago. After saying bye to Brian, Claire went through
            her dance a few times. Reese could tell she was nervous. The girl could spin for hours
            on one foot but the day her uncle was coming to watch her dance, she was falling out
            a simple double. It boggled Reese’s mind, but she understood. This was big. This was
            going to help things for them. Seeing Claire dance to a song she choreographed with
            only minimal help from Reese was going to blow Phillip away and then in turn, he would
            reassure her how proud he was. The only issue now was that Reese was nervous herself.
            It was crazy, but what if he hated it?

      
      No, there was no way that would ever happen. Claire was fabulous, and Reese was the
            best damn chorographer in Tennessee. Maybe even the south. She knew her stuff… So
            what was the explanation for the butterflies going nuts in her stomach and her heart
            beating in overtime? Ugh, she needed to get herself together. This wasn’t like her.
            She wasn’t the nervous, jittery type. She was confident, and she needed to exhibit
            that because if Claire saw she was nervous, then she would get even more nervous.

      
      Looking across the studio, she placed her hands on her hips and called out, “Claire!
            Come on. It’s a double.”

      
      Claire stopped, bracing her hands on her knees and taking in a deep breath as she
            looked down at the floor. When she looked up at Reese, she saw the tears in Claire’s
            eyes. Holding her hands out, Reese asked, “What’s wrong?”

      
      “I’m nervous as hell,” she cried out, taking in a deep breath. “I don’t want to mess
            up, and that’s all I keep thinking about.”

      
      “Even if you mess up, Claire, it’s okay.”

      
      Reese and Claire both looked towards the door to see Phillip enter, walking in the
            carefree way that had Reese’s body tingling. Her body sang for his and soon she found
            herself taking a step to go greet him, but then remembered that Claire was in the
            room. That always happened for some reason. When they were in the room together, no
            one else mattered. Only her and him. It freaked her the hell out, but then again,
            she didn’t care. She liked him, and that was okay. She could like him and still walk
            away with no cares in the world. She wasn’t worried at all. Or at least she was trying
            to believe that.

      
      “I mess up all the time, miss shots and all that. As long as you try, I’m going to
            be proud of you. Don’t worry. It’s me, I’m easy,” he said, making Reese’s heart blow
            up in her chest. She wanted to shake Claire for making this man work for her love
            the way she had, but she knew it had been rough on her. Things were tough when you
            were young. Everything seemed so life altering, and you found yourself pushing people
            away, but regardless, you learn that the people that matter would always be there.
            No matter what.

      
      Phillip was that person.

      
      For Claire, she meant.

      
      Reese didn’t need anyone.

      
      Shaking her head, she looked across the studio to find Claire wiping her face and
            nodding. “I just want to make you proud, to show you that your money is being well
            spent.”

      
      Reese was surprised that she heard Claire. She whispered the words, and the words
            were laced with her tears. When she looked up, Phillip’s eyes were glued to Claire
            and Reese could see every bit of his heart. He loved this girl so much, and Reese
            wanted nothing more than for their issues to be solved. It would make them both so
            much happier. “I’m already proud of you Claire and as long as this makes you happy
            then I’ll spend as much money as you want. You know that. Don’t be scared. Don’t be
            nervous. Just do you.”

      
      She took in a deep breath and looked over at Reese, then she asked, “Can I have a
            minute?”

      
      Reese nodded. “Of course.”

      
      Claire fell into the middle splits and when Reese looked over, Phillip was leaning
            against the mirrors watching her. Despite his assurance to Claire, she could tell
            he was just as nervous as she was. It surprised her how much she had learned to read
            him. Usually she didn’t care about a man and his feelings, but she cared about how
            Phillip was feeling. He kept running his hands through his hair, moving his hands
            down his pants, and couldn’t stay still for nothing. She wanted to go over and wrap
            him up in her arms. She wanted to reassure him that Claire wanted him there, that
            she was excited for him to be there, and that ultimately, this was going to help them.
            Claire had worked so hard on this dance. It was beautiful, and Reese knew that it
            was going to blow Phillip away. Hell, it blew her away.

      
      When Claire turned with her back towards them, Reese reached out and took his hand
            in hers. She squeezed it tightly before removing it and smiling up at him. “I’m glad
            you’re here. For Claire, I mean.”

      
      “Me too,” he said, his eyes a stormy blue as they held her. “Thanks for this.”

      
      She was breathless. All she could do was nod as she said, “Anytime.”

      
      Fuck, something shifted in her chest as he smiled and she knew that was bad. Very,
            very, very, fucking bad.

      
      Damn it.
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      PHILLIP WANTED to give Claire all his attention but it was hard when Reese was looking at him like
            that. The night before had been one thing:

      
      Scorching

      
      Every single breath, every touch, every thought, kiss, everything. It was all so mind
            altering. It was mainly her—she destroyed him. Their chemistry was earth shattering.
            The way they moved together, the way they fit, was just perfect. He had never been
            with someone that did that to him. That made him breathless and crave everything about
            them, but Reese was that. At first, he was scared of his feelings but, looking at
            her, getting lost in her beautiful brown eyes, he knew he was in every shape and form
            falling for this woman. He also knew she was falling for him. He could feel it. He
            could see it and when she asked about Alana, he knew right then that she cared about
            him.

      
      She was just hard headed and didn’t want to tell him. She couldn’t mask it though.
            He could read her like the best play in the NHL, and he knew how to break that play
            up and make it his own. He was ready but before he pounced, he had to show her that
            it was safe to fall for him. That he would be there to comfort her, catch her, and
            love her forever. She was his real, forever kind of love.

      
      The impulsive part of Phillip wanted to rush in and tell her his feelings right away
            but he couldn’t. He just needed to tread carefully because this one could run, could
            throw those walls up and instead of admitting her love, be miserable. She would lock
            him out faster than he could blink and he couldn’t have that. He would wait because
            he knew it was coming. He knew she was falling; she just needed time to realize it
            was okay and he was fine with that. He would wait and in the meantime worry about
            how this was going to affect his relationship with Claire. She was more than likely
            going to act like her life was over and he had to make sure that didn’t happen. And
            to do that, he had to guarantee that he and Reese were solid and he knew that would
            take time.

      
      Time he had, because he was soon realizing that a life without Reese and Claire, wasn’t
            the life he wanted.

      
      Pulling his gaze away from Reese, he looked out at where Claire had just stood up
            and turned to look at him. She looked so bright, so nervous but happy. Seeing her
            like that completed him. He had waited so long to see the girl he used to know and
            in some ways, he believed she was standing in front of him. It brought tears to his
            eyes, but since he was no pussy, he pushed those away and smiled as Claire said, “Well,
            here goes nothing.”

      
      The music started, and it was the same song he always heard coming from her room.
            It was a cover of David Guetta’s “Titanium” by Madilyn Bailey. He had Shazamed it
            when he was trying to watch her once, not only because he wanted to know who the soft,
            beautiful voice belonged to, but also because he wanted to download it himself. The
            music was gorgeous, but his niece was awe-inspiring. He was breathless, mindless maybe,
            watching her move effortlessly across the floor. The emotion was so real that it made
            his heart pound in his chest. He was glad he was leaning against the wall, or he was
            worried he wouldn’t be able to stand.

      
      Stopping, she looked towards him and he felt as if he wasn’t worthy to witness this
            beautiful girl dance in such a way that was natural to her. She then picked her leg
            up, balancing on her other foot, raising it by her head before falling back and then
            back up. He was speechless. She spun, jumped, and leaped with no cares in the world.
            This was the girl he remembered and again, the tears filled his eyes because he wasn’t
            there the way he should have been. He missed so much of this beautiful girl growing
            up and most of all, she didn’t have his support, his love, and that killed him inside.

      
      When the last note played, she paused, her hands out, tears in her eyes and her body
            shaking. He wasn’t sure if it was adrenaline or what, but fuck, she was astonishing.
            Pride exploded in him, and he wanted to scream out that she was his girl. Because
            she was, and she always would be. No matter what. He was going to make up for the
            time he wasn’t there for her. He was going to make her proud of have him as an uncle
            as he was proud to have her as a niece.

      
      A grin sat on his face as he watched her bite into her lip, her shoulders falling
            with each breath she took as she looked over at him. Reese shut the music off, and
            then clapped her hands.

      
      “So, what do you think?”

      
      Phillip couldn’t stop grinning as he slowly clapped. “Breathtaking, Claire. Simply
            breathtaking.”

      
      A radiant grin covered her lips as she crossed her legs, her cheeks burning with color.
            “Really?”

      
      “Yes, I am so freaking proud of you. You were made to be a dancer, so beautiful.”

      
      “Thank you,” she said, shyly looking away.

      
      “Awesome, I think she’s gonna kill in Chicago,” Reese added.

      
      Phillip smiled widely at her. “I agree, make sure you get me the times. I hope I can
            be there.”

      
      “You’ll be gone,” Claire objected.

      
      “Yeah, but our last away game is in Chicago, so I am hoping I can swing it.”

      
      Claire’s face lit up. “So you’ll be there!”

      
      He nodded. “I’m going to try my hardest.”

      
      “Awesome,” she said before doing a little twirl.

      
      He smiled before looking back over at Reese. She was grinning at him, looking all
            sexy and edible. Damn, she was like a fucking candy shop to him. He wanted to savor
            each of her flavors and treats. He just wanted to devour her. All of her.

      
      He needed to get out of there before he did just that. Looking back at Claire, he
            smiled. “Come on, let’s go celebrate. We’ll go to dinner and maybe a movie since Harper
            will be picking you up from school tomorrow.”

      
      Claire smiled. “Awesome.” She then turned to Reese. “Wanna come?”

      
      Reese looked over at her and smiled. He would love that. Both his girls at dinner?
            Hell yeah, but Reese shook her head. “Not tonight, Claire, he’s leaving. Spend time
            with your uncle. We’ll all go out in Chicago, hopefully.”

      
      Claire made a disgruntled noise as Phillip said, “Are you sure?”

      
      She smiled. “Yeah, thanks for the invite though. Y’all have fun.”

      
      He wanted to change her mind, but he didn’t want to seem too eager in front of Claire.
            So instead, he looked away and waited for Claire to get her things before they turned
            to leave. When he reached the door though, he turned to look over his shoulder at
            Reese. She was smiling, pulling at the bottom of her shirt, looking so damn pretty
            it wasn’t fair. She waved, and he threw her a lopsided grin before leaving with the
            promise in his mind that one day soon, it would be all of them going out together.

      
      As a family.

      
      Shit, he was in deep, he thought as he reached the car where Claire was waiting for
            him. He slid into his seat and started the engine, noticing that Claire was on her
            phone. He wondered who she was talking to. Maybe that Brian kid, which reminded him.

      
      Clearing his throat, he said, “I saw your dance partner guy.”

      
      Claire looked up from her phone. “Yeah?”

      
      “Yeah, I passed by him when I was coming in. Seems like a nice guy.”

      
      “He is.”

      
      “Do I need to talk to the kid? Warn him if he hurts you, he dies?”

      
      Claire scoffed. “What the heck? Who said anything about hurting me?”

      
      “He looks like one of those One Direction kids you like. I know you probably like
            him.”

      
      She shook her head. “He’s a friend.”

      
      Friend, huh? That didn’t work for him because he was in love with his supposed-to-be
            friend.

      
      “Hmm.”

      
      “Hmm what?” She laughed. “Nothing is going on.”

      
      “You’d tell me?”

      
      “Yeah. We’re cool, I guess, and I mean I like him, but it’s not a big deal.”

      
      Choosing her words carefully, he said, “You know you can tell me anything. No reason
            to be bulletproof or put walls up. I’m here for you.”

      
      She looked away. “I am starting to believe that.”

      
      “Good because I love you, and I am so proud of you.”

      
      She smiled. “Thanks, Phillip.”

      
      No, I love you back, and that stung, but he knew that he could change that. She just needed time. Everyone
            he loved needed time and that was fine, he knew he would get what he wanted in the
            end.

      
      There was no other option but winning.
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      “I’m just throwing this out there,” Reese said from beside him with a big tub of popcorn
            in her lap and a large soda between them. “But if this is your last few hours home,
            don’t you think we should spend it in my bed or yours?”

      
      He chuckled as he took a handful of popcorn and threw it in his mouth. His idea of
            a date at the movies was a spur-of-the-moment thing. He had planned to do just what
            she said, but he wanted her to see that they had fun together, that they worked. He
            had picked her up on his bike, since it was a gorgeous day. It was a little chilly,
            but they were both dressed for the weather and enjoyed the ride immensely. After taking
            her to sushi at their favorite spot, they headed to the theater. It was dead in there,
            they were early to the movie, but it seemed as if they were going to be the only people
            here and he didn’t mind that one bit.

      
      Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he smiled. “You said you wanted to see this.”

      
      She smiled. “I did, but we can wait till the BluRay.”

      
      “Or we can come today.”

      
      She pouted playfully. “But I want to get naked with you.”

      
      He smiled. “This movie is only an hour and half. I don’t have to be at the airline
            till three at the latest. I will have plenty of time to get you naked and lick and
            suck every inch of you.”

      
      Her cheeks reddened as her body caught on fire. . “Okay, sounds good.”

      
      He laughed as he shook his head. “Horny ass.”

      
      “You know you like it cause you are the same way.”

      
      “True.”

      
      She laughed, poking him in the teeth. “I miss your hole.”

      
      He laughed too. “I don’t. It was weird, and my tongue kept drifting to it. Then I
            looked really weird with my tongue poking through.”

      
      She threw her head back laughing. “Oh my god, I wish I would have seen you do that.”

      
      He smiled as he shook his head. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

      
      She cuddled into him as a comfortable silence fell between them. He held her as they
            ate their popcorn and watched the pre-previews, and he was completely happy. This
            was what he wanted, and he knew she was enjoying herself, too. She kept smiling, a
            true smile too. He had never felt so comfortable or complete with a woman since Alana.
            But then, he didn’t think the feelings he had for Reese were anything like they were
            for Alana. His love for Alana was young and stupid. He allowed her to completely take
            over everything in his life but with Reese, she made him feel. He wanted to impress
            her, always. He wanted to make her laugh and give her a reason to smile. Phillip felt
            as if his feelings for her were the real kind. The genuine kind. The kind that could
            last a lifetime.

      
      “So you really like Claire’s dance?”

      
      Stopping his inner monologue, he looked over at her. “I did, she is amazing.”

      
      “She is,” she agreed. “So much better than I expected. She blows me away. I only helped
            a little with that dance.”

      
      “That’s awesome. That kid is going to rock the stage when she gets older.”

      
      Reese beamed up at him. “I hope so.”

      
      “Thank you, for all you do for her.”

      
      Reese shrugged. “I’m really only there. She does most of it, I only correct her.”

      
      He shook his head. “No, you do more than that. You’re there for her in a way I can’t
            be, and I think I’ll always be in debt to you for that.”

      
      She gave him a shy grin and leaned into him. “She’s special.”

      
      “She is.”

      
      She looked over at him and he felt like she was going to say more, but she didn’t.
            Her face was so bright, her eyes shining, enhanced by the light makeup she wore. He
            loved her lashes; they were so long and curved up in the sexiest way. Her mouth was
            sinful, pouty, and plump, glossed up to perfection. She was gorgeous. Feeling like
            if he didn’t kiss her at that very second he was going to combust from within, he
            leaned over and did just that before smiling down at her. “You’re going to miss me
            right?”

      
      She laughed. “What? Why would I?”

      
      He glared before tickling her side, causing her to shriek as she tried to get away.
            He wasn’t letting her go, which caused the popcorn to go flying through the air.

      
      “Now look what you did,” he playfully scolded.

      
      “Me! That was all you!” She glared before throwing a handful of popcorn in his face.
            He grabbed her, kissing her hard on the lips, before running his lips and teeth down
            her throat. She giggled before he silenced her by placing another kiss on her lips.
            They parted with grins on their faces, and he was convinced the sun didn’t shine as
            bright as her face did when she smiled.

      
      For fuck’s sake, was he turning into a poet? What the hell?

      
      She laughed as she pulled a piece of popcorn out of his hair and brought it to his
            lips. He took the piece, biting her softly, and decided that feeding her and being
            fed by her was one of his favorite things ever. She bit into her lip before looking
            away, picking the tub off the floor before putting it back in her lap and started
            to munch away, sharing with him.

      
      “So how many games will you play?”

      
      He counted them in his head. “Eight.”

      
      “That’s a lot, isn’t it?”

      
      “Nothing more than usual, I like when we are busy with games.”

      
      “Will you have a lot of downtime?”

      
      “Some.”

      
      “What will you do then? Won’t you be bored?”

      
      He smiled before leaning into her. “Worried I’ll go spend it with a willing female?”

      
      Her face gave her away. That comment pissed her off, but she tried to cover by saying,
            “Heck no, just let me know if you do cause I’m finding me a more than willing male.”

      
      She said it to get under his skin and he deserved it since he teased her first, but
            man, that pissed him the fuck off. He glared before squeezing her thighs. “No dudes,
            Reese.”

      
      She glared back teasingly. “No girls, Phillip.”

      
      He scoffed. “No problem.”

      
      “Good,” she said, looking at the screen.

      
      “I’ll probably continue to write my poetry,” he joked with a grin.

      
      She looked over at him, surprised. “Seriously?”

      
      He scoffed. “Shit no, I’m just busting your balls.”

      
      She scrunched up her face, her cute little lips pursing up at him before she said,
            “I hate that phrase. I have nothing hanging between my legs.”

      
      “I know, but it’s a cool phrase.”

      
      “No, you’re a dork.”

      
      He laughed. “Fine, then I’m busting your ovaries.”

      
      She looked over at him with the straightest face, and all he could do was grin at
            her. Then she busted out laughing so hard she started to cry. She was so beautiful
            when she laughed, especially when she did it from her gut. Watching her, he wanted
            to tell her that he loved her. He wanted to say it so bad, but she’d run before he
            could even get the last word out of his mouth. When the lights went out, her laughter
            subsided as she leaned into him.

      
      “God, you crack me up.”

      
      Phillip smiled. “I try.”

      
      “Don’t ever stop.”

      
      “I won’t,” he promised as she kissed his jaw.

      
      “Oh, here, put these in your pocket,” she said, handing him their movie tickets.

      
      He took them from her and then scoffed. “Want to see something super immature?”

      
      She grinned up at him. “I think I do.”

      
      He smiled, showing her the tickets. They were in theater 6 but the way she handed
            him the tickets, the second 6 was upside down, making a 9. “Sixty-nine.”

      
      She rolled her eyes. “So freaking immature.”

      
      “I know, but it’s funny.”

      
      “Only to you,” she said as she moved her hand down his knee.

      
      “So my immaturity doesn’t make you laugh?”

      
      She grinned up at him. “Actually, it turns me on because it reminds me how much I
            want you.”

      
      His cock came to life in his jeans, pulsating against his zipper as his eyes locked
            with her. “Oh yeah?”

      
      “Oh yeah,” she said and then sat up, putting the popcorn on the floor, and he couldn’t
            tear his eyes from her if he tried. She looked around and then smiled back at him
            before standing and moving between his legs. Going on her knees in front of him, she
            unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans as his heart started to palpitate in his chest.
            Taking his engorged cock in her hands, she took him slowly into her mouth. He let
            out a soft moan. God, he loved her mouth.

      
      “You want this right?”

      
      His eyes shot open, looking down into her hot, sultry face. Her lips hovered near
            the head of his cock, her eyes dark, and God, he was going to blow his load just looking
            at her. “Fuck yeah.”

      
      “Okay, well, sit back and enjoy the show,” she said with a little sex kitten smile.

      
      As she took him back into her mouth, moving her tongue around the head of him and
            sucking him deep to the back of her throat, all he could do was smile as he threaded
            his hands behind his head and watch the show that was Reese.

      
      Which in his opinion was an Oscar-winning performance.
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      “Thanks for driving me up here.”

      
      Reese shot him a smirk as she popped her trunk. “Well, after what you just did to
            me, I think the least I could do was give you a ride.”

      
      He smacked her ass before reaching for his bag and shutting her trunk. He looked around
            the parking lot and like always, everyone was saying bye to their loved ones. The
            first people he saw were Erik and Piper. Erik lifted Dimitri in the air, tickling
            him and receiving a toothless grin from the little guy. Kissing him, he handed him
            to Piper before kissing her deeply and whispering something to her. It was so private
            and tender that Phillip had to look away and when he did, his gaze found Tate and
            Audrey. He was hugging Audrey extra hard, touching his lips to their daughter, and
            it made Phillip smile. Penelope was their miracle child, and Phillip was glad they
            found happiness since he cared for them both. Audrey’s sister was beside them and,
            of course, Fallon was crying, holding her son, Asher, while Lucas was bent down talking
            to their oldest, Aiden. Beside them was Elli with her stroller full of kids. The twins
            must have been sleeping because Shea only kissed their heads before wrapping Shelli
            and Posey up in a tight hug and smacking a loud kiss to their cheeks. Putting them
            down, he wrapped Elli up in his arm, lifting her off the ground as he kissed her long
            and hard.

      
      All his close friends were married with babies and man, if they didn’t look fucking
            happy as hell. In a way, Phillip craved that. He never thought he would, especially
            with the crap ass childhood he had, but looking around, seeing all this, now seemed
            like something he wanted and when he glanced down to see Reese pulling at her shirt
            awkwardly, he knew he wanted it with her. Reaching for her, he brought her in close,
            kissing her deeply, not caring one bit who saw them, but obviously, Reese did care.

      
      “All my friends are here,” she said, pulling away slowly. “I thought we were keeping
            things on the down low.”

      
      “We are, but you can’t really expect me to control myself when you look so beautiful
            and I’m not going to see you for weeks.”

      
      She smiled as she smacked his chest, backing away, and he let her. She was unconformable
            and despite the fact that he wanted to kiss the stuffing out of her and not worry
            about anything else in the world, he didn’t want to make it any worse.

      
      So with a grin, he asked, “You’re really going to let me leave without giving me a
            kiss to keep me warm at night?”

      
      “Phillip,” she groaned, looking around. “My sisters will tell everyone. I think Piper
            already spotted me. I probably shouldn’t have brought you.”

      
      “We’re friends,” he said with a shrug.

      
      “Yes, but they will think it’s more.”

      
      “So?” he said, not able to take it anymore. He took her hand in his and brought her
            closer. He dusted her lips with his own and her fingers squeezed his before her other
            hand came up, resting against his cheek as she deepened the kiss. He kissed her long
            and hard before smiling against her lips as they parted.

      
      “Go.”

      
      He kissed her nose before backing away. “Bye, friend.”

      
      She rolled her eyes. “Bye. Text me when you land.”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      She waved quickly at him and then turned to go back into her car. He turned, a grin
            sitting on his face, as he fell into step with Shea. Shea looked over at him and shook
            his head.

      
      “So that’s the reason you’ve been grinning like an idiot?”

      
      Phillip nodded. “Yup.”

      
      “Was she the one in the shower?”

      
      No reason to lie. “Yup.”

      
      Shea shook his head again before taking hold of Phillip’s arm, stopping him. He knew
            this was coming. Shea was insanely protective over anyone Elli loved, and Reese was
            basically Elli’s little sister. “Don’t hurt her okay? She’s been through enough.”

      
      “Won’t happen,” Phillip promised before starting for the plane.

      
      “Good, and another thing,” he said, stopping Phillip again.

      
      “Yeah?”

      
      “Be careful. She’s been through a lot, and I wouldn’t doubt it if she breaks your
            heart. She’s a cold one.”

      
      Shea didn’t wait for Phillip to respond. Instead, he walked up the stairs to enter
            the plane. He didn’t expect that because that meant that Shea cared about him, something
            he probably always knew, but it was still nice to know. But what he said also bothered
            him. Reese wasn’t cold, she just had walls up, and once Phillip took a sledgehammer
            to them, Reese would be fine. He knew that to be true. Trusted that everything was
            going to be fine.

      
      He just hoped he wasn’t wrong.
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      IT HAD been four days since Phillip had left and yeah, she missed him, but what boggled
            her mind the most was that neither her sisters, nor Elli, had called to say anything
            about her being at the sky yard with Phillip. She knew damn well they saw her, but
            still no one said anything. What did that even mean? It was super weird and freaked
            her out. She felt like at any moment her mother was going to call, or maybe they would
            all show up and attack her, bombarding her with questions. She didn’t know what it
            was, but she couldn’t kick the uneasy way she was feeling.

      
      Leaning against the mirrors, she reached for her phone to text Phillip before her
            next class came in.

      
      Busy?

      
      Not for you, what’s up?

      
      She smiled. Something is up.

      
      What do you mean?

      
      I know people saw us at the sky yard, but no one has said anything.

      
      Okay?

      
      Okay… that’s bad. They are scheming.

      
      Lol. You’re nuts.

      
      She made a face. This is not the time to joke around. I’m serious!

      
      Reese, no one cares. We are grown adults. Everyone knows we are just fooling around,
            so no one cares.

      
      She scoffed. Do you know Elli Adler? Hell, do you know my sisters? They are scheming little bitches!
            They are out to get me pregnant and married.

      
      The song goes first came marriage and then came Reese with the baby carriage.

      
      She rolled her eyes before throwing her phone down. He was no help. Her phone went
            off, but she ignored it as her group team came in. Claire smiled at her as she passed
            and dropped her bag to stretch. Glancing down at her phone, she saw that Phillip said:

      
      Stop stressing about it. We can’t have fun if you’re stressing.

      
      She wanted to text him back but he would have to wait, she had a class to teach. Then
            she would bitch and moan about how her sisters were plotting against her and convince
            him that they needed to be worried. Knowing them, they were already picking the bridesmaids
            dresses and the colors of the nonexistent baby’s room. Ugh! They drove her nuts. She
            wanted to call them, but what if they hadn’t seen them? Then she would be putting
            light on something that didn’t need a damn life. But she needed to know what they
            were doing!

      
      Ahh! She needed to let this go! Like Phillip said, it wasn’t a big deal… ugh, but
            it was!

      
      Shaking out her arms and then bending her neck to each side, she looked out at the
            girls in her group class, trying to ignore the fact that she wanted to run and call
            Elli, Harper, and Piper. She had been dreading this class since Mallory got hurt.
            Mallory was the lead in this dance. She killed it and was fierce but now she wasn’t
            here, and it scared Reese to replace her. She had two dancers in mind—one who could
            do it, but she wasn’t sure she would be what Mallory was. In a way, Reese wanted to
            pull the dance but couldn’t bring herself to do it. The other girls had worked so
            hard.

      
      As the girls took it to the floor to stretch, Reese cleared her throat and said, “Hey
            all, as y’all know, Mallory is out with an injury, because of this the solo part needs
            to be filled.” They all nodded as Reese continued, “So any takers?”

      
      When Aria Chapmen raised her hand, Reese wasn’t surprised and was glad when Claire’s
            hand went up too. Despite that face that Claire was the only sophomore in the class,
            everyone else were juniors and seniors, Claire could dance circles around these girls.
            She was actually Reese’s first choice, but she knew that the other girls would throw
            a fit if a sophomore took the lead. However, if she could prove she could do it better
            than the other girls, then no one could be upset. Ultimately, she knew it was her
            choice but still, she tried to be fair.

      
      “Okay cool, only Aria and Claire?”

      
      Everyone looked around, waiting for someone else to volunteer, and that was when Aria
            looked over at Claire and gave her the evil eye. Claire paid her no mind, and that
            made Reese proud. Aria was a little hard to deal with according to the other girls,
            but she was always nice to Reese and worked hard. That was all Reese cared about,
            but she sure didn’t like her looking at Claire like that. Reese knew that Claire could
            handle herself, but she wanted to protect her because Phillip wasn’t there to do it.
            Plus, she really did care for Claire.

      
      “Okay Aria, you can go first. Everyone else in your spots for now. I’ll move everyone
            around once I know what we are doing.”

      
      Everyone moved to their spots, except for Aria. She stood there with a confused look
            on her face.

      
      “Aria?”

      
      She placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t know the lead part. I mean, I know parts
            of it, but I don’t know it, know it.”

      
      Before Reese could say anything like, why the hell did you say you wanted to do the lead if you didn’t know the lead’s part, Claire said, “I know it.”

      
      Everyone’s head whipped to Claire. She stood proudly, her bright red hair in a knot
            on the top of her head. She was wearing a black sports bra and bright purple booty
            shorts with green legwarmers. She crossed her arms around her back, holding her elbows
            as she looked up at Reese with pure confidence shining in her eyes.

      
      “I mean I know most of it, I just need help on some parts,” Aria protested.

      
      Reese pointed to Aria. “Okay, you’re on, Aria.”

      
      Aria was nervous, that was obvious, but when she went to the spot the middle of the
            group of girls, she posed with such fierceness that Reese was sure the girl would
            kill the dance and then she would only have to clean up here and there, but boy, was
            she wrong. Aria knew maybe fifteen percent of the solo, and that was pushing it. When
            the music ended, it was obvious that Aria was pissed.

      
      Reese shook her head as she said, “Okay, Claire.”

      
      With a huff from Aria, Claire took her spot in the middle and posed in a different
            way, but it worked and was ten times better than the original. She posed like a diva,
            and Reese was excited to watch her do this. Hitting play to “Slow Down” by Selena
            Gomez, Claire ripped the floor up. She moved with such intensity, hitting each move
            at the precise time, enhancing the song and choreography in such a way that it made
            Reese want to squeal. She moved with the group as the star, her body singing the song
            and her face never dropping out of character even though she wasn’t on the stage.

      
      The girl was a showstopper.

      
      When the song ended, Claire dropped her arms, her chest rising and falling with each
            breath as she looked at Reese for her critique. “The part is yours.”

      
      Aria threw her hands up. “That’s not fair! I am the other senior in the dance! If
            Mallory is out, I should be in! I don’t know it all, but I can learn. It’s not hard.”

      
      “If it wasn’t hard, you’d know it. If you want to ever succeed in this business, you
            learn everything at every moment. You never know when the chance of a lifetime comes
            up, but you can’t take it because you don’t know it, and the girl beside you does.
            Let this be a lesson to you all.”

      
      Everyone nodded but Aria. Her eyes clouded with tears as she screamed, “I can’t believe
            you are giving the part to her! I am a senior!”

      
      Reese shook her head. “I’m sorry, Aria, but Claire will take the solo.”

      
      A tear rolled down Aria’s cheek before she turned and rushed out of the room. Looking
            out at the girls, Reese shrugged her shoulders. If Aria needed a minute, that was
            fine, she could have it, but there was no way in hell Reese would go out and coddle
            that girl. No one coddled her when she was in the industry, and no one would Aria
            when she left this studio. Call it tough love, but Reese was preparing these girls
            for the dance world… and it wasn’t a pretty place to be in. It was cutthroat and scary,
            and Reese did her hardest to prepare the girls for it.

      
      Letting out a breath, she said, “All right, let’s do it again. Hopefully, Aria will
            be back in a moment.”

      
      The girls all nodded in agreement. Her gaze met Claire’s, and she smiled. Claire smiled
            back, getting in position, but before Reese could hit play, the studio door slammed
            open. Judith Chapmen stood there, looking like a mama bear coming out of hibernation
            to find that you ate her baby bears.

      
      Shit.

      
      “Are you kidding me?” she screeched.

      
      Reese stood up and came towards her but, before she could even say anything, Judith
            was in front of her, her finger in Reese’s face. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Aria
            is a senior and the best in the class. How dare you put some sophomore in her spot?”

      
      As calmly as Reese could, she said, “It wasn’t her spot, Judith. Can we please take
            this to my office?”

      
      “No!” she screamed. “It was! You are playing favorites with this girl! We all know
            it! She is not better than my daughter, hell she isn’t anywhere near the caliber of
            anyone in this studio!”

      
      Oh, to be able to punch this bitch’s teeth in and get away with it, but since that
            wouldn’t happen, she shook her head, pointing to the door. “Judith, that is enough.
            I will not have you talk down my students. Let’s go to my office and continue this.”

      
      “I don’t want to go to your fucking office. I want to get this over with now. Aria
            will have the lead.”

      
      Reese scoffed. “With the way you are acting, you’ll be lucky if you guys are still
            in this studio.”

      
      “What? Are you kidding me?”

      
      “No, I’m not kidding, haven’t been since you waltzed in here.”

      
      She glared as she took a step towards her. “That’s how you are, huh, Reese? Cold,
            a bitch, you don’t joke, you don’t even care about any of us. All you care about is
            winning. That’s all it is here. Strictly work. What do I have to do to get through
            to you that my daughter is the best? She has the heart, the technique, and she is
            the fucking best. What do I have to do… sleep with you?”

      
      Reese took in a harsh breath. No, she fucking didn’t. “That is enough.”

      
      “What? Is that how this girl that has only been here for a couple months has solos,
            duets, and now leading a group of senior and juniors? Are you sleeping with her dad?
            Is that how she is getting all this? We all know how you are.”

      
      Her throat was tight, and she had to look away to collect herself before she decked
            this bitch in her face. “I don’t have to explain myself to you because if you didn’t
            know, the sign outside says, ‘Reese Allen Company’. I’m Reese Allen, and you are no
            longer a client here. Take your daughter and get out, or I will call the police.”

      
      Reese guessed that Judith didn’t expect that, because her mouth dropped as Aria cried
            out behind her. This obviously wasn’t what they wanted. They wanted to steamroll Reese
            into doing what they wanted, but that wasn’t going to happen. “Leave now.”

      
      “You fucking bitch. Let’s go, Aria,” she said, turning and grabbing Aria roughly by
            the arm.

      
      “But Reese, please, I don’t want to leave,” Aria cried. That almost did Reese in,
            but she kept strong before turning to the rest of the class. Claire stood with her
            arms crossed across her chest, looking down at the ground. Even though Reese wanted
            to run to her and comfort her, she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. Or she’d lose it.

      
      Clearing her throat, she went to the iHome and then looked out at the girls. They
            were off, the lines looked like shit, but Reese didn’t want to deal with it. It was
            taking everything out of her to hold it together because, not only was she hurt, but
            she was embarrassed. Was that what people really thought of her? That she was a cold,
            heartless slut? She cared so much about each of her dancers, trained them to be stars,
            and she tried her best to keep her shenanigans out of the light.

      
      Damn it.

      
      Taking in a deep breath, she turned towards the iHome and looked down at her phone.
            She wanted to reach for it so bad and dial Phillip’s number. She wanted to hear his
            voice. Damn it, she wasn’t going to be able to pull it together. No, she had to. Pulling
            her hair up, she took in another deep breath before turning to the girls.

      
      “Okay, let’s fix this dance.”

      
      After doing what needed to be done to the lines, Reese was happy with the final product.
            It was a tad bit rough, but the girls would pull it together before Chicago. Releasing
            the girls, Reese reached for the phone and then slid down the mirror until her butt
            hit the ground. She needed to talk to Phillip. She didn’t understand why him and not
            her sister but, before she could stop herself, she was hitting his name and sending
            a text.

      
      Busy?

      
      “Reese?”

      
      Reese jumped, not realizing that she wasn’t alone. Putting her phone in her lap, she
            looked up to find Claire looking down at her. “Hey, I thought you left.”

      
      “I wanted to apologize for all that.”

      
      Reese raised an eyebrow. “Huh? Why are you apologizing? You did nothing wrong.”

      
      “Yeah, but Aria should have been the lead because she is the senior.”

      
      “You’re better. We are a winning studio—we go for platinum. Maybe I am a cold-hearted
            bitch like she said, but I put the best on the front because they are the ones that
            are going to succeed. You can have all the heart in the world but if you aren’t good,
            you won’t make it. It’s how hard you work and you work hard, Claire. That’s why you
            are where you are in this studio. Everyone is going to hate you. Get used to it, but
            know it’s because you are the best.”

      
      She looked down and took in a deep breath. “I know I’m the best, but I was worried
            you’d be mad at me because of the claims she made about Phillip and you, and playing
            favorites.”

      
      “I’m not. It’s nothing to me. I’m used to being hated. It’s nothing new,” she said
            and even though it was true, this time it hurt. She was used to people hating her
            for how great of a dancer she was, not for the reasons that Judith had said.

      
      “I don’t hate you.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Thank you. Don’t worry, okay?”

      
      “Okay, are you okay?”

      
      Reese tried to smile but she knew it didn’t reach her eyes. “Fine.”

      
      When her phone went off, Claire looked down and then back up at Reese. “Harper is
            outside. I’m gonna go.”

      
      “All right, see you tomorrow.”

      
      Claire left with a wave and when Reese heard the front door close, she looked back
            down at the phone to see that Phillip had texted her back.

      
      Nope, sitting in the hotel room, watching a movie. What are you doing?

      
      Can I call you?

      
      Absolutely.

      
      She hated how much she needed him. She wanted to suck this up and get over it, but
            she couldn’t. For some reason, she needed to dial his number and she needed to hear
            his voice. When his low, sultry voice came over the line, she thought she would feel
            better, she thought all the shitty feelings would dissolve away, but instead, she
            just lost it.
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      All Phillip could hear were sobs and Reese hiccupping. It was the most distressing
            sound he had ever heard. His heart constricted, and his throat went dry. His first
            thought was Shit, what happened to Claire? But nothing could have because she was with Harper. He had just finished texting
            Claire; he knew she was fine. So he assumed that something had happened to Reese,
            and that made him panic as much as he did when he first thought it was Claire. He
            immediately wanted to help. He wanted to run back to Tennessee and hold her, make
            everything better.

      
      Getting off his bed, since Erik was in the room, he went out to the balcony and asked,
            “Reese, what’s wrong?”

      
      She took in a few deep breaths and let them out in a whoosh over the phone. He wanted
            to be there, and it was killing him that he wasn’t. Letting out a long breath, she
            sucked one in and then sobbed from the soul. His heart sped up in his chest. He didn’t
            understand, he didn’t know what to do, and that didn’t sit right with him. He always
            had a plan. He half thought about going inside and telling Erik to call Piper, but
            what if that wasn’t what Reese wanted? He needed to get her to tell him what was wrong.

      
      “Reese, sweetheart, tell me what’s wrong.”

      
      “Just a bad day,” she cried. “A really fucking bad day.”

      
      He closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose and thanking the good Lord above
            that was all it was. He could deal with a bad day, maybe even fix one. “Okay, can
            you tell me what happened?”

      
      She took in a shuddering breath and then sniffed loudly. He smiled. She sounded so
            sweet; he understood that she was clearly upset, but still, it was sweet. Call him
            crazy but he could just imagine how beautiful she was at that moment. All snot and
            tears gushing down her face. This whole situation would be different if he was the
            one to cause the bad day, but he knew he wasn’t and, because of that, he wished he
            were there to see this part of her. He always saw hard Reese, or soft, sexy Reese,
            never broken Reese. He liked that she was sharing this part with him. That she actually
            needed him.

      
      “Honey?”

      
      She cleared her throat. “It’s such bullshit, you know? I work hard to train these
            girls to be winners, to succeed in this crap-ass business, and I care so much. I love
            these girls like they are mine, and I do everything I can to make them know that.
            Usually, I am so confident in my ability, but then a stupid mom walks in, pissed off
            that her daughter didn’t get the lead, and she calls me not only a whore, but a cold-hearted
            bitch.”

      
      He flinched as if she had hit him as she went on, “I keep my private life, private.
            So I like to have sex, who cares? But in no fucking way would I accept sex to get
            a student ahead. That is dirty and wrong. Claire got the lead because she is fucking
            amazing, you know? She knew the whole dance when the other girl didn’t. How could
            I not give it to her? I don’t care that she isn’t a senior; she knew the whole damn
            thing! But despite that, I lost one of my best dancers.”

      
      Phillip didn’t know what to say. He wanted to scream that it was bullshit, that none
            of that was true, but he didn’t know if it was his place, so he kept quiet as she
            started to cry again. After a moment, she took in another deep breath and asked, “I’m
            not a cold-hearted whore, am I? You can tell me the truth. I know that I’m a little
            promiscuous but it’s not whore status, is it? Am I cold? Do I freeze you when I touch
            you? Am I really a bitch? Ugh, what is wrong with me? Why do I care? I am amazing,
            I am talented, and if I want to fuck the whole damn town, I will. I’m not going to
            stop who I am.”

      
      Phillip cleared his throat, a smile pulling at his lips. “Well, I am against the sleeping
            with the whole town part.”

      
      She let out a laugh, which is what he wanted, and she sniffed loudly as she said,
            “I bet.”

      
      “Yeah, but that other stuff, Reese, surely you don’t believe it. Yes, you are a little
            cold, but that’s only on the outside. Your girls know how you are, the real Reese.
            You don’t connect with the parents, you connect with the girls, and that’s why you
            are so successful. Claire is no longer the girl she was when she first came to me,
            and I truly believe that is because of you. You not only train the girls to succeed,
            but you also give them a support system like no others.”

      
      “You think so?”

      
      “I know so. I hear the parents when I am sitting in there during rec class. They believe
            in you, they love you, and love that their kid is being trained by you. So you lost
            a girl? Another will replace her, or hell, she might come back on her knees, begging
            to come back to you. Don’t let one person affect how you think of yourself. If I did
            that, I wouldn’t be where I am. I’d be a drunken druggie with nine kids all over Minnesota.
            No one can define you but you.”

      
      She let out a shuddering breath, and he wished he could wrap her up in his arms and
            comfort her with his body. He hated that she even believed those things that woman
            said. They weren’t true. Not by a long shot. “Not that it matters what I think, but
            I think you are amazing. You’re not only so gorgeous that my dick stands at attention
            every time I see you, but you blow me away with your intellect. You’re so business
            savvy, so smart, so beautiful, and fucking hell, Reese, you’re hot. Yes, you like
            sex, so does everyone else, so what? As long as you love yourself, who cares what
            everyone else thinks?”

      
      She was quiet for a moment before saying, “It does matter.”

      
      He was confused. “What does?”

      
      “What you think… that’s why I called you.”

      
      That made him grin. “Good.”

      
      “I’m sorry I called a blubbering mess.”

      
      He laughed. “Don’t apologize, it’s fine. I’m here when you need me.”

      
      She paused and didn’t say anything for a long minute, and he didn’t either. He let
            her gather herself. The more he listened to her breathe, sniff, and wipe her nose,
            the more he fell. He loved her. So much it hurt. He wanted to tell her that he loved
            her and probably would never stop loving her. This could all come crashing down into
            a clusterfuck of fuckness, but he couldn’t stop his feelings. He didn’t care how much
            it could possibly hurt when she left because he was all in, and all he needed was
            for her to realize that. To stop being so stubborn and hardheaded and just give in
            to him. Love him.

      
      “I didn’t think I needed you,” she said softly.

      
      He didn’t know what to say to that and he probably shouldn’t have said what he did,
            but taking a chance he said, “Sometimes the things we need most are the things we
            think we don’t.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      He shrugged and ran his hand through his hair. “I mean that I didn’t know that I needed
            Claire the way I did, but now that I have her, I can’t let her go. Ever. She is a
            part of me now.”

      
      She paused and then asked, “I’m not following.”

      
      Wracking his brain for words because all he could think was ‘Just love me,’ he let
            out a breath before saying, “I mean that I’m here when you need me. Maybe you ignore
            me because we are just having fun and you forget that we are friends too.”

      
      She took in a deep breath before clearing her throat. His heart stopped because a
            feeling of dread filled him from the top of his head to his toes. Maybe he should
            have just shut up; maybe he shouldn’t have said anything and just listened. Damn it,
            he couldn’t lose her, he needed more time. He needed to prove that he was what she
            needed. That she could love him. All she had to do was let go.

      
      “You’re right,” she said, causing his eyes to close tightly. “But I don’t forget,
            Phillip. I know that we are friends. It’s just hard for me to open up to a man, but
            with you, it’s different. Easy.”

      
      He opened his eyes, looking out at the skyline of Phoenix, and smiled. “Good, it’s
            easy for me too.”

      
      “I owe you a blow job for being there for me.”

      
      He laughed loudly, his face hurting from smiling so hard. He shook his head before
            saying, “Despite the fact that I would be there for you without the blowjob, trust
            and believe that I’ll take you up on that one.”

      
      She giggled and he could just imagine her, her face bright, her eyes shining with
            tears, while her hair fell into her face. Man, he missed her. It hadn’t even been
            a week, and he was starving for her.

      
      “I need to go clean up my face. It’s horrible.”

      
      “I doubt that. I bet you look all gorgeous and sexy.”

      
      She laughed. “I have a snot rag in my hand, my nose is red, and my eyes and lips are
            puffy.”

      
      “Gorgeous.”

      
      “Thank you again, Phillip.”

      
      “Anytime,” he said with a promise.

      
      “I can’t wait to see you in Chicago.”

      
      “I can’t wait either.”

      
      “Okay, well, I’m gonna let you go. I need a shower to wash away this funk feeling.”

      
      “Sounds good, babe. Talk to you later.”

      
      She said bye and he hung up before letting his hands fall between his legs, his phone
            dangling from his fingers. Everything she did, she said, told him she cared for him
            more than just a fuck buddy. She had to feel it too, but he didn’t know and he didn’t
            know how to ask without scaring her off. He wanted this to be easy. He wanted to tell
            her, ‘Hey, I love your ass, and I think you should love me too.’ And she would response
            with, ‘Sounds good to me, let’s do this. I love you.’ It would be perfect but he was
            too scared to do it, and that was sad. He’d never been scared of anything before.
            That all changed though when Claire and now Reese came into his life. Both women held
            his heart in their hands and could crush it at any second. He was at their mercy and
            the more he thought about it, the more he knew there was no other place he wanted
            to be.
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      GOING TO the bar with Erik and his teammates, Karson King and Jordie Thomas, was probably
            not the greatest idea before having to leave for his flight. But in his defense, he
            had two hours before he needed to be at the airport to go home for Claire’s parent-teacher
            conference. He was catching a redeye to be there in time for it in the morning, and
            then turning right back around to be back in Anaheim to fly to Colorado with the guys.
            It was going to be gruesome for the next twenty-four hours but oh well. He had to
            be there for Claire. Even if he weren’t looking forward to it, it would be nice to
            see Claire and maybe sneak in some naughty time with Reese.

      
      He hadn’t talked to Reese that day, and it was her fault. He had tried and even felt
            the pang of jealously when she didn’t answer. He didn’t know what was up, but he didn’t
            want to seem like the jealous boyfriend so he refrained from calling her over and
            over again. Instead, he sent her a few texts wondering what was up, which she promptly
            ignored. This was unusual for him. Usually if a girl didn’t want to talk, he would
            ignore her, not even caring. In this case, he did care and he wanted to know why she
            wouldn’t answer but again, he didn’t want to be a bother, so he ignored the urge to
            pick up his phone again and text her once more.

      
      “Dude, stop staring at your phone and look at the rack on that Asian hottie.”

      
      Phillip looked up to Karson, who was grinning at him, pointing out the woman he was
            speaking of. He was right. She was hot and did have a great rack, but she wasn’t Reese.
            Phillip could sit there and point out all the things that Reese had better but instead,
            he said, “Not in the mood.”

      
      “What’s up with you? You’ve been weird lately.”

      
      Shrugging, Phillip looked back down at his phone. “I’m not being weird; I just have
            no interest in any females right now.”

      
      “He’s crushing on my sister-in-law,” Erik said, nursing a beer.

      
      “Oh, what’s her name, Reese? Yeah, she’s super hot.”

      
      Phillip looked up and glared. Within seconds, he was madder than hell and wanted to
            gut Karson with a hockey stick. Yes, he understood that might be very hard to do since
            it was a blunt end, but he was mad enough to make it work. Setting Karson with a look
            that could kill, he said, “And mine.”

      
      Karson was taken aback but grinned anyway, while Erik laughed before saying, “Actually,
            that has not been confirmed. Last time I checked, you two were just having fun.”

      
      “Shut up, Erik, no one was talking to you,” Phillip sneered, before flipping his phone
            over. He was going to drive himself crazy staring at it like a lovesick teenager.

      
      Erik and Karson shared a good laugh over this, while Phillip downed a beer and then
            called for another. He needed to slow down, but he couldn’t. All he could do was think
            she had moved on without telling him, but that just seemed wrong. She was feeling
            him, and they were together. Even if it wasn’t official to everyone else, it was official
            to him and maybe even her. Looking out at the bar, he watched as Jordie Thomas, who
            they called JT, moved from female to female. They called him ‘JT’ not only because
            of his name, but also because he had the swag of the real JT. He was a cool dude but
            careless. He got hurt a lot and didn’t take care of himself the way he should so usually
            it resulted in another injury. Despite that though, everyone liked him, especially
            the ladies.

      
      When Karson cupped his shoulder, he shook him off, taking a long swig of his beer.

      
      “Dude, it’s no big deal, didn’t mean to piss you off.”

      
      Phillip let out a breath. “No worries.”

      
      Karson leaned on the bar, looking over at him. When Karson first came to the Assassins,
            Phillip didn’t like him. He was competition on and off the ice. The guy had a killer
            wrist shot and Coach liked that, replacing Phillip on the first line, but that only
            fueled Phillip to work harder. Soon, he had his spot back. Karson was also a ladies
            man, and usually pulled the women that Phillip wanted when they went out, but it didn’t
            matter to Phillip anymore. Things changed, Claire came into his life, and he stopped
            messing around with the women he used to go after. He fooled with the same women over
            and over again in different cities. Then he met Reese. His world was blown to smithereens,
            and he didn’t want anyone but her. He just wished she realized the same thing and
            would make them official, so everyone would shut the fuck up and know she was his.

      
      Because she was, at least in his mind. Anyway, Phillip didn’t mind Karson anymore.
            He actually liked the guy most the time, except for right now. At that moment, he
            was annoying.

      
      “You know, being in love blows.”

      
      Phillip scrunched up his face. “What the hell, man? I’m trying to drink a beer, and
            unwind before getting on the plane. I don’t want to talk about this shit.”

      
      Karson laughed. “I get that, but you are also the poster child for a lovesick fool.
            You’ve looked at your phone at least nine times since we’ve sat down. If she’s ignoring
            you, there are at least six gorgeous babes we can get right now.”

      
      Phillip shook his head. The bar was filled with beautiful women. He had noticed, but
            he didn’t want them. He wanted a fucking text from Reese. How pathetic was that? “I’m
            good.”

      
      “I get that. I was you once, but I decided I loved hockey more than her or, really,
            I was forced to choose hockey over her. But that’s the way the cookie crumbles, you
            know? You don’t always get what you want, even when you work so fucking hard for it.
            It all just blows up in your face, and then you’re left with nothing but your stick
            and a puck. At least we’ll always have hockey, huh?” he said, holding his beer out
            to cheers.

      
      Phillip tapped his beer to his, knowing that there was a story there, but Phillip
            didn’t know if he wanted to know it because Karson was right. It did blow being in
            love, especially when that person doesn’t want to love you back. So many things were
            clear indications that this thing with Reese wasn’t going to work, but he still allowed
            himself to fall, to want her more than his next breath. He couldn’t help it.

      
      Nodding his head, he took a long swig of his beer as Erik said, “I love my wife.”

      
      Karson and Phillip both looked over at him, but he just shrugged his shoulders before
            draining his beer and laying a five on the bar. “And because of that, I’m going to
            go call her and make sure her and my kiddo are good. Goodnight, boys.”

      
      They watched him walk away and then turned back to the bar, both draining their own
            beers before ordering another. Phillip looked over at Karson and said, “Sometimes
            I think I should give up, but it’s not who I am. I know what I want, and it’s her.”

      
      Karson nodded. “Yeah, Lacey was that to me but, in the end, I had to protect her.
            I know I hurt her and I know she probably hates me, but I had to leave her because
            I couldn’t give her what she deserved. I’ll never be the same without her, and I’ve
            accepted that to protect her.”

      
      It was obvious that this was not a happy tale; he could see it in Karson’s eyes. The
            guy was still torn up about it, and that scared Phillip. Would he be like that if
            things ended with Reese? He didn’t want to think about that, though, so taking a swig
            of his beer, he pushed the thoughts away and let out a breath.

      
      “Do you think it was worth it?” he suddenly asked.

      
      Karson looked up. “Worth it?”

      
      “Loving her.”

      
      Karson smiled. “Hell yeah, the time I did have with her was…” He paused as he grinned
            like a fool before shaking his head. “She was perfect to me but we were kids, and
            the cards weren’t in our favor. Maybe we’ll cross paths one day, and we can amend
            it all, but yeah, it was worth it. I’d fall for her all over again and then again.
            I still love her. Miss her like you wouldn’t believe.”

      
      Phillip looked back down at his phone. He knew it was worth it. Reese was meant for
            him. Like the way a stick was meant for a puck. The way skates were meant for the
            ice. It was natural, perfect even, and that was the way he saw him and Reese. The
            perfect match. All she had to do was break away from all the things that had her tied
            to the motion that being alone was what she was meant to do. It wasn’t. She was meant
            to love him, damn it.

      
      Letting out a breath, he reached for his phone to tuck it in his pocket, so that he’d
            stop looking at it, but as he did it, it went off and he saw that it was a text from
            Reese.

      
      Thank sweet baby Jesus! It was about damn time!

      
      Sorry, I’ve been asleep. I wish you were here. I feel like poo. I could use a hug
            or two.

      
      Relive flooded him as he smiled, and Karson said, “There she is.”

      
      Phillip nodded. “Yeah, she’s been asleep. She’s sick.”

      
      “Cool. Well, while you talk to your girl, I’m going to go find one to fill the void
            I’m feeling. Talking about Lacey fucks me up, and it looks like JT has found the motherload
            of females.”

      
      Looking out at where JT was surrounded by many gorgeous ladies, Phillip smiled. He
            then reached out, cupping Karson’s shoulder. “Have you tried contacting her?”

      
      Karson laughed. “Once and her brother answered, telling me to get lost, but I kept
            calling and then her phone was disconnected. Oh well, I always hope that when we go
            to Chicago, I’ll see her, but I won’t hold my breath. She probably hides when we come
            into town.” With a sad shrug, he tilted his head at Phillip before saying, “See ya
            tomorrow, have a good flight.”

      
      “Thanks, man,” he said as Karson turned and headed towards JT and the girls. Phillip
            watched them for a moment and then looked away, picking up his phone. He hated that
            Karson’s love life sucked, and he had every intention of making sure his didn’t. Opening
            Reese’s text, he wrote back quickly.

      
      What’s wrong?

      
      You really don’t want to know, I promise. It’s TMI.

      
      Lol. Sure I do. Tell me.

      
      Fine, don’t say I didn’t warn ya.

      
      You did.

      
      My uterus and vagina are dying a slow, bleeding death.

      
      Phillip cringed as he shook his head. Gross, that blows.

      
      Lol, told you! I just want cake with lots of frosting, and maybe ice cream and a heating
            pad cause mine broke, but I can’t move, so I’ve been loading up on pain pills and
            sleeping it off. I need this shit to stop. I have classes tomorrow.

      
      I’m sorry. If I were there, I’d hold you to make you feel better.

      
      And bring me cake right? I really want cake.

      
      He smiled. Yes, I’d bring you cake.

      
      Cause you’re awesome.

      
      So are you.

      
      When she didn’t text him back, he figured it was because she went to sleep and he
            was fine with that. At least he heard from her and knew that things were okay for
            the most part. He needed to go out and meet the car that was waiting for him. As he
            gathered his things and headed that way, his phone went off and he looked down at
            it, smiling at the words he saw.

      
      So can I say I kinda sorta miss you, and it not be weird?

      
      Yeah, you can.

      
      Good, cause I kinda sorta do.

      
      His grin grew as he typed back: Well, I miss you too.

      
      ☺ Good to know.

      
      And you miss me.

      
      Kinda sorta.

      
      No, you do.

      
      Maybe.

      
      He laughed. Fine, I know the truth.

      
      Lol. Okay, I’m going to go back to sleep.

      
      Okay. Sweet dreams.

      
      You too.

      
      Sliding into the car that was waiting for him, he leaned back in the seat with his
            mouth curved up at the side. He may not be able to have naughty time with her when
            he saw her, but he could make her happy in another way, and that was what he intended
            to do.

      
      For the rest of his life if she allowed him too.
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      Reese should have known when she was a blubbering mess the other day that it was because
            she was about to start her period. Wrapped in a ball in her bed, she groaned as she
            reached for the water that sat on her nightstand. God, the things she’d do for a heating
            pad. Glancing at the clock, she wanted to cry. She had classes in five hours, and
            she was pretty sure her uterus had no plans of relaxing. She should be used to the
            pain by now—she had been dealing with her period since she was fourteen—but she was
            a baby. She hated pain, and she especially hated the pain her period brought on.

      
      Rolling over in the bed, she wrapped her legs around her pillow and then cuddled into
            another pillow as she closed her eyes, hoping sleep would take her until she needed
            to teach classes. Thankfully, it was just her rec classes and little bits tonight.
            She wouldn’t have to do much and that was blessing, because she was pretty sure her
            uterus was about to fall out of her and just die. Blah, she felt like poo.

      
      When her phone began to ring, she groaned as she reached for it and looked at the
            display to see that it was Piper. She almost ignored it, but she hadn’t spoken to
            her sister in day, so she hit answer and said, “Hey.”

      
      “Hey, what are you up to?” Piper asked, way too happily in Reese’s opinion.

      
      “Nothing much, my uterus is just dying and all.”

      
      “Ack, that time of the month?”

      
      “Yup, and I’m dying.”

      
      “I know, I’m sorry. I hate that, and I miss not having it. I almost want to get pregnant
            again just to make it go away for nine months.”

      
      Reese laughed but stopped because it hurt. “But that won’t happen.”

      
      “No fucking way, Dimitri ruined childbirth for me,” she said but then she quickly
            added, “But Mama loves you and wouldn’t trade you for the world.”

      
      Reese smiled; she missed her little man. She hadn’t seen him in a while. That was
            her fault. She was working and having lots of sex with Phillip. Since giving up either
            of those things wasn’t going to happen any time soon, she needed to make the time
            to go over to see him and Ally. She promised to do that as Piper said, “So we are
            finally settled in our new house!”

      
      “Yay,” Reese said with as much excitement as she could muster.

      
      “Yeah, we are pretty excited! I was calling because I wanted to invite you over for
            a big dinner after Chicago. Hopefully, we can celebrate a winning competition and
            our house.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Count me in.”

      
      “Awesome, I’m gonna invite everyone. Mom, Dad, Harper, Jakob, Ally, Elli, Shea and
            their clan, and then Claire and Phillip.”

      
      She didn’t miss Phillip’s name, but there was no way in hell she was going to comment
            on his going. On one hand, it scared the piss out of her. She didn’t want him in the
            same room with her and her family, but then, on the other hand, it excited her. She
            wanted him there but then that freaked her out, so she ignored it.

      
      “Sounds good. Party time.”

      
      Piper was quiet for a moment. “So you’re good with Claire and Phillip?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Okay good, because I figured since Claire is basically family, since she is always
            with Harper and we all love her to pieces, and then with how you and Phillip are getting
            along, it just fit.”

      
      She was fishing, and Reese would not take the damn bait. “Sounds good to me.”

      
      “So you’re cool with Phillip being there? No big deal, y’all are still dating?”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes. “Bye Piper.”

      
      “No! Don’t hang up!”

      
      “What?”

      
      “You know what! Are y’all dating? We all saw you at the airfield. We weren’t sure,
            but then I saw you kiss him and I knew this was it! Mom is really excited because
            we knew the day would come when someone else would get close enough. Maybe it will
            work, and y’all can get married and be happy like—”

      
      Hanging up the phone, Reese threw it down on the bed, rolling her eyes. She knew it
            was coming, she had told Phillip so, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t annoyed. This was
            her family, she expected it, but the thing that bothered her most was that she wasn’t
            just annoyed with Piper—she was annoyed with the fact that she didn’t really care
            what they all thought. She was good with it. She was good with what she had with Phillip.
            He made her happy, they had fun, and there was no way she was messing that up. She
            liked things the way they were and so did he, so yeah, they’d go to dinner and nothing
            would change. They weren’t together; they were friends.

      
      That was all.

      
      When her phone went off again, she reached for it, about to hang up because she knew
            it was Piper, but it wasn’t, it was Phillip.

      
      “Speak of the devil.”

      
      He laughed. “Oh no, should I be worried you were just talking about me?”

      
      “Well, if you and Claire being invited to dinner with my whole family at Piper’s housewarming
            party makes you worried, then worry on, my friend,” she said, rolling onto her back
            and cringing.

      
      “That doesn’t make me worried at all. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      
      “They’ll have a preacher and a wedding set up?”

      
      He laughed at that, and she smiled at his low chuckle. Even with her dying uterus,
            he still made her tingle all over.

      
      “You’re crazy. Hey, is there a key down here I can use?”

      
      She paused. “Huh?”

      
      “I’m downstairs. Since you aren’t feeling good, is there a key I can use to get upstairs?”

      
      Shocked, she muttered, “Yeah, under the stone star by the stairs.”

      
      “Okay, see you in a bit.”

      
      She couldn’t believe he was here. He was supposed to be in Colorado, but that wasn’t
            what was making her panic. She looked like a crazy dead raccoon! He was going to be
            scared away! She wanted to jump up and try to look decent, but there was no way.

      
      Oh well, hopefully he’d still want to have sex with her after her uterus calmed down.

      
      When her door opened, she looked over at it and was surprised at what she saw. Of
            course, he looked freaking fantastic in a blue, button-up shirt with a bright red
            bow tie and khaki pants. His hair was brushed to the side and his eyes were extra
            bright from his shirt, but he also had his arms full of things. Kicking the door closed,
            he came towards her, a smile pulling at his lips before he reached the bed and leaned
            down to kiss her lips softly.

      
      She smiled as they parted, so glad to see him, and said, “What the heck? I thought
            you weren’t gonna be home for another couple of weeks?”

      
      He smiled as he laid the bags on her bed. “Claire had a parent-teacher conference
            I had to go to.”

      
      “Oh, cool, everything okay?”

      
      “Yeah, great, she’s on the A-honor roll.”

      
      Reese smiled. “That’s great.”

      
      “Yeah, I’m pretty proud of her. I think I might buy her a car when we get back from
            Chicago.”

      
      “She’ll love that.”

      
      He laughed. “Yeah, and I’ll probably get a head full of grey hair. Hope you like that
            type of thing.”

      
      She giggled as she flashed him a grin. “It’s hot.” He scoffed and Reese reached out,
            cupping his face. “She won’t disappoint you. She loves you.”

      
      He smiled as he shrugged his shoulders. She could tell he still didn’t believe that,
            but she did. She knew it was true and hoped that one day he would too.

      
      “I hope you’re right,” he said before he leaned back down, kissing her long and slow
            as he framed her face in his hands. Parting slowly, he drew a few more kisses out
            of her before saying against her lips, “You are so fucking gorgeous.”

      
      She laughed, pushing him away. “Please, I’m fugly.”

      
      He rolled his eyes as he sat up, reaching for the bags. “Whatever, hush, I got you
            some presents to help make you feel better.”

      
      She perked up some, sitting up slowly and cringing from the pain. “I like presents.”

      
      “I figured you did,” he said, unloading a heating pad.

      
      She about screamed as he tore the package open and plugged it in before handing it
            to her. “Oh my god, I am going to give you the best blow job of your life once I feel
            better.”

      
      He chuckled, low and sexy as his eyes darken. “Again, I look forward to that very
            much.”

      
      She moved it onto her stomach and smiled up at him. She was about in tears when the
            heat from the heating pad hit her belly, soothing her angry uterus.

      
      “Thank you.”

      
      Grinning, he said, “Oh, I’m not done.”

      
      She watched with excitement as he pulled out a big chocolate cake from a bag and laid
            it down on the bed. She grinned up at him as she reached for it, but then she noticed
            it had writing on it.

      
      Hope your vagina and uterus get better, I miss it.

      
      She couldn’t help it and, despite the pain, she toppled over with laughter. Looking
            up at him, she giggled as she said, “How in the hell did you get the worker to write
            that on there?”

      
      “Audrey loves me; she’ll do anything for me.”

      
      Reese laughed and became more excited. Audrey may not like her, and she might not
            like Audrey, but that girl could bake some sweets. Placing the cake down, she watched
            as Phillip laid pads, tampons, Midol, two tubs of Ben and Jerry’s Chunky Monkey, and
            a one-pound bag of Reese Pieces down. She looked up at him and couldn’t see him through
            the tears that were welling up in her eyes.

      
      “You bought me pads and tampons?”

      
      He shrugged shyly as he looked away. “I guessed really on what you needed. I wanted
            to surprise you, make you feel better.”

      
      “You did,” she said breathlessly as she laid the glorious heating pad down and got
            on her knees. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she kissed him long and hard as his
            arms came around her waist, hugging her softly. Dusting his lips, chin, and jaw with
            kisses, she smiled as she snuggled into his neck. “Thank you so much.”

      
      “Anytime.”

      
      “When do you need to leave?”

      
      He moved his hand into her hair, cupping the back of her head before kissing her temple.
            “I need to leave in about an hour. I gotta catch another flight back to Anaheim before
            flying out to Colorado.”

      
      She moved her fingers to the nape of his neck, kissing his jaw before looking into
            his bright blue eyes. She moved her nose along his, closing her eyes as his lips met
            hers, kissing her slowly, taking her breath away. Her heart was pounding, her throat
            tight with emotion. No one had ever done something so sweet for her, and she didn’t
            know how to handle the emotions that were coursing through her. Tightening her arms
            around his neck, she hugged him tightly and decided that she never wanted to let him
            go. Ever.

      
      “Lay with me till you gotta go?”

      
      He nodded. “Of course. Lay down, I’ll go put everything up.”

      
      Tears still stung her eyes as she squeezed him again before letting him go. She lay
            back in her bed, placing the heating pad on her belly as she watched him move around
            her apartment, putting things away before coming to her bed. Phillip then kicked off
            his shoes before undoing his belt, laying it on the back of the couch. Moving into
            the bed slowly, he cuddled up against her, moving her hair out of her face before
            pulling her close against his chest. He moved his lips along her temple and her forehead
            as she slowly closed her eyes.

      
      “So are we going to this dinner together?”

      
      She smiled as she snuggled closer into him. “No way, that would open up a can of worms
            that needs to stay closed.”

      
      He laughed. “Yeah, it probably would. I guess I need to figure out a way to tell Claire
            we are fooling around, huh? Just in case your family lets it slip.”

      
      She shrugged her shoulders, pulling back a little to look him in the eyes. “That is
            up to you. I can tell them that Claire doesn’t know, but I’m not sure that will keep
            them quiet.”

      
      “I need to tell her anyway, don’t you think? I feel like shit lying to her all the
            time.”

      
      Reese thought for a moment. “I don’t know, do you think so?”

      
      “It’s up to you. I want to tell her, but if you are uncomfortable with it, I won’t.”

      
      Reese looked away, moving her fingers up to play with his bow tie. “I mean, what would
            you tell her?”

      
      “That we are friends, but we like to have sex. She isn’t dumb; she knows I have sex.”

      
      Reese smacked his chest. “I know that, but I don’t like her thinking that’s all it
            is.”

      
      She froze when she said it, because that was exactly what it was.

      
      Right?

      
      Fuck. What the hell was wrong with her? Damn hormones! When she looked up, Phillip
            was looking down at her. His piercing blue eyes watched her as he asked, “What are
            you saying? That it is more?”

      
      She looked away and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. Blah, forget I said that.
            I just feel like that would freak her out, and she’d probably get pissed off.”

      
      “Oh, she will be pissed. I’m preparing myself for that, and you should too. You’ll
            probably need to do damage control.”

      
      “That’s fine.”

      
      “So what do you want me to say?”

      
      Closing her eyes, she took in a deep breath and said exactly what she was thinking.
            “I have no freaking clue.”

      
      He chuckled against her hair, his arms coming around her a little tighter as he buried
            his nose in her hair. “Fine, when you know, let me know cause I have no clue either.”

      
      “I will.”

      
      “Good, now get some rest.”

      
      She placed a small kiss against his jaw. She felt so safe in his arms, so complete.
            She was still in pain, but it didn’t matter because she was wrapped in his arms and
            he wanted to surprise her and make her feel better.

      
      And he had.

      
      “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered, and she meant it. She had missed him terribly.
            It seemed like he was always there when she needed him, even when she didn’t ask him
            to be. It was new, and it was comforting. She couldn’t imagine not having him there.
            That terrified her, but what could she do about it? Leave him? Stop what they were
            doing? She couldn’t. She couldn’t even fathom the thought. She liked what they were
            doing. He made her happy, something she thought no man could do after Kevin. So why
            stop what she liked, what made her feel good, and what made her happy? She couldn’t,
            and she wouldn’t.

      
      Snuggling her nose in his neck, she took in a deep breath. His deep, woodsy smell
            intoxicated her senses as he said, “I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

      
      He said it like a promise, and it gave her chills.

      
      Because she felt the exact same way.
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      “I’M SO freaking nervous.”

      
      Reese looked over to where Claire stood with her arms crossed behind her back. Her
            hair was in a bun with a huge pink flower at the base. Her costume was a thing of
            beauty. Reese took great pride in her costume designer, and this detailed masterpiece
            was nothing less than perfect. The top was a white bra that was covered in glittery
            tulle that had flower detail all over it, with bright pink and white stonework. The
            bottom was a pair of white booty shorts covered with the same tulle and detail. It
            went perfect with Claire’s skin and brought out her ice blue eyes. Brian stood beside
            her in a pair of dark jeans and no shirt, his dark hair brushed to the side. Reese
            was going for a ‘rich girl—poor boy’ theme and to her, it worked. She just hoped the
            judges thought it did too.

      
      Wrapping an arm around Claire, she smiled as she said, “Why? You’re gonna kill it,
            both of you.”

      
      Brian smiled over at her as Claire took in a deep breath. “He isn’t here yet, and
            I really want him here.”

      
      Reese wanted him there too and, like Claire, she found herself looking around the
            room. They had been in Chicago a day. Phillip wasn’t there yet and promised her he
            was hauling ass to get there. He had a game the following day that Reese wished she
            could go to, but it wasn’t in the cards. Her whole team was performing today and tomorrow.
            She couldn’t let her team down by leaving for a game, no matter how much she wanted
            to go.

      
      “He said he was coming right?” she said, even though she knew he was coming.

      
      She nodded, her eyes glassy. “Yeah, he is stuck in traffic, I think.”

      
      Reese shrugged. “So no worries. We still have fourteen numbers before you two.”

      
      She let out a breath, looking down at her phone as she shrugged her shoulders. “I’m
            just nervous.”

      
      “Don’t be. We got this,” Brian reassured her, squeezing her hand.

      
      She looked down at her phone as she took in deep breaths. Reese knew she had to do
            something, and she was kind of mad at herself for putting so much on Claire. This
            was a huge competition, and she was preforming three times this weekend. Claire had
            every right to be nervous as hell. Shit, Reese was nervous too, not that she would
            ever say so.

      
      Squeezing Claire into her side, she said, “Come on, let’s go stretch some more. I’ll
            stretch with you two.”

      
      Claire looked up and bit into her bright pink, glossed-up lips. “Okay.”

      
      They moved off to the side and went to the floor, stretching the way they did before
            each class. Reese’s eyes kept moving though. She was looking for him and hoping to
            God that he made it. She didn’t want Claire to be disappointed, and she also didn’t
            want anything else for Claire to be mad at Phillip about. Phillip still hadn’t told
            her about them, but she was starting to think that he would soon. Maybe on the drive
            home… and that made her nervous. She seriously cared for this girl and didn’t want
            her to hurt, but she agreed that lying to her wasn’t the right thing to do. Not with
            how much time they were spending with each other, and also with the fact that everyone
            knew but Claire. Reese just hoped she understood that it was nothing serious, and
            that Reese would always be in Claire’s life. The girl needed stability and with everyone
            that was in Claire’s life, there was no reason why she couldn’t have it.

      
      Reaching for her feet, she closed her eyes and really reached for her toes with ease.
            When she opened her eyes, she saw him. Phillip was rushing through the middle of the
            hall, dodging around dancers and their parents as he looked around frantically. As
            always, he was beautiful. Fitted jeans with a plaid green shirt on. His hair was brushed
            to the side with a green beanie holding it in place. His eyes were shining, his nose
            pink from the cold air outside and man, she had missed him.

      
      She fought the urge to jump up and wave like a crazed person to get his attention.
            Instead, she smiled and she said, “Claire, Phillip is here.”

      
      Claire whipped her head behind her and then beamed before hopping up. She called out
            his name and when his eyes fell on her, his face broke into a grin.

      
      Rushing over to them, he looked worried as he asked, “I didn’t miss it, did I?”

      
      She shook her head before wrapping her arms around his middle. He did the same, hugging
            her tightly as she said, “Nope, you’re right on time.”

      
      “Awesome,” he said as she pulled away. He looked her up and down, and then asked,
            “Where is the rest of your costume?”

      
      She glared, and Reese wanted to hit him. “You paid for it,” Claire pointed out.

      
      “I know but I think I need to pay better attention to these purchases.”

      
      Claire laughed as she shook her head. He then looked over at Brian and asked, “Could
            your mom not afford a shirt?”

      
      For fuck’s sake.

      
      Reese reached out and smacked his arm. She did it before she realized what she was
            doing and when he grinned over at her, she glared. “Will you shut up?”

      
      “Seriously, Phillip, jeez! It’s a dance!” Claire complained as Brian turned every
            shade of red possible.

      
      “I’m just asking. Shit, I’ll buy him a shirt,” Phillip said with his hands out towards
            him. She wanted to laugh but knew she couldn’t, so she shook her head, looking over
            to make sure Brian’s mom hadn’t heard him.

      
      “Phillip!” Claire stressed, and he shrugged his shoulders as he took in a deep breath.

      
      He then set Brian with a look. “So you’re her dance partner?”

      
      Brian nodded. “Yes sir.”

      
      “Hm, couldn’t play hockey or football? Hell, even baseball?”

      
      Doing it before thinking again, Reese smacked Phillip at the same time Claire did.
            “Ow!” he yelled, rubbing his arms.

      
      “Will you leave him alone?” Reese said.

      
      “Yeah! Jeez!” Claire yelled as Brian chuckled beside her.

      
      “I do play hockey, sir. I love dancing more though,” Brian said with a grin.

      
      Phillip scoffed. “I bet you do when they wear barely nothing,” he muttered under his
            breath. Everyone heard him but before Reese could smack him again, he dodged out the
            way and smiled back at her but, thankfully, Claire still got him. “Fine, one more,”
            he said, moving out of reach.

      
      “No!” Claire and Reese yelled together.

      
      “You two hush, this needs to be said,” he said, before taking a step towards Brian.
            “I can kill you, you know this right?”

      
      Brian looked up, and Reese knew he was shaking in his dance shoes. Phillip was a big
            man. Thick in all the right spots, rugged and sexy, and he was right, he could kill
            Brian, with his pinky. Oh, God, she was getting turned on! Shaking her head, she took
            a step towards Phillip, placing her hand on his bicep as Brian muttered, “Yes, sir.”

      
      “Good, I am on a team with a lot of guys that don’t mind beating up someone that hurts
            someone I love. So don’t hurt her.”

      
      Brian nodded anxiously. “I won’t, sir.”

      
      “That’s right, you won’t,” Phillip said and then, by the grace of God, a worker came
            over to say that Claire and Brian were next.

      
      “All right, come here, give me a hug,” Reese said, hugging them tightly. She looked
            over at Claire and said, “You got this. This is your time to shine. Your name is on
            the choreography, too. Let’s win this, okay? Good luck!”

      
      Claire smiled widely as Brian took her hand in his. Letting them go, Reese backed
            away as Phillip said, “Good luck.”

      
      “Thanks,” they both said.

      
      “You look gorgeous, Claire, and you need a shirt, but besides that, you two go win
            this.”

      
      Claire shot him a true smile, one that reached her sparkling blue eyes while poor
            Brian looked scared. They both turned and went towards the worker that was waiting
            on them. Reese led Phillip to the instructor’s part of the stage, where they could
            see everything perfectly.

      
      Crossing her arms behind her to keep from reaching out to touch Phillip, she said,
            “Did you have to scare the kid shitless before he went on stage?”

      
      Phillip shrugged. “I don’t like him.”

      
      “You don’t know him. He’s a good kid.”

      
      “He’s dancing with no shirt on with my niece. I don’t like him.”

      
      “Jeez,” Reese said, shaking her head. “You’re impossible.”

      
      “You like it,” he accused.

      
      She laughed. “Maybe.”

      
      She felt him looking at her, and then he whispered, “You look hot.”

      
      She bit into her lip before turning to look at him. His eyes were shining with desire,
            his jaw covered in light blond hair and boy, how she wanted him. She wanted to lean
            into him and sink into his arms. “You aren’t too bad yourself.”

      
      He winked right as Claire and Brian were announced.

      
      “Here goes nothing,” she whispered, and then she felt his hand slide into hers.

      
      “I’m nervous,” he admitted, and she smiled.

      
      “So am I.”

      
      When the music to Boyce Avenue’s cover of “Use Somebody” by Kings of Leon blasted
            through the speakers, Claire stood in the perfect position as Brian moved along with
            the music. When it was time for her to join with him, Reese held her breath as Claire
            actuated the music in a way that honestly brought tears to her eyes.

      
      They were gorgeous.

      
      “Wow,” Phillip whispered.

      
      “Yeah,” she said as her face broke in a grin when the music picked up and they moved
            like one. Checking the faces of the judges, Reese was pleased with what she saw. They
            were all eating up the dance. Turing her attention back to her star dancers, she watched
            as the song came close to the end. Claire pulled her best leg stretch before completely
            taking off across the stage, propelling herself in the air and into Brian’s arms.
            He held her, looking deep into her eyes as if she was the only one in the room, and
            they rocked back and forth as the song ended. The place erupted and she wasn’t sure
            who was louder, Phillip or her. He was whooping, hollering, and practically jumping
            up and down as if he had scored the winning goal during game seven of the Stanley
            Cup finals. She had to admit, it was cute.

      
      Pushing into him, she said, “Let go meet them backstage.”

      
      “That was fucking amazing.”

      
      Reese grinned. “It was all Claire.”

      
      He made the gesture like something was blowing out of the side of his head before
            saying, “Mind blowing.”

      
      “I agree,” she said. She started following him towards the backstage, but someone
            took hold of her arm from the opposite side that Phillip was on. When she turned,
            she took in a sharp breath as she stopped dead in her tracks. Her heart jumped in
            her throat, all the air rushed out of her, and her head started to spin as she locked
            eyes with a set of big, brown eyes she used to be very familiar with. In love with
            actually.

      
      Kevin Edds.

      
      He looked exactly the same way he had when she left him what seemed like eons ago.
            His long, blond hair still dusted his shoulders. He had more hair on his face, and
            all it did was make him hotter. He wore a sleeveless shirt, showing off his toned,
            gorgeous arms. His legs just as toned in a pair of long shorts that came to his knees.
            His grin was unstoppable, his white teeth shining as his eyes ran up and down Reese’s
            body, making her crazy uncomfortable. Before she could say anything, he said, “Easy
            to say that song brings back some pretty great memories, huh?”

      
      She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even think, as she stayed locked in his gaze. She felt
            like a fish out of water, gasping for air, trying to figure out what to do next.

      
      “You look amazing, Reese, so beautiful. You haven’t changed at all,” he said, his
            voice soft and smooth, making her skin break out in gooseflesh.

      
      Her heart hammered against her chest. She couldn’t catch her breath, and she couldn’t
            trust herself to speak.

      
      He scoffed as he reached out, trying to cup her face, but she backed away some, causing
            him to smile. “Say something, ReeRee. You’re freaking me out.”

      
      She took in a deep breath and couldn’t believe he had brought out his old nickname
            for her. Her eyes moved into slits as she took a step towards him, and he smiled.
            In that very moment, she hated him. How dare he act like he hadn’t ruined her life!
            Act as if taking his love away from her wasn’t like taking her next breath. How dare
            he! Her body shook with anger, her heart jackhammering, as her fists clenched and
            her fingernails bit into her palms. This was the man that ruined her, and she always
            dreamed of what she would say when she saw him again. She imagined herself kicking
            him in the gut and telling him to fuck off, that she was better without him, but that
            wasn’t the case. She didn’t expect to feel like he had pulled out a knife and stabbed
            her in the chest. She didn’t expect to feel the way she had when she watched him walk
            away. She hated the way he made her feel, and rage ran through her veins. She wanted
            to slap him, beat him even, but then she remembered where she was. There were eyes
            everywhere. People knew her, knew him, and this could not happen. No matter how much
            she wished for it, she couldn’t risk it. He had chased her from her dreams before,
            but she would not allow him to ruin her career.

      
      So very quietly, she took another step towards him and whispered, “Fuck you.”
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      Claire was grinning and coming out of a tight hug from Brian when she turned to look
            at him. Pride was pouring out of Phillip’s skin as he wrapped her up tightly in his
            arm, hugging the crap out of her. He had never seen anything so beautiful. Her solo
            was a masterpiece, but there was something about watching her move with a partner
            that made her even better. Phillip may not like the kid, but he made Claire a superstar.
            Kissing her temple, he pulled back and smiled down into her gorgeous, but wearing
            too much makeup, face. She reminded him so much of his sister that his eyes started
            to sting. He hoped that in Heaven his mother and sister were watching this moment,
            the moment when Claire fucking shined, but at the same time, he was mad. They should
            be here, all of them should be, but because they couldn’t, Phillip was going to make
            sure this girl knew she was amazing.

      
      “I’m so proud of you.”

      
      She smiled, her cheeks darkening with color as she said, “Thank you.”

      
      “So proud,” he whispered, emotion choking him as he wrapped her back up in a tight
            hug. He missed his sister and mom so much, but he was thankful to still have Claire
            within reach. They would always have each other. “I love you so much.”

      
      He felt her freeze in his arms, and then she whispered, “I love you too.”

      
      He closed his eyes tight, hugging her the way she needed to be hugged as he took in
            a deep breath. His heart was exploding with love, and he didn’t know how to handle
            his emotion. In one hand, he wanted to cry like a little baby but, since he knew that
            it might get back to the guys, he went with the other hand, which was to just hold
            her and bask in this moment. He had been waiting since the first moment she came back
            into his life for her to accept his love, and he couldn’t believe that this was finally
            happening.

      
      Could life get any better?

      
      Claire parted from him, and he smiled as she moved out of his arms. “It was great,
            huh?”

      
      He nodded. “Yeah, it was beautiful and even though you don’t have a shirt on, you
            did good, guy,” he said, directing it to Brian.

      
      Brian smiled as he cocked his head towards Claire. “It’s all her. She’s spectacular.”

      
      Claire beamed up at him as Phillip glared, but still he said, “Yes, she is.”

      
      “Are you sure we did good?” Claire said, a worried expression on her face as she looked
            past him.

      
      “Ugh yeah, mind blowing, why?” He laughed as Brian looked towards the direction Claire
            was.

      
      “Then why does Reese look so mad?”

      
      He looked behind him to see Reese marching towards them, her face red and her lips
            set in a straight line. Behind her was a tall, blond guy, trying to catch up to her
            while calling her name.

      
      “I don’t know,” Phillip said as Reese came up to them, hugging Claire tightly and
            then Brian.

      
      “You guys, that was perfect. Way better than y’all have ever done in practice. I’m
            so proud of you.”

      
      Brian nodded as Claire exclaimed, “Thanks! We feel good about it.”

      
      “You should, we got this,” she said quickly, sending a glare towards the blond dude.

      
      Phillip wanted to come close to her and ask what was wrong, but that was something
            he would do if it were known he was in love with her and since that wasn’t known,
            he stayed where he was. He needed to tell Claire as soon as possible because he wanted
            to kiss Reese with such an urgency that it scared him. He was convinced that everyone
            in the room knew he wanted her. She was pissed but, even in that state, she was breathtaking.
            Despite the straight line her glossed-up lips sat in, she looked classic, wearing
            a pair of black tights and a pair of red shorts with a long, black sweater that came
            off her shoulder, showing off some of her back tattoo. Her hair was up in a bun, and
            her makeup dramatic. She was obviously dressed to impress and boy, did she.

      
      “Everything okay?” Claire asked.

      
      It wasn’t, Phillip knew it wasn’t, but Reese said, “Sure.”

      
      “Reese, can we talk?”

      
      Everyone eyes darted to the guy except Reese, she rolled her eyes. “Why don’t y’all
            go change and get ready for awards? Good job again.”

      
      They didn’t want to leave her, and hesitantly headed towards the backstage. Phillip
            didn’t know where to go, so he decided to stay right where he was. He didn’t trust
            the blond guy, and he also wanted to know what was wrong with Reese.

      
      “There isn’t anything to talk about, Kevin.”

      
      Kevin? Kevin, Kevin? Like the guy that ruined her for the male race?

      
      “I think we can find something. It’s obvious you are angry with me still,” he said
            in a slow way, like he was drunk or high.

      
      Reese laughed out loud as she shook her head. He knew she wanted to scream, he could
            read it all over her face, but in the calmest voice, she said, “Are you fucking kidding
            me? Of course I am! You broke my heart.”

      
      Yup, it was him and instantly, Phillip wanted to kick his ass.

      
      “I apologized,” Kevin pointed out as he shrugged his shoulders.

      
      Reese took in a deep breath through her teeth and sneered. “The hell you did! You
            looked at me, told me you were married, and that you couldn’t see me anymore.”

      
      “And then I said I was sorry.”

      
      She looked down at the ground and took in a deep breath. Phillip noticed people were
            looking their way. He wanted to tell them all to fuck off, but he knew that would
            just bring more attention. When Reese looked back up at Kevin, Phillip studied her
            profile and was breathless at the sight of her. Her cheeks were dark with color, her
            eyes glassy, and her bottom lip quivered slightly as she looked up at him.

      
      “Is that what you tell yourself to feel better? Because I remember that night like
            it was yesterday, and you never said that. All you said was my bad, and then walked
            away from me like I was nothing but trash. So yes, I am very angry with you and no,
            we have nothing to fucking talk about.”

      
      With that, she turned on her bright red heels and stormed away. Kevin looked back
            at him and Phillip scoffed. “Don’t look at me, dude. I would love nothing more than
            to knock your fucking teeth out of your mouth.”

      
      Phillip shook his head as he went towards him, knocking into him before following
            after Reese. Was it immature? Sure, but he gave no fucks at all where this guy was
            concerned. All he cared about was getting to Reese. He wasn’t sure she knew he was
            following her since she didn’t look back at him, but he continued to trail her as
            she turned down a hall that appeared to be vacant. When she stopped and covered her
            face, leaning against the wall as she took in deep breaths, his heart broke for her.
            Coming beside her, he mimicked her stance and looked over at her, watching as her
            tears leaked out from under her hands.

      
      “I can’t believe he thinks that we are cool, that I am fine after the way he did me.
            He ruined me, you know?” she cried, taking in deep breaths. “I gave him all of me.”

      
      “I know. I’m sorry. He’s a douche.”

      
      She nodded. “I loved him so fucking much. I wanted to have kids with him, get married,
            and just be happy. He was the prince that I was convinced I needed. He made me so
            fucking happy, but I should have known something was up. We never left my place, and
            Piper even said he was sleazy. I was oblivious to it all though. I believed I was
            the only one he loved but damn it, I was so wrong.” She took in a shaky breath as
            she wiped her hands along her cheeks. “I just don’t get it. I don’t understand how
            I could have been so stupid and allowed him to ruin me the way he did.”

      
      Reaching over, Phillip grasped her thigh, squeezing it softly. “You were in love.
            Everything seems perfect when you’re in love,” he said softly, speaking from the heart,
            hoping to calm her down.

      
      “I just feel so stupid and disgusting. Like I still feel so guilty for what we did
            behind her back. They are still together, you know,” she said, looking up at him,
            her makeup smeared from her eyes, her nose pink and her lips puffy from biting on
            them to keep her sobs in.

      
      He shrugged. “I don’t know what to say about that, Reese, but I do know he didn’t
            deserve you.”

      
      Her lip quivered as she took in a shuddering breath. “He didn’t?”

      
      Turning, he leaned into the wall with one shoulder before reaching out to cup her
            chin. “No, baby, you are too good for him. Too beautiful, so smart and funny, quick
            on your feet. He’s the slime at the bottom of a trashcan, and you are a star in the
            sky.”

      
      She smiled. “That’s really corny.”

      
      He laughed, leaning into her, wrapping his arms around her waist to pull her closer.
            “I know. I only do it for you, to make you feel better.”

      
      Closing her eyes, she leaned her forehead into his lips. “I hate the way he makes
            me feel. I’ve been holding all this anger towards him, and I just wish it would go
            away.”

      
      “Let it go, forget him,” he said quietly against her head. “He is nothing to you now.”

      
      She snuggled closer into him as he said, “Letting him know he still affects you lets
            him win. You are the winner. Fuck that guy, you didn’t need him then, and you sure
            as hell don’t need him now. There are a billion fish in the sea, Reese, don’t waste
            anymore of yourself on that bottom feeder.”

      
      Her fingers ran up his back, cupping around his neck. “You’re right.”

      
      “I know I am. Now stop all this crying and mooning over that asshole and kiss me.”

      
      She smiled. “Well, since you asked so nicely.”

      
      He grinned as she reached up on her tippy toes, touching her lips to his. He closed
            his eyes, pulling her closer and deepening the kiss. He wanted more than anything
            for her to realize that he was the award-winning fish in the sea, and that she wanted
            to reel him in and love him because he could love her the way she deserved and more.
            Moving his lips slowly with hers, his hands bit into her back. His dick came to life,
            and he knew that he was about to take her in that hall.

      
      When he lifted her up, she wrapped her legs around his waist as he pressed her into
            the wall, deepening the kiss, biting at her mouth, not able to get enough. She moved
            against his hard-on, causing him to groan against her mouth. Smiling against his lips,
            she looked deep into his eyes as he slid his hands into her shorts, cupping her sweet
            ass in his hands.

      
      God, he wanted her.

      
      Her eyes were swirling with desire, her chest rising and falling, her breast touching
            his chest and making it hard for him to catch his breath. The words were right there.
            He was going to say it. He was going to tell her that he was in love with her but,
            before he could, she took his mouth with hers, kissing him long and hard. Squeezing
            her ass, he pushed into her, feeling the heat between her legs and causing her to
            gasp against his lips. He knew doing this in a hall wasn’t his greatest idea, but
            he couldn’t stop himself. He needed her. Now.

      
      “Oh my God.”

      
      Reese’s lips froze against his, and Phillip begged the good Lord above to please let
            what he just heard be a figment of his imagination.

      
      But it wasn’t, and when he pulled his lips away from Reese’s and looked down the hall,
            he saw the one person he did not want to see.

      
      Claire.

      
      And she was pissed the hell off. 
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      “ARE YOU kidding me? Seriously, Phillip? Seriously?”

      
      Claire was screeching, and it was like nails on a chalkboard. He hadn’t heard her
            do that in months, and the sound caused his stomach to drop.

      
      “Fuck,” Phillip muttered as he slowly put Reese down, removing his hands from her
            ass. She was red as a tomato, not looking him in the eye as she looked down at the
            floor, embarrassed.

      
      “Claire, calm down.”

      
      “You promised! You said you would never get with her!”

      
      Brian came forward, placing his hand on Claire’s shoulder, but she shook him off as
            Phillip tried to figure out how he was going to fix this. He was pretty sure that
            wasn’t going to happen.

      
      “Claire—”

      
      “No, you’re a liar!” she screamed before turning and running away.

      
      “Damn it,” he muttered. Reese put her hand on his chest, pushing him to follow her.

      
      “Go.”

      
      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly as he started after Claire.

      
      “Don’t be,” she called out at him as he rushed down the hall. It was hard to find
            her in the sea of dancers but when he did, he was behind her within seconds, trying
            to get her to stop, but she wasn’t having it. She ignored him, tears rolling down
            her cheeks as she rushed through the convention center and then through the door,
            across the street to the hotel that they were staying at. He didn’t want to cause
            any more of a scene then they already had, so he followed her, slowly dying inside
            because she was crying so bad. He tried to gather up what he was going to say, but
            she was right. He was a liar. Yes, he was a grown man, but he promised he wouldn’t
            pursue things with Reese and he did. God, they had just fixed things and now this.
            Why wasn’t he honest before? Why didn’t he just admit what was going on?

      
      Following her into their room, he pulled his beanie off and threw it on the dresser
            before turning to look at her.

      
      “How could you? You promised!”

      
      He let out a breath, running his hand through his hair before pushing it to the side.
            “It wasn’t supposed to happen, I know that, but I shouldn’t have to answer for what
            I do in my private life. Yes, I am wrong for lying to you, Claire, but it really doesn’t
            affect you.”

      
      Throwing her hands in the air, she screamed, “Are you serious? Yes it does! When you break her heart, like you do every single fucking woman that
            has ever been in your life, she’ll hate me! I need her. She makes me a better dancer,
            and she believes in me!”

      
      “That’s bullshit! I have not hurt everyone in my life!”

      
      “Yes, you have! Grandma, Mom, Alana, and me! You can’t stay true to anyone! I’m surprised
            you’ve lasted this long with me but lookie here, fucking up, like always.”

      
      He took a step towards her, anger bubbling in his chest as he stood toe to toe with
            her. Everything she was saying was shit but by the defiant way she was looking up
            at him, he knew that she believed it and that blew his mind. How could she? After
            everything he had done, after all the ways he had shown he loved her. What had he
            done wrong?

      
      Taking in a deep breath, he pushed back his tears as he said, “Everything I have done
            has never been with the intentions of hurting any of you! I did what I had to do!”

      
      “For yourself!”

      
      “That’s not true! I always thought of you guys. I sent money all the time.”

      
      “Yeah, that’s all we were, a payoff, so that you felt better about yourself.”

      
      That hurt. Trying not to flinch at her words, he said, “How can you say that? That’s
            not true at all. I had no choice, Claire. I had to get out when I did before they
            ruined me. I always thought of you and—”

      
      “No!” she screamed, and he actually jumped. Tears fell in heaps down her cheeks, her
            lips wobbled for only for a second before she was glaring up at him. “You never thought
            about me. You never thought about how leaving me with Mom was going to affect me!
            You don’t know half the shit I went through. How I had to fight off men to keep from
            being touched! How I had to beg people for food, because she spent the money you sent
            on drugs and anything else she needed. How my grandmother couldn’t bother to care
            for me. How I had to fight to keep dancing just to feel normal. You never called,
            you never came to see me, and you just left—”

      
      Her words stopped as a sob ripped through her. She dropped to the ground, holding
            herself as she took in a deep breath. Tears blurred his eyes as he watched her. Fight
            off men? Beg for food? Was she fucking kidding him? How could his sister do that to
            her own daughter? Why did she fight him so bad to keep Claire when it was obvious
            she didn’t want her? How could he have been so blind, so stupid? Why didn’t he fight
            harder?

      
      Looking up at him with her beautiful blue eyes drowning in tears, she whispered, “You
            didn’t fucking care and now, you get stuck with me again. I was starting to believe
            that you did love me and that you did want to do what was best for me, but then the
            one thing I ask for you not to do, you do. I don’t want to lose her. You took Alana
            from me, and now you’ll do the same with Reese.”

      
      Squatting down in front of her, he reached out, placing a hand on her shoulder. She
            didn’t flinch away; she only looked up at him with the eyes of a scared child. Words
            couldn’t express his hatred for his sister at that moment, but also the hatred for
            himself. He was so selfish back then, but he was a kid too. He didn’t know any better
            then. He was too caught up in his own life, trying to make sure he was good and normal,
            that all he did was send money and hope that worked, that it made things better for
            them, but it hadn’t. He had a hand in ruining this girl, and he would forever try
            to make up for that. He had to but, first, they needed to set some things straight
            because they couldn’t move forward if she couldn’t let go.

      
      “I didn’t take Alana from you. She took herself. She chose her dad over me, which
            is fine, but don’t blame me for her. As for all the accusations you have said, they
            are all false. I did try to fight for you, to try and get you, but Claire, I was a
            kid. Maybe I didn’t fight as hard as I could have, but when I did, the courts wouldn’t
            give me custody, and your mom wasn’t having it. She liked the money I sent more, and
            I am so sorry for everything you have been through. If I could, I’d find every piece
            of shit that tried to touch you and make them pay, but I can’t. I’m sorry for that,
            you have to know that,” he pleaded, looking deep into her eyes, begging her to see
            how much he loved her. “You have to believe that I am here now, and I’m not going
            anywhere. You’re stuck with me, and you have to let go of all this anger you have
            against me. I have done everything to make you happy. I have worked hard to give you
            all the things you need to succeed, and don’t you see that you are?”

      
      When she didn’t answer him, he continued. “I love you, completely, and I don’t plan
            on stopping. I am here, and I’m not going anywhere. Just please let go of the past
            because it will not help us make a future. It will hold you back and you don’t want
            that, do you? Don’t you want to succeed? Because I want to give you the tools and
            the love you need to do just that. Let me. Just let go of it all.”

      
      She shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks, ruining the makeup he knew she
            had spent most of the afternoon putting on. “I thought I had, but then you lied to
            me.”

      
      He looked down and let his shoulders fall in defeat. “I know but the thing is, Claire,
            I never expected it to go as far as it did. Things started before you asked me not
            to get with her, and now I’m stuck.”

      
      “Stuck?”

      
      He let out a breath. “I love her.”

      
      She looked shocked as she ran the back of her hand along her cheek, smearing her makeup.
            “And she loves you?”

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. But I do know she loves you, and that she
            isn’t going anywhere when it comes to you. I can promise you that if things go south
            between us, which I hope it doesn’t… but if it does, then you will always dance for
            her. You will always have her in your life. She is dedicated to you, so proud of you,
            like me, and I truly believe that she won’t go anywhere.”

      
      Claire looked down at her knees as she whispered, “I never felt at home until I came
            to live with you. I may have fought you for months and given you a hard time, but
            that’s because I thought it was only going to be until you got sick of me, but then
            you proved me wrong. I feel safe now, but I’m still so scared that all these things
            you do for me and give me are just a dream. That at any time it’s all gonna go away,
            and I’m going to be starving on the street, alone, and I can’t imagine not having
            you or Reese. You both have helped me so much, and I’m just so scared to lose you.”

      
      Reaching out, he brought her into his chest, hugging her tightly as she sobbed. A
            tear slowly rolled down his cheek, and he reached up to wipe it away so she didn’t
            see it. “I’m not going anywhere. I promise you that, Claire. You have my heart completely,
            and I have no intentions of ever letting anything happen to you. I will protect you
            until my dying breath. I promise you. I love you so much, and I want nothing more
            than for all your dreams to come true. I want to give you the life that you deserve.”

      
      “You are,” she whispered against his chest. His heart exploded in his chest, and tears
            clouded his vision as he nodded. They may have had their issues but as long as she
            understood how much he loved her and wanted to do what was best for her, then they
            were going to be all right, because no matter what, they would always have each other.

      
      “I’m sorry for being such a bitch.”

      
      He laughed against her hair, kissing the top of her head before saying, “It’s okay.
            You’re a teenager—it’s expected.”

      
      She looked up and smiled. “Yeah, you got two more years of this.”

      
      He cupped her face and almost broke down looking into her eyes. She was so beautiful
            and reminded him so much of his sister. As much as he hated her for what she had done
            to Claire, he still loved and missed her and would die before Claire ever lived the
            way she had when she was with her. Even though he was embarrassed for being found
            with his hands up Reese’s shorts, trying to get some, he was glad Claire had found
            them. They needed this. Claire needed the reassurance, and he was glad to give it
            to her. Were they fixed? Not by a long shot, but at least she would always know that
            he was there for her, no matter what.

      
      He loved her, and that was what you did for the people you loved.

      
      “Nope, I have the rest of my life, and I am completely fine with it.”

      
      She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “Me too.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      They hugged for a long time, and he felt so at peace with her in his arms. It had
            been so long since they had really hugged. It reminded him of when she was a little
            girl, bright eyed and happy whenever he came to see her. He loved seeing her like
            that, and to have that moment again was something he would treasure for the rest of
            his life. He knew he would strive to have more moments like this, and he was excited
            for their future.

      
      “And I think I’m okay with you and Reese. You two fit in some weird way.”

      
      He pulled back to look at her and smiled. “Yeah?”

      
      “Yeah, I think so. It would be cool for all of us to be together. I wouldn’t have
            to go to Harper’s. I could just stay with her when you’re gone.”

      
      “Whoa Claire, slow down. She won’t even admit to dating me, and you’re trying to move
            in with her.”

      
      Claire laughed as she shrugged her shoulders. “She will and if she doesn’t, oh well,
            her loss.”

      
      He nodded, but knew that was easier said than done. Because, just like Claire, life
            without Reese was unconceivable and scared the living shit out of him. When his phone
            went off, he let Claire go to get it out of his pocket before looking down to see
            it was Reese.

      
      Y’all okay?

      
      “Is it Reese?”

      
      “Yeah,” before typing the same thing.

      
      Awesome, not trying to rush y’all, but can you bring her back over? Rewards start
            soon.

      
      “Rewards are about to start,” he said, typing back that they would be there soon.

      
      Claire let out a little scream before hopping up. “I gotta fix my makeup.”

      
      He looked up at her and smiled. She smiled back before leaning down and hugging him
            tightly around the neck. When she let him go, she threw him a large grin that shot
            straight through his heart. She looked untroubled, carefree maybe, and that made any
            worried thoughts that he might have had diminish. This was going to work. They were
            going to work because all she needed was love, and he had plenty of that.

      
      Not only for Claire, but for Reese too.
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      When Reese spotted Claire and Phillip in the crowd, both with smiles on their faces,
            relief flooded her. She wasn’t sure if she could believe the text Phillip had sent
            saying they were fine but seeing them together solidified his claim and eased her
            concern. Claire had changed into her Reese Allen Company sweats but left her hair up in her bun, removing the flower. Reese’s heart ached
            for her and hoped like hell that she wasn’t mad at her. She had lied just as Phillip
            did, but she hoped that it wouldn’t spoil their relationship and if it had, she hoped
            she could fix it.

      
      Reese bit into her lip as they reached her, and they all stood awkwardly as tension
            settle between them. She waited for someone to say something, but instead, Phillip
            rocked back and forth on his heels as Claire moved her fingers together in a nervous
            way. Reese hated nervous silence and decided that since neither of them were going
            to say anything, she would.

      
      “I’m sorry you had to find out about us the way you did, Claire.”

      
      Claire shrugged her shoulders. “I think I always knew that something was going on
            between you two.”

      
      Phillip looked away as Reese said, “Okay, but I’m sorry for lying. It was wrong of
            both of us.”

      
      “It’s okay.”

      
      Reaching for Claire, Reese hugged her tightly and was glad when Claire hugged her
            back just as tight. Letting her go, she looked down at Claire and said, “I also want
            you to know that no matter what happens between Phillip and me, I will always be here
            for you. We are friends, Claire, and nothing will ever change that. This thing between
            me and him is just fun.”

      
      Phillip raised an eyebrow as Claire asked, “Fun?”

      
      “Yeah, nothing to be worried about. It isn’t like we are getting married and popping
            out babies. Far from it actually… we are just having fun.”

      
      Claire rolled her eyes. “What does that even mean? I’m so confused. Are you two together
            or not?”

      
      That stumped Reese but thankfully, Phillip came to rescue. “We are doing stuff that
            adults do. Nothing to worry about. Apparently, it’s only sex. Friends with benefits
            type thing. Just know that we are both here for you, and nothing will ever change
            that.”

      
      He seemed angry as he said that, and what he said bothered her. Yeah, everything he
            said was true, but there was more to it. “I mean, I like him but like I said, no wedding
            bells or little cousins for you, okay?”

      
      Claire looked from Phillip to her and then shook her head. “Y’all are weird but whatever,
            I’m gonna go find Brian.”

      
      And then she was gone.

      
      That didn’t go the way she thought it would. She saw it going easier, saw lots more
            hugging and declaration of love for Claire. Oh well, in a way she was thankful for
            the easiness. Looking over at Phillip, she saw that he was looking out at the stage,
            his body tense.

      
      “You okay?”

      
      “Fine.”

      
      She reached out, wrapping her fingers around his wrist. “Wanna come to my room after
            this? We can talk.”

      
      “Or have sex,” he said, looking over at her with an annoyed look on his face.

      
      She bit into her lip, taken aback by his demeanor. “Well, that too, but I’d like to
            talk, make sure you are okay. It’s been a rough day for both of us.”

      
      He let out a breath and something changed in his face as he slowly ran his hand through
            his hair before looking back over at her. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      
      “Me too,” she said, squeezing his wrist. He moved his hand, lacing his fingers with
            hers. She smiled as she said, “You’ve done amazing with her. If she would have found
            us a couple months back, she would have lost her shit.”

      
      He chuckled. “Oh… she lost it but yeah, it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. I
            think we both played a part in how she is now.”

      
      She smiled. “I’m glad; I do care for her a lot.”

      
      “I know, and I thank you for that,” he said. He leaned down, kissing her softly on
            the lips. When he smiled against her lips, she smiled too, her heart fluttering in
            her chest as he moved back some to look at her. “It’s nice to do that and not care
            who the hell is watching.”

      
      She giggled as she nodded. “I agree,” she whispered before pulling him back down for
            another quick kiss. When they heard the announcer call all dancers to the stage, Reese
            pulled away and smiled, her heart seizing in her chest from the desire that was swirling
            in his shocking blue eyes. Pulling her gaze away from his, she fought for breath as
            the awards ceremony started.

      
      Her hand still entwined with his.

      
      Through the whole thing, Reese was a nervous wreck. Her three duets that performed
            in the Ruby category, which was basically intermediate, had done well, placing in
            the top ten, but not at the top, and that made her nervous. She thought those dancers
            were great. Was it their best performance? Probably not but still, she saw them in
            the top three, but they finished at the end. Listening and watching as they went through
            the Diamond category, the advanced one that Claire and Brian were in, Reese was basically
            shaking from the scores. Everyone was scoring great. They came to Claire and Brian,
            and the announcer said, “Platinum, with a perfect score, goes to “Use Somebody,” Reese
            Allen Company.”

      
      Reese almost screamed, shaking the heck out of Phillip’s arm as he looked around confused.
            “What?”

      
      “They got it. They have to. They scored the highest! They got the top title!” she
            squealed, jumping up and down. Phillip grinned big as the announcer said what Reese
            already knew.

      
      “And placing first in the duet Diamond category is Claire Anderson and Brian Forrester
            of The Reese Allen Company with “Use Somebody”.”

      
      Reese was almost brought to tears as she watched Claire and Brian go the front of
            the stage to claim their trophy. Claire looked unbelievably beautiful, while Brian
            looked dashing as he accepted the trophy and Claire took the mic. Saying that she
            was proud of the duo was an understatement. She was thoroughly impressed with them
            and was thankful that they were her dancers because not only were they great kids,
            but they also blew everyone out of the water.

      
      “That’s my niece!” Phillip hollered from beside her, causing Claire to blush and Reese
            to laugh. When he turned to the lady beside him and said, “No really, that’s my niece
            and she just kicked some major ass.” Reese wanted to die from embarrassment but couldn’t
            blame him. She was really proud and excited too.

      
      “Who choreographed your dance?”

      
      Reese looked up at the stage to see Claire’s eyes bright and her face beaming as she
            said, “I did, along with our director, Reese Allen.”

      
      “You did?” the judge asked, shocked.

      
      She smiled widely. “Yes, but I wouldn’t have been able to without Reese and Brian.”

      
      God, she was a gem.

      
      “Well, while I have you up here, let me give you this,” the judge said, handing her
            another trophy that confused Claire.

      
      “What’s this?”

      
      “It’s the best choreography award. You can share it with your director.”

      
      The hell she would! It was all hers! God, Reese was so proud! Phillip was yelling
            so loud, both arms in the air, as Claire just beamed at him. Screaming out, “Way to go, guys!” received her a grin from both of them before they took a bow and exited to the
            left of the stage. Phillip was smiling so hard that Reese found that it was too contagious
            to not do the same as she walked towards the side of the stage.

      
      When she saw Kevin watching her from where he was leaning against the wall, talking
            to some judges, she looked away, hating that he was breathing the same air as her.
            She had tried to let it all go, doing as Phillip had said, but it was hard. She still
            couldn’t understand why someone would do the things he had, but maybe she wasn’t supposed
            too. Maybe he was brought into her life to make her stronger and if that was the case,
            that was fine, but could she at least let it go and not hold this grudge towards him?
            What did she need to make that happen? She was happy. Loved her job, loved her life,
            so what was the problem? Why did she allow him to have so much power?

      
      When Claire flung herself into Reese’s arms, all thoughts of Kevin were gone as she
            hugged her tightly. Pulling back, Reese felt her eyes stinging as she looked into
            Claire’s eyes. She knew with one look that Claire was beyond proud of herself and
            her confidence shined, leaving Reese dizzy.

      
      “I’m so freaking proud of you, and that award is all yours! You take that home and
            put it on the mantel!’

      
      Claire laughed as tears welled up in her eyes. “I can’t believe it.”

      
      “Well believe it, girl, cause you are fabulous!”

      
      “Thank you,” Claire said, pulling out of Reese’s hug to look at her trophy. Watching
            her, something ached in her chest and she had to know something.

      
      “Doesn’t this moment make you believe that you can make all your dreams come true?”

      
      Claire looked up, her eyes swimming with tears. “I know I can as long as I have you
            and Phillip behind me.”

      
      Reese smiled before looking over at Phillip. She saw the tears in his eyes and that
            blew her mind. This big, gorgeous, amazing man, tearing up, because he was proud of
            his niece? Could he be any dreamier? Nodding her head, she looked back at Claire and
            said, “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      As she moved her nose along Phillip’s jaw, his coarse hair tickling her nose, making
            her smile as she took in deep breaths, her body slowly coming down from the staggering
            orgasm that Phillip gave her. Squeezing his shoulders with her fingers, she lifted
            up on her elbow and looked down at him. He gave her a lazy grin, moving his hand through
            her hair that fell in a curtain by his flushed face. Talking was the last thing on
            their minds once he was in her room and his hands were on her. She wished that she
            had tried a little harder to make sure he was okay. He was always there for her, and
            she wanted to be there for him, but her body was screaming for his and she thought
            he felt the same.

      
      Biting into her lip, she moved her finger along his bottom lip and he nipped at it
            before grinning up at her.

      
      Smiling back, she said, “Sorry we didn’t talk first.”

      
      He laughed. “I don’t mind.”

      
      She smiled as he brought her down for another kiss and then another before rolling
            on top of her, pressing his glorious body into hers. Moving her hands up to his face,
            she positioned him to look at her before she asked, “Are you sure you’re okay?’

      
      He nodded, moving his hand to cup her breast. “I am now.”

      
      “I know that,” she laughed, smacking his chest, causing him to laugh as he cuddled
            her closer to him, pressing his delicious body against hers. But then she became serious.
            “But what happened with Claire? Did she scream a lot?”

      
      “Yeah, but it was expected,” he said with a shrug. He looked down and let out a long
            breath. “What wasn’t expected was learning of the shit she went through.”

      
      “What do you mean?” she asked, letting him go and moving up the bed against the headboard.
            He lifted himself up on his elbows and played with his fingers without looking at
            her as his hair fell into his eyes.

      
      She reached out, moving the hair, as he said, “I know you said that I can’t blame
            myself for how my sister and mother were, but I can’t help it. I hate what they did
            and how they allowed things to happen to Claire. How could they allow her to beg for
            food, to have to fight to keep men off her? Why would my sister put her in that position?
            Why couldn’t she just give her to me? You know? I wasn’t the smartest tool in the
            shed back then but fuck, I would have protected her.”

      
      Reese felt broken as she listened to him, his voice hitching in spots and slowly breaking
            her heart. “You’re right, you would have, and you are now.”

      
      “It just sucks because it’s not my sister or my mom that have to deal with the aftermath
            of their actions, it’s me and Claire. I’m the one that has to fix Claire, to shower
            her with love and reassure her that she will never go hungry again or ever have to
            fight off a man. Not that I have a problem doing it, I would die for this girl but
            still, it shouldn’t be like this. They should be here, healthy and as a family, we
            should do this together.”

      
      Reese cupped his face and brought it up so she could gaze into his show-stopping eyes.
            “Even though they aren’t here and have created all kinds of hell for you, let me just
            say that you are doing a marvelous job with Claire. I promise you that she is going
            to grow up and be happy and successful because you love her so much. You are the best
            thing for her, Phillip. She is lucky to have you.”

      
      He smiled, leaning into her hand. “Thanks.”

      
      She winked at him, receiving a laugh from him as she whispered, “Anytime.”

      
      “The same goes for you too, you know.”

      
      She gave him a puzzled look as she asked, “What do you mean?”

      
      “You. You’re the best thing for her as well, and she is lucky to have you,” he said.
            He looked away and then in a lower voice, said, “So am I. Every time I feel like I’m
            fucking up, you reassure me. I couldn’t do this without you, so thank you.”

      
      For some reason that statement didn’t freak her out, it pleased her, as she locked
            eyes with him. Biting into her lip, she ran her thumb along his bottom lip before
            saying, “You’re welcome.”

      
      When he pushed up on his hands, she watched as his arms flexed before his lips were
            right at hers, his eyes boring into hers, a grin sitting on his beautiful lips. “I
            like that we are there for each other.”

      
      She nodded, her heart hammering against her ribs because she shouldn’t like it but
            she did.

      
      “Me too.”

      
      Moving his nose along hers, he whispered, “Good, now kiss me.”

      
      “Always so demanding,” she teased as her hands trailed down his back, cupping his
            fine ass.

      
      “Damn right and you love it,” he said, right before he captured her mouth with his
            own.

      
      All she could do was kiss him and think that he was completely right.
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      “WELL IF it isn’t Miss Reese Allen of the sought-after Reese Allen Company. You know I’ve
            been hearing your name all week!”

      
      Reese turned and a wide smile crossed her face when her gaze met a pair of familiar,
            green, cat-like eyes. Mrs. Prissy stood with a confidence that came with being one
            of the best Burlesque dancers in the industry. Even retired, people knew who she was.
            With bright red hair, big pouty lips, breasts that gave Dolly Parton a run for her
            money and a trim, sexy waist, Mrs. Prissy was a showstopper, giving the saying that
            ‘the forties were the new thirties’ a new meaning. Of course, with the help of multiple
            plastic surgeries, but no one mentioned that part. Ever.

      
      Reaching out, she wrapped her arms around her old friend and smiled as she hugged
            her back. “Mrs. Prissy, gorgeous as ever!”

      
      She laughed as she waved her off. “Oh stop, you’re making me blush,” she said, but
            Reese knew she loved it.

      
      “You, blush? Please, I think the only time I’ve ever seen you blush is when you were
            being spanked by the owner of that basketball team!”

      
      Out the corner of her eye, she saw Phillip’s eyebrow cock up before looking back at
            the stage at the group that was dancing. She liked having him there. After spending
            a glorious night with him, she was feeling pretty amazing as they waited for her group
            to hit the stage. They were lucky that the group was performing early so Phillip could
            catch it before rushing off to the arena for the game that night. Reese hated that
            she would miss it, but she had some smaller groups performing tonight. Claire and
            the rest of the girls were stretching while Reese checked out the competition. Reese
            was only worried about two other studios and knew she needed to watch but she’d much
            rather talk with Mrs. Prissy.

      
      “Haha, good times, Brent and I dated for a long time after that.” She smiled as she
            relived the moment and then shook her head, looking back at Reese. “So you’ve been
            good, I see? I was worried at first when you came home from New York, but obviously
            that was the greatest decision of your life.”

      
      “I am very happy.”

      
      “Good, I can tell. You are simply gorgeous, girl. I mean goodness, you are glowing.”

      
      Reese smiled. “Thank you.”

      
      “I’m very proud of you. I’ve been watching your girls all weekend, fabulous is the
            only thing I can say. That redhead you got, Claire? She danced with that one boy.”

      
      Reese noticed Phillip turn again as she said, “Yeah, Claire Anderson.”

      
      “Simply phenomenal. She rocked that stage. She reminds me of a special someone I know,”
            she said with a wink.

      
      Reese giggled. “I agree. She is going to rule the dance world.”

      
      “Or maybe even the Burlesque world. The girl is sexy and dances that way.”

      
      Reese shrugged. “Maybe, but I’m hoping for headlining tours with big names.”

      
      Miss Prissy smiled. “That too, you should have done both, but it wasn’t what the good
            Lord had in his plans for you.”

      
      “You’re right.”

      
      “Okay, well, I wish I could stay and chat for hours but I need to go. Do me a favor
            though; I need you to call me, meet up for lunch because I need some new stuff for
            the stage. A few of my girls quit and now the ones I have left can’t come up with
            jack. Help me, please?”

      
      Reese nodded. She’d walk through fire for Miss Prissy. The woman was her source of
            income when she was going through college and dance school. She was the reason Reese
            had no debt and the main reason she had the dance company. She had put the capital
            down, and Reese had just paid her off a year ago. “Of course, I don’t even know why
            you are asking. Just tell me.”

      
      She let out a gut-busting laugh as she reached for Reese, hugging her tightly. “I’d
            do no such thing. I am lucky to have such an amazing young lady in my life.”

      
      Reese closed her eyes and hugged her back. “And I’m lucky to have you.”

      
      “Good,” she said, backing away before cupping Reese’s face. “Call me when you get
            back.”

      
      “Will do.”

      
      “Great, oh by the way, did you see that poor excuse for a man? He’s here. I flicked
            him off and told him to eat dirt.”

      
      Reese laughed as she waved her off. “Yes ma’am, and that’s a story for our lunch.”

      
      “Awesome. See you soon.”

      
      Miss Prissy kissed Reese’s cheek before strutting away like she owned the place. A
            smile played on Reese lips as she turned to look up at the stage. When she felt someone
            staring at her, she turned to see Phillip watching her, his brows up as he asked,
            “Who was that?”

      
      “Mrs. Prissy, a longtime friend. I used to work for her.”

      
      “Oh cool,” he said with a nod, “Burlesque?”

      
      Reese smiled. “Yup.”

      
      “Isn’t that like stripping?”

      
      She shrugged. “Kinda.”

      
      “So you were a stripper?”

      
      Reese giggled. “Sort of. No man saw my tits or kitty if that’s what you’re asking.”

      
      Phillip smirked before leaning into her. “Maybe you can show me some of your moves
            sometime?”

      
      “Maybe,” she answered, looking up with her eyes shining. He leaned over, kissing her
            softly before rubbing his nose against her. She really enjoyed kissing him in public.
            She was surprised how much she liked it. She knew she should be worried about that
            because feelings could get involved, but she just couldn’t bring herself to care.

      
      “I bet you had men blowing loads everywhere.”

      
      She giggled against his lips. “You know it.”

      
      “Mmm,” he moaned softly before kissing her again. When her studio name was called,
            she pulled away and smiled before saying, “The girls are taking the stage.”

      
      “You’re lucky.”

      
      She laughed as she smacked him away playfully. “Stop, you’re distracting.”

      
      “You know you like it.”

      
      “Maybe.”

      
      He gave a throaty laugh before turning to the stage where Claire was center stage,
            posed with her hands on her hips, her legs parted and the fiercest look on her face.

      
      “What the fuck is she wearing?” Phillip gasped before turning to look at Reese. “Where
            the hell is the rest?”

      
      “What? She looks amazing, they all do!” Reese said back as she took in her gorgeous
            dancers. She had on a bright pink dazzling bra that had diamonds and pink feathers,
            with diamond strings going down the black-studded booty shorts that had a big, bright
            pink bow on the butt. Reese thought they were gorgeous and looked fabulous on stage
            with each girls’ hair up in a high ponytail.

      
      “That is more reveling than the other one!” he complained.

      
      “It’s the dance world. This is what we wear; it covers way more than a bathing suit.”

      
      “Whatever.” He glared before looking back at the stage as the music started. For the
            love of dance, Claire ruled and demanded the attention of everyone in the room. Reese
            was a little worried what the other parents would think because it was obvious that
            Claire was the star, but there was nothing she could do about it. She was striking,
            unbelievable, and it brought tears to Reese’s eyes she was so proud. When the end
            came and Claire was the only one on the stage, a look of domination on her face, Reese
            and Phillip were the loudest people in the house because Reese knew that they just
            placed first.

      
      When awards followed three numbers later, Reese was right, and she felt like her winning
            weekend was within reach. The only thing left was the solos and with the way Claire
            was dancing, she knew she’d take the title home.

      
      And Reese was beyond excited.

      
      The next morning, Reese stood along the wall as she watched Claire and Brian stretch.
            Brian had already gone on but he was there for moral support, and Reese was sure that
            Claire liked that a lot. It had been a full morning of solos, and this was her last
            one. After awards, they were going to head home and she was actually excited for the
            ride home. It would be fun riding with Claire and Phillip, especially since Phillip
            was in a great mood after winning last night’s game. When he came to her room, he
            was jubilant, telling her that they were on a fourteen game win streak. She knew they
            were winning a lot but didn’t realize it had been that many. It was awesome, and they
            only needed four more straight wins for a new franchise record. He was very excited
            and sure they would make it. Reese completely believed in him, in the team, and she
            made plans to go to a game.

      
      Reese hadn’t been to a game since Elli started dating Shea. It had been a while, and
            she was excited to get a new jersey, since she had borrowed one of Elli’s, and cheer
            for the home team. She was beginning to fit Phillip in her life, something she thought
            she’d never do, but somehow it had happened. She wanted to go do things with him and
            Claire, now that Claire knew about them, and for some crazy reason, she was okay with
            that. She also wasn’t worried about the dinner with her parents. Crazy huh? But all
            she could think was that Claire and Phillip were awesome people, her mom and dad would
            love them, and even if they thought something more about her and Phillip, they knew
            the truth. This was fun until it wasn’t. Then they would part ways as friends because
            since he had been in her life, she couldn’t imagine him not being there. Plus, she
            didn’t want to lose Claire, so she would work to be friends no matter what.

      
      Moving her hair out of her face, she checked her Facebook as she waited for Phillip
            to come back. He went to get them Starbucks before Claire hit the stage. With her
            being last, Reese was really excited because she would be very fresh on the judge’s
            mind while they did the scoring. Reese’s other girls and Brian did well, probably
            their best, and even though Claire was mind blowing, she had a lot of competition
            today. Not only from the company but from other studios. Reese was really nervous.
            She wasn’t sure if the dance was strong enough. It was gorgeous, but was it award
            winning? Blah, she hated when she did this. Second-guessing something she knew was
            the best. They had worked hard on this dance, and she stood behind it completely.

      
      So she needed to stop or at least have Phillip come to distract her.

      
      “Hey, Reese, are you busy?”

      
      Looking to the side, she took in a sharp breath. Kevin stood there, looking beautiful
            in a baggy sweatshirt and tight jeans. He had boots that came to his ankles, his hair
            was back in a ponytail, and Reese decided that this was not the distraction she wanted.
            She’d much rather go back to thinking her dance sucked than dealing with Kevin Edds.
            When a gorgeous blonde appeared next to him, with a little boy in her arms, Reese
            prayed to God that she wasn’t who she thought she was.

      
      Cutting a look back to Kevin, she glared as she said, “My dancer is about to hit the
            stage.”

      
      He gave her a pleading look before looking over at Claire and then back at Reese.
            “This will only take a second; my wife wants to meet you. Stacey, this is Reese.”

      
      “Hi, Reese! It’s so wonderful to finally meet you!” she said with bright grey eyes.
            She grinned as she took a step forward, holding out her free hand. She had full lips,
            sweet, blushed cheeks, and was dressed in a very SoHo way. Looking deep into the woman’s
            eyes, Reese couldn’t figure out why Kevin cheated on her. She was breathtaking and
            had legs for days. She had to be a model or used to be, since she was very pregnant
            too.

      
      Guilt flooded her as she looked into Stacey’s eyes. She never knew about her but still,
            she hated that she was involved in helping Kevin cheat. Not wanting to be rude, Reese
            took her hand, hating that she was shaking as said, “Nice to meet you too.”

      
      “I’ve heard so much about you, saw you perform a billion times. You are simply amazing.
            I hate that you had to come home but apparently, it was the right choice. Every single
            one of your dancers has been outstanding.”

      
      Reese had to swallow around the lump in her throat. “Thank you. I am very proud of
            them.”

      
      “You should be. My favorite is her. She is astonishing and reminds me so much of you,”
            she said, pointing at Claire.

      
      “I agree, she reminds me of you, too,” Kevin said, but Reese ignored him as her eyes
            stayed locked with Stacey’s. Something inside her wanted her to apologize, say that
            she never would have done such an awful thing if she would have known, but she couldn’t
            find the words.

      
      “Thank you, I am very proud of Claire. She is my top student.”

      
      “I wouldn’t doubt that! I’m so excited for her solo,” Stacey gushed as she leaned
            into Kevin.

      
      “Me too,” she said before reaching out to touch the little boy’s arm. “He is a beautiful
            little boy, favors you completely.”

      
      Stacey beamed. “Thank you, this is Braxton, our little man. I’m pregnant with a little
            girl, Bailey.”

      
      Soon it was hard to breathe. Reese had so many plans with Kevin. She wanted to marry
            him, have a little boy and girl with him, when the whole time, he had that with someone
            else. When her lip started to wobble, she knew she had to get out of there but, before
            she could, a hand wrapped around her wrist. She turned to look up into a pair of stunning
            blue eyes and relief washed over her.

      
      Oh, thank God, she thought as she took the coffee that Phillip had out for her.

      
      “Thank you,” she said, thanking him for way more than just the coffee.

      
      “Sure, I think they are about to call Claire back, ready?”

      
      Stacey asked, “Is Claire your daughter?”

      
      Phillip looked over at her and smiled. “She is my niece.”

      
      “She is phenomenal. We love watching her dance.”

      
      “Thanks, I am very proud of her.”

      
      “You should be,” Stacey said as Claire and Brian showed up beside them.

      
      “Sorry to interrupted, but I go on in nine minutes according to the backstage lady,”
            Claire said.

      
      “Sounds good, stretched?” Reese asked before sipping her coffee as she admired Claire.
            Her hair was up in a bun again with a big, black flower that had feathers coming out
            from behind to the side of her bun. Her outfit covered a lot more than her others.
            It was a dark red bra and booty short set with black lace covering the bra, her stomach,
            and her shorts. It was bedazzled like crazy with big, shiny stones and on the hip
            was a big red and black flower. It fit her like a glove and was really striking on
            her.

      
      Claire grinned. “Yup, I’m ready.”

      
      “Awesome, well if you’ll excuse us, it was great meeting you, Stacey,” Reese said
            but, before she could get away as quickly as she hoped, Brian stepped up with a look
            of awe on his face.

      
      “You’re Kevin Edds, right? From New York, the Flash Forward Company?” Brian asked.

      
      No, walk away, Brian! Ahh! There was no getting away so she looked over at Kevin as he nodded, reaching out
            to shake Brian’s hand. “Sure is, it’s nice to meet you. I really enjoyed your solo
            and your duet with Claire.”

      
      Brian looked as if he was going to cry as he nodded his head quickly. “Thank you.
            Man, it’s amazing to meet you. I’ve applied to your company and hope to get in.”

      
      “Is that right? I haven’t went through my apps lately, we are touring right now, recruiting
            students, but when I get home, I’ll make sure to put yours to the side. I really enjoyed
            watching you dance.”

      
      “Wow, thank you! Are you touring in Tennessee? That’s where we are,” Brain said, pointing
            to him and Claire.

      
      “Yeah, we’d love to have you at our studio. You’re like a dancing genius, right Reese?”
            Claire asked, her eyes bright as she looked over at her.

      
      Refraining from telling her students that no, she would not love to have him at her
            studio and that she actually thought he was a dancing jerk off, she looked up at Kevin
            and said, “Yeah, you’re more than welcome to come any time you’d like. I know your
            tour is probably full now, but maybe next time.”

      
      She was being fake but with the way Stacey and the kids were grinning, they believed
            her, which was great, but when Kevin said, “Actually, I have room on my tour now and
            would love to come to your studio.”

      
      She wanted die right there. For fuck’s sake, she thought as she smiled. “Oh, really?”

      
      “Yes! We’d love to come. I’ve always wanted to come to Tennessee, but Kevin is really
            weird about that state, don’t know why! I’m so excited!”

      
      “Me too,” Kevin said, looking Reese right in the eyes. “So I guess we will go straight
            to Tennessee after the rest of the senior solos. Maybe we can get together tomorrow,
            work out some stuff, and then have the class on Tuesday?”

      
      Reese wanted to scream more than she wanted her next breath, but with Claire and Brian
            looking at her like she was holding the world in her hands, she nodded and said, “That
            will be fine.”

      
      “Awesome, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon. Gives us both time to sleep.”

      
      Reese could only nod as dread filled her. “Great.”
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      Phillip knew that Kevin coming to Reese’s studio was on the other side of great. It
            was from his understanding a fucking nightmare but, for some reason, Reese was just
            standing there, nodding and saying yes, when Phillip knew she didn’t want to do that
            at all. He didn’t understand what the hell was going on, but he intended to find out.

      
      “I’m so excited!” Claire gushed as Brian grinned beside her. Reese looked away, moving
            her hand through her long hair. She had it down today, only a pin holding back one
            side, and she looked sweet. In a pair of tight jeans that hugged every inch of her
            sexy legs, she wore a long, honey-colored shirt that brought out the color in her
            eyes. She had light makeup on, but that was his fault. He kept her busy most the morning,
            trying to fill the void of not having her for the last three weeks, so she only got
            to throw a little bit on.

      
      “Claire Anderson?”

      
      Everyone turned to see the backstage lady walking towards them. Her clipboard was
            in her hand as she pointed to Claire. “There are three numbers left, please follow
            me backstage.”

      
      “Okay,” Claire said before looking up at him and smiling. This weekend was great for
            them. Not only had they finally talked about things that needed to be said, but also
            they had connected. She knew that he was proud of her, that he loved her, and couldn’t
            live a decent life without her. Dance had turned into something they both needed,
            and he hoped to God, she went up on that stage and killed the shit out of this dance.
            He knew she could do it.

      
      Reaching out, he squeezed her shoulder. “Go kick some major ass.”

      
      “That’s my plan,” she said with a cocky grin before looking over at Reese, who had
            pride shining in her eyes as she hugged her tightly.

      
      “Whatever happens up on that stage, remember that no matter what I am super proud
            of you. You’ve performed amazingly this weekend. I know that you’re going to murder
            this dance and own that stage. I am so insanely proud of you. You aren’t the girl
            that first came to my studio. You have grown so much and my God, I could just squeeze
            you.”

      
      Claire giggled. “I wouldn’t be where I am without you, you know that, but thank you.
            You better believe first place is mine.”

      
      They all smiled as she ran off with Brian to catch up with backstage lady.

      
      “We are going to go watch,” Reese said to the douche and the pretty woman beside him
            as she started for the stage.

      
      “Of course, we’ll see you tomorrow!” the lady said as she waved quickly, her little
            boy mimicking her with a huge grin on his face.

      
      Turning around, Phillip walked along side of Reese as they headed for the spot for
            the instructors to watch.

      
      “What was all that about?”

      
      She shook her head. “Hell if I know. I don’t know how he weaseled his way into my
            studio, but he has and I’m not happy about it.”

      
      “So tell him no.”

      
      “I can’t,” she said with a defeated sigh. “You saw Claire and Brian. I may hate him,
            but Kevin is famous and they would love to learn from him. I have to do what’s best
            for my dancers and if having that twat bag at my studio is what is best, then I’ll
            do it.”

      
      He loved this side of her. This was the real Reese, and he thoroughly enjoyed this
            side of her. She was slowly but surely tearing down the walls she had up. She was
            becoming comfortable around him, and he was thankful for that because with every touch,
            every kiss, and every moment he spent with her, he fell a little more. She was the
            other half of him he was missing and even though their relationship was supposed to
            be fun and carefree, it was more than that for him. There had been so many times this
            weekend he wanted to tell her that, but the thought of her running away kept him from
            saying the words. He was scared.

      
      How he was scared of a little thing like her was beyond him, but he was. She and Claire
            were the big goon defensemen that could take him out of the game of love. They could
            ruin him. He had to make sure that never happened, because he loved them with every
            fiber in his body. Turning to face her, he reached out, cupping her face, and smiled.

      
      “I am proud of you.”

      
      She arched an eyebrow. “What for?”

      
      “For being you. It takes a lot to put aside your issues with him for your kids.”

      
      She smiled as she looked away shyly, shrugging her shoulders. “It’s no big deal.”

      
      “No, it is,” he insisted as he leaned closer, brushing his lips against hers. “And
            it doesn’t go unnoticed.”

      
      She looked up, her eyes soft as she smiled. He smiled back and kissed her fully on
            the lips before hugging her into his side. In a comfortable silence, they watched
            as the girl before Claire performed to some Taylor Swift song. He loved having her
            in his arms. The feel of her sweet body against his sent molten lava through his veins,
            and he was convinced that he could live with her as a permanent appendage on his body.
            It might be hard to play hockey with her glued to him but, in a way, he didn’t care.
            He never wanted to let her go.

      
      He was hopped up on the way Reese made him feel. She put him on a high that was indescribable.
            He was hooked. She was his drug, and he was utterly fine with admitting his addiction
            to her. Moving his hand into her back pocket, he was rewarded with a sneaky little
            smile.

      
      “You trying to get frisky?”

      
      He gave her a cocky grin. “Aren’t I always?”

      
      “True, very true, but you’re gonna have to wait. Claire is about to come on.”

      
      He moved his nose in her hair and took in a deep breath. “I have no problem waiting
            for you.”

      
      She giggled as she pushed him away playfully. “Shh, you’re turning me on.”

      
      “Good,” he said, kissing her jaw. “Now you’ll have to wait, too.”

      
      She scowled at him. “I hate waiting.”

      
      “Sorry,” he said with a shrug as they called Claire’s name. Turning to look at the
            stage, he smiled when he felt Reese’s hand slide into his back pocket. He tried to
            ignore the desire he had for Reese as he watched Claire get in position. When the
            song started and she started moving like her body was the music, Phillip found himself
            in awe of her beauty. He had seen her dance with a partner and in a group, but he
            decided that watching her dance alone was his favorite. She commanded the stage, owned
            it, made it her bitch, and it was mesmerizing to watch.

      
      “I like her outfit a lot more today,” he said as she leaped in the air before landing
            and pulling her leg behind her head.

      
      “Figures you’d like the one that covers all of her,” Reese teased, poking him in the
            side and making him jump.

      
      He smiled as Claire continued to turn for what seemed like forever before falling
            to the ground and arching her back. Tears stung his eyes like they had the first time
            he saw her perform this dance. When the song ended, her eyes were wide and full of
            emotion. Phillip let Reese go to cheer like he was in a hockey rink, and not at a
            national dance competition. He knew people were looking at him like he was nuts, but
            nothing mattered but letting Claire know how proud of her he was. When she went off
            the stage, Reese took his hand and led him backstage, where Claire ran right into
            him, hugging him so tight he couldn’t breathe.

      
      “I was so scared I was going to mess up,” she whispered against his chest. He held
            her, kissing the top of her head.

      
      “No way, you had that.”

      
      She shook her head before looking up at him. “You think so?”

      
      “I know so,” he said with a wink.

      
      “I agree, I think you’re going to be three for three, Claire,” Reese said with a wide
            grin.

      
      Claire looked from her to Phillip. He smiled before hugging her tight. “Now go up
            there and get your hardware so we can go home.”

      
      Claire smiled as she let him go. “Can we get ice cream, too?”

      
      “Ooh, can we? I second that request,” Reese chimed in.

      
      He chuckled as he shook his head but, inside, he was on his knees, thanking the sweet
            Lord above. This was what he wanted. He wanted these moments with the two women that
            meant the most to him. He knew that it was only ice cream, but it meant way more to
            him. It was the start of something that he never wanted to end. He knew that Reese
            was nowhere ready to settle down and admit that she loved him, but he felt like she
            was getting there and he wasn’t about to stop loving her. Not when the end result
            was within reach. When Claire went three for three, getting the highest score, only
            three points away from perfect, and placing first overall, Phillip saw tears in Reese’s
            eyes and he knew right then that she was almost there. She only needed a little more
            time to see that they worked together as a unit, a team.

      
      That they could work as a family even.
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      STANDING ALONE in a room with Kevin Edds was probably the last place she thought she’d be when she
            walked away from him three years before.

      
      But sometimes the moments you’d think would least happen come around and bite you
            in the ass. Blah, she wished she were anywhere but here. She felt naked with his lazy
            gaze on her. He stood against the wall, looking up at her from his phone while she
            stood by the iHome. Despite the fact that she was fully clothed in black tights, shorts,
            and a long-sleeved sweatshirt, she felt like he could see right through the layers
            she wore. Before, she loved it. She loved how he looked at her like she was a piece
            of the most succulent meat he’d ever put in his mouth but now, now she wouldn’t piss
            on him if he were on fire. She didn’t care that he looked sinful, all tall and lean
            in a pair of dance shorts and a tank, because she didn’t want anything from him.

      
      Ever again.

      
      She had regretted her decision of inviting him to the studio a hundred times over,
            but she had done it and now had to live with the decision she made. The whole way
            home from Chicago with Phillip and Claire, she tried to figure out why she said yes.
            She told Phillip it was because of the kids, but was that the real reason? It didn’t
            feel right. She felt like there was more to her decision, but she couldn’t figure
            out what that was. She needed to figure it out but all she kept doing was wishing
            him to the millionth circle of hell. She wasn’t sure if there was one but she sure
            hoped so, because Kevin Edds needed to leave and make that place his home.

      
      Reese hated how she was holding all this anger towards him. She needed to do as Phillip
            said and let it go. They were done, he was dead to her, so why did she allow herself
            to hate him so? Why was being in a room with him, alone, making her want to gouge
            out his eyeballs? This should be easy. Pick a damn song to show the expert class he
            was teaching and be done with him, but it wasn’t that easy. He wanted to show off
            both their skills and she had no problem doing that, but he wanted to do it together
            in a couple’s dance like they used to do all the time. And that was a huge problem since she hadn’t touched him in years and the thought of their bodies touching
            again had her on edge.

      
      “Why are you scowling at me?”

      
      Reese scowled even more. “Because I don’t like you, and I don’t want to be in this
            room with you.”

      
      He laughed as he came off the wall, his brown eyes locked on hers. “I always loved
            how blunt you were, never really hid what you were thinking.”

      
      She watched him walk towards her, tucking his phone in his pocket before standing
            in front of her. He was close enough to kiss or even for her to backhand him, but
            she decided against both as he said, “I miss that about you.”

      
      Pushing him away, she said, “You don’t have the right to miss anything about me. Shut
            up and let’s get this done.”

      
      “Why are you so mad? Shouldn’t you be over all that by now? It was eons ago.”

      
      She glared. “How can you not expect me to be angry with what you did to me?”

      
      He shrugged his shoulders. “It wasn’t a big deal. We had a fling. It had to end.”

      
      She swore she was about to have steam coming out of her ears and look like one of
            those crazy cartoons. “Are you flipping crazy? It was no fling. I loved you, and you
            loved me. You told me so countless times. How dare you say that?”

      
      This wasn’t going to work. There was no way she was going to be able to dance with
            him. No, she was going to break his kneecaps and throw his body out the damn window!

      
      Holding out his hands in a calm-down motion, he said, “Whoa, calm down, killer. I
            know that you loved me, shit Reese, I fucking loved you, with all of me, but it came
            down to what was more important. My family or you, and it was my family.”

      
      Reese felt tears sting her eyes. “That’s fine, because I completely agree, but you
            should have never made me believe that I was it, that I was yours! You should have
            told me you had a wife and child!”

      
      He shrugged. “You’re right, but it wasn’t that easy. I had to have you. I was attracted
            the moment I saw you. Your body was, and still, is killer. Your face was gorgeous
            and when you moved, I couldn’t breathe. I know it was wrong of me but if I had told
            you about my family, you wouldn’t have slept with me. I needed to have you.”

      
      She blanched as she looked into his hard, brown eyes. “You’re fucking right!” she
            screamed. “I would have never loved you. I would have never done anything. You would
            have been completely off limits, because I’m no fucking home wrecker! But you made
            me one! You broke my heart, and you made me into a whore! You chased me off from the
            one place that held my dreams because I couldn’t bear being seen as your other woman.
            You ruined me, Kevin, when all you were supposed to do was love me and help me reach
            my goal and dreams. I thought you were that person, and I was wrong. So damn wrong.”

      
      She shook her head as she looked away. She felt the tears wanting to fall but, thank
            God, she didn’t allow them to. She had cried enough over Kevin Edds, and she wouldn’t
            allow herself to do it any longer. Instead, she looked back at him like he was the
            most disgusting piece of trash in the dumpster. She had thought so highly of him,
            she thought she knew him, but she was wrong. “You used me. You misled me into thinking
            that the things I felt and the dreams I had for us were within reach when they weren’t.
            So yes, I am still mad. But don’t you even think for a second that it is because I
            am still in love with you. Because believe me, I’m not. This moment right now solidifies
            that. I am disgusted with myself for ever loving you. I wasted my love on you. I allowed
            you to ruin me. I hate that, but let me tell you right now,” she said, taking a step
            towards him, “I’ll never make that mistake again.”

      
      Saying those words were what she needed. This was what she needed. This moment to
            tell Kevin Edds that he was dead to her. She felt like the weight of the world was
            taken off her chest, and she could breathe again. She could live her life without
            ever thinking of this man again, thinking of the what ifs. This man used her, and
            it took him saying the things he had to make her realize that. She had done no wrong
            back then, it was all him, and knowing that help her cope with all the anger she had
            in her. He was out to get her, he was the villain in their love story, and she was
            glad to no longer be a part of it. It was like she was closing the book on them, and
            she was completely fine with that.

      
      Taking another step towards him, she looked up and smiled as she said, “Now let’s
            get this done and then do this class. When you walk out my doors to the van that holds
            your family, know that this is the last time we will ever see each other or talk.
            When you see me in the dance world, look the other way, because we have nothing to
            say to each other. Love your wife and only your wife; don’t ever do to her what you
            did again. I don’t know how she stays with you, maybe she doesn’t know, but that isn’t
            my problem, it’s yours. You have to live with that and live what you have done to
            me, but I don’t think you care, so let’s get this done and never see each other again.”

      
      Taking a step back, she reached for the iPod and found the song that she wanted to
            dance to. She didn’t care what he wanted. They were dancing to this, and there was
            no discussing it.

      
      “She does know about us,” he said, stopping her fingers on the iPod. “And she was
            going to leave me, take my son and the child she was pregnant with at the time, and
            take me to the cleaners.”

      
      Reese turned and met his sorrowful eyes. “She gave me twenty-four hours to decide
            what I wanted and I picked you, I did, but then my son crawled into my lap, looked
            up at me with the same colored eyes as his mother, and I couldn’t do it, Reese. I
            couldn’t lose him. So I chose her and broke it off with you the next day. It killed
            me, it did, and I hate that I hurt you. When I found out you left, I was ready to
            chase after you to bring you back because we couldn’t lose you at the company, too.
            Then Stacey lost our baby and I decided I had to let you go, that I had to worry about
            my family. I made Stacey promise not to blame you—that it was entirely my fault. For
            the longest time things were strained but, after a lot of counseling, we are back
            to where we should be. You have to believe me when I say that I am so sorry for what
            I did. I don’t expect you to forgive me, the deceiving and the lying is unforgiveable,
            but know that I loved you. I did, but I know I wasn’t and am still not the man for
            you.”

      
      Her lips wobbled as he looked away.

      
      “You’re a star, Reese, the brightest one in the sky, and you deserve a man that will
            help you shine brighter. A man that will cherish you and never look at another woman
            after being with you. I’m sorry that I held your heart hostage the way I did. I had
            no right to do that to you. That is the main reason that I am here. I needed to apologize.”

      
      When he looked up at her, waiting for her response, all she could do was nod. He didn’t
            deserve her forgiveness, and she couldn’t trust herself not to give it to him. A part
            of her, the small one that still had feelings for him, wanted to forgive him. The
            rest of her wanted to flick him off but, instead, she cleared her throat before saying,
            “What I said still stands. We have no reason to talk once you leave this studio.”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      She looked down at where she played with the hem of her sweatshirt and said, “But
            thank you.”

      
      “You’re welcome.”

      
      Nodding, she turned again and took a deep breath, collecting herself. She thought
            she had felt good saying what she had, hearing Kevin’s words was ten times better.
            Looking back at him, she let out a breath. “Let’s do this.”

      
      Walking towards him with her remote in her hand, he said, “You’ve picked a song?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Okay,” he said as she hit play. He listened for a moment and then scoffed. “Really?”

      
      She shrugged. “It’s a good song. This is my favorite version.” And it was. Madilyn
            Bailey sang the female version of Bruno Mars’ “When I was Your Man” and it was stunning.
            They listened to the song the whole way through and then started. When he reached
            for her, pulling her into his chest, she looked into his eyes and felt nothing. She
            thought this was going to be hard, feeling his body against hers, but it wasn’t because
            he meant nothing to her. It felt like he was just another partner, not the man that
            she loved for so long, and she had a feeling that he felt nothing, too. She hoped
            that the hard times he went through with his wife made him fall back in love with
            her. She deserved all of him, and she hoped that Stacey got that.

      
      Moving together like it wasn’t the first time in years, Reese put her heart in the
            dance. She not only wanted to impress her students but also Phillip. Thinking that
            made her heart stop but she ignored it and kept up with Kevin, making sure he didn’t
            outshine her. They worked for three hours straight and when they were fully satisfied
            with what they had, Reese backed away and nodded. “I think we are good.”

      
      “Good, everyone should be here soon, huh?”

      
      Reese looked up at the clock. “Yeah, in about two hours.”

      
      “Cool, I’m gonna run and get a shower. I’ll be back then.”

      
      She laid the remote to the stereo down. She fully expected him to walk away, but then
            he said, “I hope that you’re happy, Reese.”

      
      She looked over her shoulder. “I am.”

      
      “Good, because I want you to be. I hope he does all the things I should have done.”

      
      She didn’t want to talk about Phillip to Kevin, hell, she didn’t even want to accept
            the words she was about to utter, but she surprised herself and probably Kevin when
            she said, “He is ten times the man you will ever be.”

      
      Kevin nodded slowly. She knew that was a low blow, but it wasn’t like her not to speak
            her mind. “Good. I’m glad. Because you deserve a man like that.”

      
      She stood up tall on her heels, her eyes locked with his as she declared. “You’re
            right, I do.”

      
      He stood there a moment, a look on his face, somewhere between regret and acceptance,
            before turning and leaving. She let out a long breath, glad that he was out of view,
            out of her space. She knew she was wrong for misleading him, making him think that
            Phillip and her were serious, but it was so easy to make it seem like that. Reese
            wanted to analyze that, figure out why that was, but after the morning she just had,
            she figured she’d do that later.

      
      Way later.
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      Apparently, this Kevin guy was a big deal in the dance world.

      
      Even on short notice, the studio was packed with dancers. They circled him, firing
            questions left and right, while Reese leaned against the wall, looking bored, but
            Phillip still thought she was hot as hell. She had on tight black shorts, and a black
            sports bra with a large, black lace shirt that came to mid-thigh. Her long, luscious
            hair was in up a bun, and she wore no makeup. He was starting to think he liked her
            best like this. All homey and comfy looking. He wanted to cuddle, hold her for hours,
            but that wouldn’t be happening any time soon.

      
      Sir-douche-a-lot, aka Kevin, seemed to like the attention he was getting and was talking
            way more than Phillip liked. He knew that Claire was excited, she was hanging on every
            word the guy said, but Phillip knew it pained Reese for him to be here. Since the
            urge to eliminate all things/persons that hurt the woman he loved, he needed this
            guy gone. Quick.

      
      Along with the fact that the guy had hurt Reese, Phillip just didn’t like him. He
            was standing like his shit didn’t stink and what was up with these guy dancers not
            wearing shirts? Phillip didn’t care if the guy was ripped, because Phillip could run
            circles around this guy in the gym, but he needed to wear a damn shirt. There were
            young girls in here; they didn’t need to see all that crap. Scowling, Phillip crossed
            his arms and hoped the guy knew that in Phillip’s head, he had a hockey stick and
            the guy’s balls, and he was going to town, shooting over and over at the net.

      
      As Phillip ruined any chances of this guy having kids ever again in his head, he watched
            as the dude taught some dance moves to the kids. He was leaning against the wall outside
            the door to the studio. He never knew that the wall that was between the parents’
            waiting room and the main studio collapsed up into the ceiling, but he thought that
            was pretty awesome. It provided a lot of space. Dancers sat along the side of the
            studio as the guy took groups of dancers and worked on their technique. Pulling out
            his phone, he recorded Claire getting tips. He always liked to have video of him learning
            new things and figured that Claire might like that, too.

      
      When he was done, Claire smiled up at him like he was the God of dance before running
            towards Phillip.

      
      “Did you see that? Ugh, Kevin is amazing,” she said in awe.

      
      Phillip rolled his eyes and decided not to say his opinion about the guy as he handed
            her his phone. “I recorded that for you.”

      
      “OMG, you rock! Thank you!”

      
      “No problem,” he said, resting his arm across her shoulders as she watched the video
            he recorded.

      
      “Okay, now, I have something super special planned for you guys.”

      
      Claire handed back his phone as she looked towards the center of the room where the
            guy stood. Phillip tucked his phone in his pocket and listened as he said, “As a lot
            of you know, Reese and I used to dance together in New York.” The place erupted with
            applause for Reese as she grinned widely at her students before walking to the middle
            of the floor with him. “Now we haven’t danced together in what, three years?” Reese
            nodded, not looking him in the eye as she bent her toes into the floor. “Yeah, three
            years. Today we trained for three hours, and I want to show you what we came up with.”

      
      The room fell quiet as Reese turned to the guy, and he took her hips in his hand.
            Leaning back, Reese looked as if her back was broken and then the music started. It
            was a girl version to “When I was Your Man” by Bruno Mars, but Phillip couldn’t pay
            attention to it if he tried with all his might because watching Reese move across
            the floor was something short of magic. The guy was good, amazing even, but he couldn’t
            hold a candle to Reese. Her heart and soul showed while she danced, and if she weren’t
            careful, everyone in that room would know that Kevin and her had a history. There
            was so much emotion in their dance that jealousy bubbled inside Phillip as he watched.
            The douche’s hands were in spaces that only Phillip’s hands needed to be. When he
            held Reese’s face in his hand, his lips hovering over hers, it took everything for
            Phillip not to come off the wall and take the guy by his neck. He didn’t like the
            way they were dancing, but he sure did love watching Reese move.

      
      He only wished it were with him and not the douchebag.

      
      When the song picked up and Reese pushed Kevin away, he ran after her, holding her
            up as she did splits in the air before kicking away from him and rolling onto her
            back, where she arched her back before wrapping her arms around her legs. A stricken
            look was on her face as she got back to her feet, turning slowly before moving out
            of his reach. Phillip figured if he actually watched the guy, he would see the emotion
            from his side, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Reese.

      
      She held his complete attention.

      
      When dude fell to his knees and Reese turned her back to him, she let her shoulders
            fall before letting out a long breath as the music ended. When the place erupted again,
            Phillip didn’t realize how deafening a bunch of girls could be until that moment.
            Blown away, Phillip clapped loudly, whooping and hollering with Claire as Reese’s
            brown eyes shined the brightest he had ever seen them. When her eyes met his, she
            shrugged, shyly, and he threw her a wink, hoping that she knew how impressed he was
            with her. Yeah, he was jealous and hated the dude even more but, most of all, he was
            impressed and in awe of her talent.

      
      Pushing off the wall, he decided he was going to tell her that, but everyone swarmed
            around her and the dude. Then the guy’s arm wrapped around Reese’s slim waist. Phillip
            paused mid-stride and his nails bit into his palms as he watched them together. They
            looked like they belonged and that bothered Phillip.

      
      A lot.

      
      “Let’s go, this place is a nut house,” Claire complained as she shook her head. “I
            got my time with Kevin, I’m good. I need to study, too.”

      
      “Alright.”

      
      “Unless you want to say bye to Reese, I can wait.”

      
      Phillip shook his head. “No, I’m good, I’ll text her. Let’s go.”

      
      He looked back one last time to see Reese grinning, and a knot formed in his stomach.
            He knew the thoughts he was having of the two of them getting back together was ludicrous,
            but he couldn’t help but think so and then he wondered if she had ever smiled at him
            like that.

      
      And he couldn’t remember if she had.

      
      Later that evening, Phillip lay on the couch, mindlessly flipping through channels,
            trying to keep his mind off Reese. She hadn’t texted him, and he wasn’t going to text
            her. She was busy… with… stuff. Not Kevin, though, he had to tell himself that or
            he was going to freak the hell out. Throwing the remote down when he found a game,
            he let out a breath.

      
      “Jeez, what’s got your panties in a bunch?”

      
      His eyes cut to Claire, who was sitting on the other side of the couch with her nose
            in her English book. All he could see was her piercing blue eyes with strands of red
            hair falling into them.

      
      “Nothing,” he said before looking back at the TV.

      
      “Whatever, you’ve been a boob since we left the studio.”

      
      “A boob?” he asked.

      
      “Yeah, you didn’t even talk to me during dinner, and now you’ve huffed and puffed
            for the last thirty minutes. It’s annoying, what’s wrong?”

      
      He shook his head. “Nothing and I’m not being a boob, I’m tired.”

      
      “Ooookay,” she drew out before rolling her eyes. He wanted to tell her to mind her
            own business but since he knew that would start a fight, he returned his attention
            to the Blues and Lightning game. The Blues were up by two and they were playing a
            good game, something to keep Phillip busy while he tried not to think of Reese… with
            Kevin.

      
      It wasn’t working though.

      
      “I know it’s about Reese.”

      
      For fuck’s sake.

      
      Cutting a look back at Claire, he said, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      
      She smiled as she shook her head. “Jeez, you have it bad for her, huh?”

      
      “Shut up,” he muttered before reaching for the remote and turning the volume up.

      
      “Why don’t you just call her?” she asked over the music.

      
      “No way, she’s busy with that guy.”

      
      Claire giggled. “OMG, you know she doesn’t like him, right? She called him a dickwad
            when he wasn’t looking. I think she might hate him. They have history. Skylar said
            her mom’s sister said that she left New York because of him.”

      
      Not wanting to confirm or deny that statement, Phillip shrugged. “They looked pretty
            close during that dance.”

      
      “You’re such a dork.” Claire laughed as she laid her book down and pinned him with
            a look. “It was all show. It’s for the dance.”

      
      “Whatever.”

      
      “Oh goodness, sulk away, Phillip. You’re such a man baby.”

      
      “And you’re a brat.”

      
      She laughed as she leaned into him. “And you love me soooooo much.”

      
      He rolled his eyes before wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Maybe.”

      
      She smiled widely at him, reaching for her book and grabbing her highlighter before
            going back to work. With a smile on his face, he turned his attention back to the
            TV, thinking that all he needed was Reese on his other side, cuddled up against him,
            and life would be complete. When his phone dinged, he reached into his pocket to pull
            it out.

      
      Speak of the devil, he thought as he read Reese’s message.

      
      You left without saying bye, jerk. ☺

      
      Typing back with one hand, he said, You looked pretty comfortable with douchebag, didn’t want to interrupt.

      
      OMG, seriously?

      
      Yeah, I am.

      
      Jealously is cute on you, why don’t you come over and let me show you who I am really
            comfortable with?

      
      A smile pulled at his lips as desire tickled in his gut. He glanced over at where
            Claire was studying and asked, “What are you doing?”

      
      Without moving her eyes from her book, she said, “Finishing this chapter and then
            I’m going to bed, why?”

      
      Phillip looked down at his phone, reading Reese’s text again. Did he want to leave
            Claire and go? Was that rude? Would that make him an asshole? She was going to bed,
            she didn’t need him, but maybe she didn’t want him to go? Deciding that instead of
            negotiating with himself on if he should go or not, he should ask Claire, but she
            beat him to it.

      
      “What? Reese wants you to come over?”

      
      He felt his cheeks burn a little as he shrugged. “Yeah.”

      
      “Go, I’m going to bed.”

      
      “You sure you don’t mind?” he asked apprehensively.

      
      “Not at all,” she said with an easy smile. “I told you, I’m good. I know I’ll always
            have both of you in my life, I am hoping together.”

      
      “That’s right and I am hoping too, but okay, I’m gonna go.”

      
      “Good. See you in the morning, I guess,” she said before leaning over to place a kiss
            on his cheek.

      
      “All right, study and go to bed. I’ll lock up on my way out but make sure to set the
            alarm before you go.”

      
      “Will do,” she said with a little salute before looking back down at her book.

      
      Phillip hopped up, texting Reese as he went to get his keys. On my way.

      
      Fabulous.

      
      Reaching for the door, he turned to look back at Claire. “No boys, right? Especially
            the dude that walks around like that wolf kid from Twilight.”

      
      Claire rolled her eyes. “You did not just say that?”

      
      He looked at her with a stern expression as he nodded. “Ugh, yeah.”

      
      “Oh for goodness sakes, yeah, no boys, I promise.”

      
      “All right, love you.”

      
      “Love you,” she said before he shut the door and ran down to his car. Hopping in with
            a wide grin, Phillip drove faster than usual to Reese’s apartment. The ride was short,
            thankfully, and once he was at the studio after using the hidden key, he took the
            stairs two at a time up to Reese’s apartment. She opened the door, standing in only
            a pair of black lace panties and a white tee. She had no bra on, her hard nipples
            we noticeable through the thin, white shirt. His eyes ran along her body before meeting
            her hot gaze. His body went taut as his hands shook at his thighs. He wanted to devour
            her but, for some reason, he said, “Kevin here?”

      
      He had no clue why he said that but, thankfully, she scoffed as she shook her head.
            “No, the man I want is here.”

      
      Reaching out, she took the sides of his jacket in her hands before pulling him towards
            her, their chests touching as she looked up at him, longing shining in her brown eyes.
            Going up on her toes, she touched her mouth to his and he groaned against her it before
            his hands wrapped around her waist, mushing her breast to his chest. Her fingers danced
            along the back of his neck as she deepened the kiss before hiking her leg up and wrapping
            it around his waist. Dropping his hands to her lace-covered ass, he picked her up,
            turning her and pressing her against the wall, his hard cock nestled against her hot
            core.

      
      “God, I want you,” she gasped as he slid his tongue along her jaw. He pulled away,
            looking into her eyes, his fingers biting into her thighs.

      
      “I’m not going to lie; I didn’t like seeing you with him. I love watching you dance,
            hottest and the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, but I didn’t like his hands on
            you.”

      
      A small smiled pulled at her lips before she cupped his face in her hands. “I like
            this side of you. It’s hot.”

      
      “I mean it. I was two fucking seconds away from smashing that dudes face in,” he said
            roughly, his hands dancing along the inside of her thighs.

      
      She gasped against his lips, squeezing her legs around his waist. “Fuck, that’s so
            hot. I’m so wet.”

      
      He set her with a look, taking her chin with his fingers and looking deep in her eyes.
            “I’m serious.”

      
      She nodded, her eyes locked with his. “I know, but I don’t want to talk about him.
            I hated every single thing about today except when I saw you. Don’t you worry one
            bit about him. He isn’t anything to me. I don’t even like him and he knows I’ve moved
            on, plus, I like your hands a lot more.”

      
      He liked that a little more than he should and had to pause and look down to keep
            from saying something that would scare her. Looking back up into her eyes, he asked,
            “Is that right?”

      
      “Oh yeah, don’t even let him be a thought in your mind. He isn’t one in mine,” she
            said before running her tongue along his jaw.

      
      “Tell me one of your thoughts,” he growled against her cheek, his cock so hard it
            hurt.

      
      “You, inside me, hard and fast,” she moaned before slowly moving herself against his
            aching cock. A deep groan came from the base of his throat, and he was unable to take
            it. His desire was too great. Quickly, he dropped her to her feet as he undid his
            pants and she slid her panties down. Pushing his jacket off, he reached for her shirt,
            pulling it over her head and to the side. His shirt soon joined hers before he reached
            for her again. She came willingly, meeting his mouth with hers before he lifted her
            and pushed her against the wall. Moving his cock to her dripping wet center, he entered
            her, a harsh groan escaping him as he pushed to the hilt and she squeezed him with
            her pussy. Thrusting into her, she cried out, their bodies smacking together as he
            took what he wanted, which was every single piece of her.

      
      His balls drew up and he squeezed her hips in his hands as he tried to ignore his
            need to blow his load. Moving his mouth with hers, he pulled back, stilling inside
            her as he said, “This is going to be quick. You fucking drive me insane.”

      
      She cried out, her nails digging into her shoulders as she thrashed against the wall.
            “That’s fine, we have all night long.”

      
      “Yeah, we do,” he panted against her neck as he thrust once, then twice, before completely
            losing himself inside her. As they both fought for breath, his face in the nook of
            her neck, he knew that he shouldn’t be embarrassed for his quick performance because
            they did have all night long and, when she was ready, they’d have the rest of their
            lives, too.

      
      “Hey, can you do me a favor?”

      
      He smiled. “Get off you because I’m squishing you?”

      
      A breathless laugh left her lips and she shook her head, hugging him tighter against
            her. “No, I was gonna ask if you can pick me up for the dinner at Piper’s.”

      
      His smile grew because he knew that she knew that she was basically asking him to
            go to the dinner with her but instead of pointing that out, he said, “Sure.”

      
      “So I can drink, of course, no drinking and driving, you know.”

      
      “Of course,” he said, laughter lacing his voice, but when she pulled his head from
            her neck and met his lips with her own, all laughter was pushed to the side as hot
            hunger took over. He hoped she was ready for a really long night.

      
      Because he sure was.
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      WHEN REESE walked in with Phillip and Claire, she could see her mother and sisters, plus Elli,
            all share a wondering look. She didn’t know why she had asked to ride with him. She
            knew her story of over drinking was bullshit since she never drank around the kiddos,
            but she said that was the reason to cover up the fact that she just wanted to ride
            with him and Claire. She liked being around them. They made her smile; they made her
            feel good, alive even. Way more fun than driving the twenty minutes alone. But seeing
            these looks on her family’s face made her nervous and also reminded her to stay clear
            of them.

      
      All of them.

      
      Claire rushed past her, picking Ally up and kissing her on the cheek loudly, as Phillip
            went to shake hands with Erik, who was holding Dimitri. She just stood there, not
            knowing what to do. When Piper came towards her, looking too cute in a pair of black
            skinny jeans and a billowy red top, she smiled as she wrapped her arms around her.

      
      Pulling back, Piper smiled as she set Reese with a look. “So nice seeing you didn’t
            come alone.”

      
      Reese rolled her eyes. Maybe drinking would be a good idea. “Yeah, the ride is lonely
            here, you know, but man, it is worth it. This house is perfect.”

      
      Looking around Piper’s new five bedroom, two-level home, she smiled. Like Piper’s
            personality, the family room was a bright red with black and white accents. Along
            the wall were big pictures of Dimitri and some of her and Erik. Along the south wall
            where a huge TV hung, obviously for Erik’s intense love for Xbox, was hockey sticks,
            glued to the wall, spelling ‘Titovs,’ and above it said, ‘Home of the’. Reese’s heart
            expanded at the sight of the words before taking in the leather couches, the gamer
            chair that sat in the corner, and the many baby toys.

      
      This was a home. A true, loving home, and part of Reese was jealous. She loved her
            studio apartment, it was wonderful, but she sort of yearned for this. A place to hang
            her dance shoes and be proud. Maybe she needed more space, that was why she was jealous
            of Piper, or maybe it was the love that surrounded her beautiful sister. Erik came
            over, snaking an arm around Piper’s waist, and she took Dimitri out his hands, placing
            a sweet kiss on his cheek before holding him out for Reese. She took him eagerly,
            snuggling her nose in his neck.

      
      “Hey buddy, how’s auntie’s boy doing?” she cooed, kissing his sweet mouth before snuggling
            him closer in.

      
      “Reese Pieces!”

      
      Reese smiled as she looked down at her niece. Love exploded in his chest as she bent
            down, wrapping her arm around Ally. “Hey, baby girl.”

      
      “Hi! Guess what!”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Shelli and Posey and Baby Owen and Evan are here!”

      
      “Wow, that’s a lot of kids, huh?” she asked, sending Elli a grin.

      
      Ally waved her hands in the air. “Yes! It’s almost a hockey team, Uncle Shea said!”

      
      Reese laughed as she kissed her cheek again. “I know!”

      
      “Guess what?”

      
      She smiled as she said, “What, baby?”

      
      “I’m gonna have a baby brother very, very soon. We get to go pick him up at the hospital!”

      
      “I know! Isn’t it exciting?”

      
      “It is. I can’t wait! I want to hold him and love him like I do Dimitri,” she rambled
            on before leaning into her.

      
      Reese cuddled Ally in closer, kissing her temple before nodding. “I know and you’ll
            be the best big sister ever, huh?”

      
      She smiled widely as she declared, “Yup!”

      
      “Can I play with your baby brother, Ally?”

      
      Ally and Reese looked up to see Phillip with an easy smile that hit Reese straight
            in her core. Ally giggled as she nodded, reaching for Phillip. He picked her up, kissing
            her loudly on the cheek. “Thanks, I can’t wait to meet him.”

      
      “We are naming him Journey because it took a journey for him to get here!”

      
      Reese cut a look at Phillip before looking over at her sister, who was grinning like
            that was the greatest name in the world. It wasn’t any of Reese’s business, it wasn’t
            her baby, but for goodness sakes! Seriously? Journey? Shaking her head, she squeezed
            Dimitri in close, taking in his precious scent of baby powder as she watched Phillip
            holding her niece so close. He looked good with kids, really good. Not that it mattered.

      
      With a smile, she said, “That’s wonderful, Ally.”

      
      Ally grinned widely at her before kicking to be put down. Phillip did as she asked
            and then she was off, chasing after who she thought was Shelli, but it could have
            been Posey, no telling, those Adler kids favored each other completely. When Phillip
            reached out for Dimitri, taking him from Reese, she wanted to complain but then he
            cuddled the little boy into his chest and her heart stopped at the sight. She fought
            for breath as Phillip lightly kissed Dimitri’s head before grinning down at him. Why
            did she like him a little more like this?

      
      “How’s my buddy? Good? Mommy feeding you? Is Daddy letting you hold your hockey sticks?”

      
      Piper rolled her eyes as Erik scoffed before saying, “Damn right I am.”

      
      “I wish he wouldn’t though,” Piper said before breaking away from Erik and taking
            a hold of Reese’s arm. “Come help me cook.”

      
      Reese shook her head no, as Piper pulled her arm. “No way.”

      
      Piper laughed as she set her sister with a look. “What the hell, I’m slaving over
            a stove all day. I need help.”

      
      “She had it catered,” Erik muttered, receiving a glare from Piper and a grin from
            Reese.

      
      “Yup, not going,” Reese said with a quick shake of her head.

      
      “Yes, you are,” she demanded, pulling Reese across the house. For such a little person,
            Piper was strong a hell and somehow she got Reese into the kitchen where her mother,
            Harper, and Elli stood, all with knowing smiles on their faces.

      
      For fuck’s sake.

      
      Acting as if nothing was going on, Reese walked up to her mother, kissing her softly
            on the cheek before hugging Elli and Harper next. “Hey guys,” she said sweetly before
            going to the fridge. She felt their eyes on her but nothing was said as she turned
            from the fridge, sipping the water she had pulled from it.

      
      “So,” Reese said with a smile. “What’s up?”

      
      “Nothing much, how about you?” Piper asked.

      
      She shook her head. “Nothing new.”

      
      They all eyed her suspiciously and Reese fully expected them to come at her, but to
            her surprise, her mother turned to Elli and said, “Dear, I meant to tell you, I ran
            into your mother yesterday with your sister.”

      
      Elli froze at the words, and Reese found herself doing the same. Elli hadn’t spoken
            to or even seen her mother in years. Reese was okay with that because the woman was
            the epitome of a crazy bitch, and she didn’t care for her at all. She constantly brought
            Elli down. Calling her fat, ugly, almost anything to hurt her. Elli was better without
            her, especially her sister Victoria. Reese never physically wanted to hurt someone
            the way she wanted to take out Victoria. Oh wait, Kevin too, but he’d been lucky enough
            to be taken off her hit list. Victoria still remained, though. She tried to ruin Elli
            and Shea’s relationship back when they were dating but, thankfully, the two overcame
            that because, honestly, the world really didn’t turn without the two of them together.
            They were love and happiness. Rainbows and unicorns. Basically, they were all one
            big, happy family that nothing could come between.

      
      Elli cleared her throat. “Did you now?”

      
      “Yes, she asked about you. I told her that if she cared, she’d call you herself, but
            she claimed you wouldn’t answer her phone calls and are keeping her grandchildren
            from her.”

      
      Elli rolled her eyes as Harper scoffed. “Not that Elli doesn’t have every right to
            do that, but she wouldn’t. You know that, Mom.”

      
      Rowan nodded. “Of course I do, that’s why I told her to kiss my ass. I started to
            walk away but she grabbed for me and, to my surprise, ask Blake on this one, her eyes
            were full of tears and she asked me if I had pictures of the kids.”

      
      Elli bit into her lip. “What did you say?”

      
      “I said I did, and I hope this doesn’t make you mad, darling, but I showed her because
            I wanted her to know what she was missing.”

      
      Reese wasn’t sure how she felt about that, and she wasn’t sure that Elli knew how
            to feel either because she just looked down at the ground, off in her own world, as
            Harper said, “I wish you would have kicked her in her vagina, Mom! Jeez!”

      
      Rowan glared as she smacked Harper’s arm. “Jesus, Harper!”

      
      Piper laughed as Reese shook her head, her eyes still on Elli. When Elli looked up
            at Rowan, she said, “It’s fine, I haven’t heard from her though, and I doubt I will.”

      
      Rowan reached out, snaking her arm around Elli’s waist and kissing her cheek. Reese’s
            mom had always been the mom that Elli needed. Elli was a sister to Reese. She might
            be a lot of things, mom, wife, and owner of a hockey team, but to Reese there was
            no other title for her but sister. They might not share the same blood, but they were family. “Then her loss, you will
            always have us,” Rowan said with a smile as Piper and Harper both grinned at her.

      
      “She’s right, Elli,” Reese said. “We aren’t going anywhere.”

      
      Elli’s face broke in a grin as she hugged Rowan close before the door to the kitchen
            flung open and Phillip ran in, hiding behind it. He glanced over at her, and she smiled
            at his red face and boyish good looks.

      
      “Is that water or vodka?” he asked, out of breath.

      
      Reese snorted. “Water.”

      
      He grinned. “Wasn’t sure if you resorted to drinking yet,” he said, grabbing the bottle
            and taking a long pull before handing it back to her. “Gotta go, I am playing an intense
            game of hide and seek with the kiddos. Claire is a beast at this game and showing
            the girls all the sweet hiding places. I still can’t find Shea, Erik, and Jakob. I’m
            pretty sure they are hiding with beer somewhere.”

      
      “They better not be! Shea has the boys strapped to his chest,” Elli complained.

      
      “I can’t confirm or deny that he isn’t drinking a beer, boss, but I will find out
            and report back.”

      
      “Whatever,” she said with a shake of her head. “I’ll find him and beat him.”

      
      “Please make sure I am there to watch that,” Phillip said with such a serious face.
            Elli laughed as Phillip turned to look at her. “Gotta go.”

      
      “Take me with you?” she asked, reaching for his arm. He looked back at where the four
            women stood watching them and shook his head.

      
      “I’ve seen Piper ruin a whole gaming area, Harper scares me, Elli is my boss, and
            I want your mom to like me… sorry babe, you’re on your own.”

      
      With that, he placed a quick kiss on her cheek before running out of the kitchen,
            dodging Posey before running down the hall as her sweet giggles flooded the hall.
            When Reese turned back, all of the women were grinning like cats that had eaten a
            family of mice.

      
      “What?”

      
      Harper shrugged. “Just wondering what is going on with you two?”

      
      “Yeah, you two make a cute couple,” Piper said.

      
      “I think you guys would be great together. Phillip is a really great guy,” Elli added.

      
      “I just want more grandbabies,” Rowan all but cooed.

      
      Scoffing, Reese shook her head and decided she needed an out. Fast. Cocking her head
            to the side like she was hearing something, she reached for the door and then yelled,
            “Shea? Is that you? Of course, I’ll come help with the boys!”

      
      And then she was gone.

      
      It was short-lived though. She tried hiding with Shelli and Posey, but it didn’t work.
            The two little girls that favored their mommy with big green eyes and dark hair gave
            her up to Elli and, before she knew it, Reese was seated at the table with Claire
            on one side and Phillip on the other. She didn’t mind the seating much, but she did
            mind the way her mother was staring at the two of them. She could see it in her mother’s
            beautiful brown eyes, she was planning their wedding, the names of their children,
            and picking colleges for Claire. It scared her to the core.

      
      Everyone else was digging into the amazing food except for Elli and Harper. They were
            taking care of the girls while everyone talked about the house, the Assassins’ winning
            streak, and then Claire’s winning weekend. Reese could tell that Claire was a little
            shy with everyone gushing over her but she could see it in her eyes that she loved
            the attention, and so did Reese. She loved that they cared so much about Claire. That
            they were proud of her the way she and Phillip were. She loved being with her family
            and like she knew they would, Claire and Phillip fit in like a piece to their big
            family. She was having a blast and thankfully, no one had said anything about them
            being together. Instead, they all enjoyed each other’s company. The guys joked and
            razzed each other, while the women talked mainly about the kids and Journey coming
            very soon.

      
      Reese still hated that name but looking at her sister and Jakob, she decided that
            as long as they were happy, nothing else mattered. When Elli sat down, she leaned
            back in her seat, her face flushed. That was weird and, as Reese watched her, the
            more she knew something was up. Especially when Elli didn’t touch the plate that Shea
            had made for her.

      
      “You’re not eating?” she asked to Elli.

      
      Everyone stopped talking, turning to Elli. Her cheeks became rosy as she shook her
            head. “I’m not hungry right now.”

      
      Shea smiled next to her, kissing her cheek before taking the piece of ham off her
            plate. “I sure am though,” he said before taking a huge bite out of the ham. “Piper,
            the food is great.”

      
      Piper grinned and said thank you but Reese was staring Elli down because something
            was definitely up. Elli didn’t skip meals, except when she was… “Oh my God, you’re
            pregnant again!”

      
      Elli paused as everyone whipped their head’s towards her. Shea kept eating, fighting
            the shit-eating grin that wanted to show as Elli bit into her lip. “I have no clue
            what you’re talking about,” Elli said, sipping a glass of water. Everyone else was
            drinking wine, which just gave further proof to Reese’s claim.

      
      “You are! You never pass up a glass of Fallon’s wine!”

      
      Elli threw her hands up. “Yeah, so what! I always am.”

      
      “Oh my God, Elli!” Harper said, shock visible all over her face. “You didn’t tell
            me!”

      
      “I just found out, like yesterday,” she groaned. Shea on the other hand, was smiling
            as he devoured the food in front of him.

      
      “Jeez, don’t you know what birth control is?” Piper teased with a shake of her head.

      
      “Didn’t you get pregnant on birth control?” Erik asked her, and she set him with a
            glare.

      
      “No one asked you,” she snapped quickly.

      
      “I know, believe me, this was not planned!” Elli admitted with a groan.

      
      Everyone laughed as Shea wrapped his arms around his wife and kissed her loudly on
            the lips. “I promise, last one.”

      
      “Damn right it is,” she scoffed. “I’m getting my uterus taken out just to be sure
            your super sperm don’t have anywhere to go.”

      
      That had everyone laughing, and then it died down as everyone congratulated the two.
            Rowan kissed and hugged Elli tightly before squeezing Shea’s arm. “What are you hoping
            for?”

      
      Elli shrugged her shoulders. “I have two of both. I really don’t care, and I think
            we are going to wait until it comes to know. A big surprise for all of us.”

      
      “That’s nice.” Rowan grinned and everyone was smiling, excited for the new additions
            that were coming to the family.

      
      When Elli turned from Rowan and pinned Reese with a look, causing her to pause mid-bite,
            she asked, “What?”

      
      “Well, since you threw my business on the dinner table, why don’t we turn the tables?”

      
      Reese shook her head as her heart sped up. “I don’t see what that would accomplish,”
            she said, putting her fork down. “No table turning needed, Mrs. Adler.”

      
      “Oh, it will accomplish a lot. So just answer me this, Ms. Allen, are you and my leading
            scorer serious?”

      
      Everyone eyes fell on them, all obviously wondering the same thing. Hoping to change
            the subject to hockey, Reese turned to Phillip and asked, “You’re the leading scorer?”

      
      He nodded, a grin pulling at his lips as he gave her an exaggerated wink. “On and
            off the ice, sweetheart.”

      
      The guys all laughed at that as Reese smacked him in the shoulder playfully. “Oh hush.”

      
      “No, really, inquiring minds would love to know what is going on,” Harper said with
            a grin.

      
      “Yes, are y’all together? Did Phillip break through my sister’s walls and make her
            want to settle down?” Piper asked with a laugh, while Reese set her with a look that
            could kill. When she glanced over at Phillip, he was just smiling as he shook his
            head.

      
      “Something is going on. I did catch them in the Assassins’ shower together,” Shea
            said, like he was asking for someone to pass the butter. Reese was mortified as her
            mother and father both sent her a surprised look, their mouths falling open, as Piper
            and Harper giggled together. Erik laughed as Jakob just shook his head, and Claire
            kept eating her carrots. Reese ducked her head, covering her face as she begged for
            this moment to end.

      
      Elli pulled back, smacking him loudly on arm, before yelling, “Shea! Claire is in
            the room, and what the hell, Phillip? You know better than that!”

      
      “Sorry boss,” Phillip muttered.

      
      Shea looked across at a wide-eyed Claire, who was also grinning, and said, “They were
            swimming.”

      
      Claire giggled. “Sure they were. I’m not stupid. They have sex and lots of it because
            I caught him with his hands up her shorts against a wall at a competition in Chicago.”

      
      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Reese groaned.

      
      Phillip said, “Claire Anderson!”

      
      “What?” she asked innocently. “What happened?”

      
      “Reese, language!” Rowan scolded as Reese continued to shake her head.

      
      This was not happening. How in the world did she get in this situation? She should
            have stayed home! Damn it! Everyone was looking at her and to say she was embarrassed
            was an understatement. When Phillip’s hand laced with hers, she looked up at him,
            begging him with her eyes to take her home, but he just shrugged and, for some reason,
            calmness washed over her as she got lost in his sweet blue eyes. His mouth pulled
            up at the side before he turned to look at everyone and said, “So, we are sleeping
            together. Who cares? We are consenting adults.”

      
      “True, but we will kill you if you hurt her,” Jakob said with a fork pointing at Phillip.

      
      “Duly noted but no worries, don’t plan on it.”

      
      “Good,” Reese’s dad, Blake, said before reaching for his beer.

      
      “So no wedding bells?” Rowan asked.

      
      Reese was about to scream hell no, but Phillip beat her to it. “Nope, we are having
            fun. We enjoy each other’s company. We are friends, and that’s it.”

      
      “Yeah,” Reese added, “just friends that tend to get caught in compromising situations.”

      
      “Fun situations, though,” he said, leaning into her playfully.

      
      When her eyes met his again and the reminder of their fun situations came to mind,
            white heat coursed through her veins and she found herself breathless. His mouth pulled
            up at the side again, his eyes telling her that he wanted her and oh Jesus, she wanted
            him, even in this embarrassing moment. Something exploded in her chest, her heart
            swelled, and she couldn’t catch her breath. She had no clue what the feeling was,
            but it made her throat itch and her eyes well up with tears. It wasn’t that she didn’t
            like the feeling, she did. It just scared her, and she knew she had to look away.
            So she did as she nodded and said, “Very fun.”

      
      And she had to keep it that way.
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      Hey, can you help me with something?

      
      Phillip grinned as he read the message from Reese.

      
      Sure.

      
      Awesome, can you come over?

      
      Yeah, Claire is at school.

      
      Oh yeah, duh, cool, come on over and just come up to the main studio.

      
      Okay, see you in a bit.

      
      Tucking his phone in his pocket, he grabbed his keys and headed out the door. He had
            been waiting all day to hear from her. He was aware that it could be classified as
            pathetic, but he didn’t want to rock the boat by calling her every time he missed
            her. Which was almost every second that passed. She seemed a little weirded out by
            her family questioning them. Despite the fact that he tried to help with that, he
            was worried he made it worse. Saying that they were just friends was probably the
            dumbest thing he could do. He should have said they were hanging out, seeing where
            they would go, but his fear of losing her made it hard to say that. So instead, he
            lied to people that he hoped would be more than just a hockey family one day.

      
      Running his hand through his hair as he drove to the studio, he expelled a breath
            as he tried to figure out what he was going to do about Reese. He wanted this to be
            easy. He wanted to look at her and she would know that he loved her, but he thought
            he was already doing that. He must not be though because she still thought they were
            only friends. He felt as if he had done everything short of screaming in her face
            that he loved her. Maybe that was what he needed to do, just admit his feelings, but
            he wasn’t sure he could.

      
      It had been so long since he admitted love for someone other than his family. The
            fear of Reese’s rejection stung, and he hadn’t even been a victim of it yet. Knowing
            it could happen, though, kept his mouth shut tight. He had never been like this before.
            He didn’t care, he went with the flow, did what he wanted, loved who he wanted, and
            left all caution in the wind, but with Reese it was different. He couldn’t lose her.

      
      Letting out a long, harsh breath, he pulled into his usual spot and got out the car,
            locking it behind him. Heading up the stairs, he opened the studio door and was greeted
            with…

      
      “Phillip?”

      
      He smiled as he headed to the back studio. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      
      “Okay, lock the door please!”

      
      Turning, he went back to the door, locking it before heading to the studio. When he
            entered, he stopped short when he got a look at Reese. Standing in high, high platform
            black heels, she wore a black pair of lace short shorts and a studded diamond bra
            and that was it. Nothing else. Now he wasn’t one to complain when a gorgeous woman
            stood in barely anything, but it also confused him since it was in the middle of the
            day. Had she called him to get some?

      
      She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled. “Okay, so I need your help.”

      
      With what, getting off? he thought but then said, “With what? And why are you dressed like a stripper?”

      
      She smiled as she ran her hands down her sweet body, sending his heart into overdrive.
            Fuck, she was sexy and he was deciding that coming over for sex was A-Okay with him.
            He felt his mouth slowly parting as she looked back up at him. “Remember that lady
            I saw in Chicago?” When he nodded, she continued, “Well, she asked me to come up with
            a dance and I’m not sure I still have it. I’ve been teaching G to PG-13-rated performers
            for the last couple of years so I’m worried I don’t have the R rating in me anymore.
            So I was wondering if you could watch and see if I turn you on.”

      
      He scoffed. “Baby, I’m turned on just looking at your sexy ass.”

      
      Her cheeks warmed with color as she waved him off. “That’s because you want me.”

      
      “This is true,” he agreed as she took his wrist in her hand and dragged him to the
            seat she had against the wall. He sat down, leaning against his knees as he watched
            her beautiful hips sway side to side as she sauntered to the radio.

      
      She turned, looking over her shoulder, and asked, “Do you listen to Christina Aguilera?

      
      “Genie in a Bottle?”

      
      She laughed. “Yeah.”

      
      “Sometimes, she’s hot.”

      
      Reese shook her head. “Okay, well, back in the day, I danced to a lot of her songs.
            This one is sexy, and I think what I came up with is fire hot.”

      
      “Well please, the anticipation is killing me,” he basically moaned, his eyes running
            down her delectable legs. “Let’s do this.”

      
      She shot him a grin before hitting the play button. Clapping from a crowd filled the
            studio and then she looked over her shoulder, mouthing, “Come here, big boy.”

      
      His cock twitched to life as she turned moving her hips in a mind-blowing way. Scooting
            to the edge of his seat, he leaned on his knees, his eyes zoning in on her. In a downright
            sinful way, she touched herself, before lifting her leg and falling into a split.
            Biting into his lip, he watched as she worked the floor like it was her lover. Her
            ass perked up in the air, giving him a little peek of her two perfect cheeks as she
            slowly wiggled them side to side. Reaching between her legs, she ran her hand from
            her ass along her pussy before opening her legs wide and then slapping them back together,
            her eyes never leaving his.

      
      His blood was pumping hard, going straight to the muscle in his pants. His fingers
            bit into his thighs as he watched her move across the floor in the most delectable
            way. He couldn’t look anywhere; he couldn’t even breathe as he watched her make love
            to the floor, the air, fuck, to him, without even touching him. His body was strung
            tight, his chest heaving, and he felt like he was drooling as he zeroed in on her,
            everything disappearing around him as she went to her feet, running her hands up her
            legs, her flat stomach, and her succulent breasts before taking her pointer finger
            between her white teeth.

      
      He was pretty sure he came at that moment.

      
      Jerking back, he took in a harsh breath as the words, “Damn,” snuck out his mouth.
            He had been to his fair share of strip clubs, but no one could come close to what
            Reese was making him feel. His heart was beating so fast that he was sure it was coming
            out of his chest. His hair was standing to attention on his arms, along with his the
            solid muscle in his pants. He couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought, but he knew
            that she was it. She was the one. His personal Aphrodite.

      
      Moving towards him, Reese lifted her leg up again in a heel stretch before dropping
            it to the spot between his legs. It surprised him and he jumped, but his need for
            her took over. He glanced at her thick thigh before looking up at her. Her eyes were
            hooded, her breathing labored, as she reached out, running her hands down his chest.
            She bit into her lip, her eyes locked on his, and he had to have her.

      
      “Are you done?”

      
      She smiled. “Yeah, sorry I was getting caught—”

      
      Before she could even finish the sentence, he stood up, taking her in his arms and
            crashing his mouth to hers. When he picked her up, she wrapped her legs around his
            waist, and he lowered them to the ground. Pressing himself into her hot core, he devoured
            her mouth, his heart pounding against his chest as she wiggled against him. He groaned
            against her lips before sitting up and removing his shirt. She sat up, undoing the
            back of her bra and letting it fall off as he reached for her panties, quickly pulling
            them down her legs and over her unbelievably sexy shoes. Pushing her legs up, his
            hands holding her behind her knees, he dropped his mouth between her thighs, driving
            his tongue between her two wet lips.

      
      She cried out, her fingers threading through his hair, as he did figure eights around
            her nub of nerves. Dipping his tongue inside her, he got lost in her warm, hot haven.
            She thrashed beneath him as he fucked her with his tongue, her nails biting into his
            scalp as he continued his torture on her. Going back to her clit, sucking it between
            his lips, he continued to lap up her sweetness. His cock was so hard from the sound
            of her moans that he wasn’t sure who was going to shatter first. He wanted her, so
            bad it hurt, but he wanted to wait until he was deep inside her. Running the tip of
            his tongue in slow, agonizing circles around her clit, she screamed his name and he
            smirked before softly biting her. That did it. Her back arched as she screamed out
            with unabashed abandonment.

      
      Dropping her legs, he stood up quickly, toeing out of his shoes before pushing his
            jeans and boxers down. Her body was covered in a sheen of sweat as she sucked in a
            lungful of air. Dropping to his knees, he covered her with his body, pressing his
            hot, bulging shaft against her wet pussy before covering her mouth with his in long,
            drugging kisses that had his toes curling against the cool floor. Her hands ran down
            his back, cupping his bare ass as she moved her dripping wet center all over his long
            cock.

      
      His hands trembled against her hips as he tore his mouth from hers, kissing down her
            throat, to her chest where he took one of her rosy peaks in his mouth, swirling his
            tongue around the tip as he pushed her legs back, her shoes dangling against his shoulders.
            The heels scraped his arms but he didn’t care, he needed her. She took in a quick
            breath, reaching for his face and bringing him down for another long kiss. He pulled
            away, panting, “Baby, I need to get in you.”

      
      She only gasped as his hands gripped behind her knees, holding her open as he directed
            his hard cock into her hot center. He held his breath, his heart pounding as he slowly
            entered her, watching himself disappear inside her. Once he was pushed in to the hilt,
            he started to move slowly and provocatively inside her. She moved with him, meeting
            each thrust, in a rhythm that had him fighting for breath. He was lost in the lust,
            his chest seizing, his body trembling, and he knew he was almost there. Reaching up,
            he held her breast, tweaking her nipple with his thumb and forefinger as he sped up,
            pounding into her.

      
      Reese’s hooded eyes met his, the golden flakes in her eyes shining as they locked
            with his. Something moved inside him, broke, and it had to be her eyes. They got him
            every time. Cupping the back of her neck, he brought her to him, kissing her long
            and hard as he thrust inside of her. With his thumb at the base of her neck, he squeezed
            as he started to pound, reaching the peak and ready to fall. She screamed out, her
            body shaking as she squeezed him like a vice grip. Pulling her legs back more, she
            arched her back. He groaned as he went deeper inside her. The sounds of their lovemaking
            were deafening, he wasn’t sure who was louder, and man, she was hot.

      
      He was ready, and he could feel her getting there again. Pushing into her harder,
            his body slapping against hers, he added a little more pressure with his thumb to
            her neck, making sure not to hurt her as he fell over, filling her completely with
            his seed. Gasping, he thrust once more before, closing his eyes tight, sucking in
            a deep breath. Removing his hands from her throat and hip, he dropped them on both
            sides of her head, leaning down and kissing her hard on the mouth.

      
      Pulling away only a breath, he whispered, “Sorry, I should have asked if you like
            that kind of thing.”

      
      She smiled, moving her hands up his back and lacing her hands behind his neck. “I
            do. It was hot.”

      
      He nodded, his nose against her as they shared the same breath. Opening his eyes,
            he met hers and he lost his breath. “You’re so beautiful.”

      
      She bit into her lip, stroking his neck with her thumb before bringing him down for
            a long, chest-tightening kiss. When she pulled away, her hands cupping his face, the
            words were there and he was going to say them. “I… I..” Her eyes searched his, a smile
            playing on her lips, and he knew he couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t do it. He closed
            his eyes, taking in a deep breath. When he opened them again, an easygoing smile rested
            on his lips. “I really liked that dance.”

      
      “So it was good?”

      
      “Great.”

      
      “Awesome! Thank you! Hope it’s rated R in Mrs. Prissy’s eyes.”

      
      He scoffed, moving his nose with hers. “Baby, that was more like NC-17.”

      
      She smiled against his lips. “Thanks.”

      
      “Oh, you are so welcome,” he said, cupping her butt as he looked deep into her intoxicating
            brown eyes. “I think you should dance all the time.”

      
      “Really?”

      
      “Yup,” he said with a nod. “It’s my favorite thing you do besides having sex with
            me.”

      
      She laughed long and hard before standing up and pulling him to his feet. “Let’s go
            upstairs; maybe I’ll do both for you again.”

      
      He groaned loudly, wrapping his arms around her waist and kissing her jaw. She smiled
            up at him, and the words were there again. He wanted to say them, scream them, but
            when she sent him a carefree grin, pulling him out the door, he said nothing.
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      “I THINK Phillip got the wrong size.” Reese frowned as she looked down at what she thought
            was a too tight, number 33, Anderson jersey.

      
      Claire grinned up at her, in a matching, much larger Anderson jersey as she shook
            her head. “No, it’s a woman’s size. That’s why it’s fitted.”

      
      Reese frowned again. “Well, that’s not what I wanted. I wanted what you got. Why did
            Phillip get this?”

      
      She giggled as she said, “Probably because it’s tight on your boobs. Come on, it’s
            Phillip.”

      
      “Touché.” Reese laughed as they made their way through the crowd to their seats in
            Luther Arena. Tonight was game night. This was the night for the Assassins to make
            franchise history with an eighteen straight game win. The crowd was buzzing, and their
            excitement was contagious. Reese was grinning like a fool, bouncing on her heels as
            she followed Claire though the sea of people. She obviously knew where she was going
            and that calmed Reese because she didn’t. Usually she sat up in the boxes with Harper
            and Elli, and it was going to be weird sitting down by the ice.

      
      Elli had offered her box to them, but Claire was very adamant on sitting in her seats.
            It was sort of cute but when Reese fell into the seat beside Claire, she understood
            why. The seats were spectacular, right behind the home bench. Reese had a perfect
            view of both goals and if there wasn’t glass in her way, she could reach out and touch
            the guys. It was probably a good thing that the glass was there though because, lately,
            she couldn’t keep her hands off Phillip if she tried.

      
      They had been… well… seeing—no, no that wasn’t it… definitely not dating… but… well,
            hanging out, for three months now. It had been great. Not only was the sex so hot
            it could melt the ice in Luther Arena, but they had fun. They went bowling with Claire,
            dinner, movies, and damn, was she happy. Yes, it scared the living shit out of Reese.
            She was becoming comfortable, and it worried her that at any time Phillip could become
            bored and want to move on. Because of this, she enjoyed the living hell out of him.
            Absorbed every second she had with him and Claire because it was becoming natural
            to her. So natural that a couple of weeks ago, when Phillip went away, instead of
            Claire going to Harper’s, she came and stayed with Reese.

      
      She knew it was crazy, and she really wasn’t thinking when she asked Phillip if it
            was okay. She mainly didn’t want to be alone. She missed him when he was gone and
            having Claire was second best to having him. Of course, Harper gave her a look and
            questioned her motives, but all Reese could say was that she didn’t want to be alone.
            She had no clue what that meant, but it was the truth. Thankfully, Phillip was okay
            with it, and Claire was all about it. It worked out for all of them, so why analyze
            it? Phillip sure wasn’t, neither was Claire, so she wouldn’t either.

      
      Leaning back in her seat, she threw a handful of popcorn in her mouth as they watched
            the boys warm up. Phillip skated with ease, doing wide circles around the goal, his
            hair moving in the wind he was causing, and Reese was finding it hard to remember
            how to chew popcorn. He was just too damn sexy. Heart stopping even, all decked out
            in his Assassins’ gear. He looked bigger, stronger, all padded up and on his skates.
            Reese found herself only watching him. Man, he was a sight to watch.

      
      “God, he is sexy,” Claire said before sucking in a breath.

      
      “Yeah, he is,” Reese agreed but then stopped and looked over at her. “Whoa, who are
            you talking about?”

      
      Claire shot her a grin. “Number 59, Patrick Franklin.”

      
      Reese found him quickly and couldn’t help but agree with Claire’s assessment. The
            boy was pretty, but he was a boy. Young and fresh with dark features and even darker
            eyes. “Yeah, he is cute.”

      
      “I know, I almost slept with him a while back, but Phillip walked in on us and ruined
            my whole night.”

      
      Reese paused mid-chew and glanced over at him. “How old is he?”

      
      “Nineteen. I lied and said I was nineteen too, not my finest move. I was hell bent
            on ruining Phillip’s life back then. I still find him sexy, but I wouldn’t mess with
            him anymore. Hell, I don’t even mess with Brian except maybe a kiss here and there.
            I guess I grew out of all that junk.”

      
      Reese reached out and squeezed Claire’s hand. “I’m proud of who you are growing into,
            Claire. I don’t know if I’ve told you that lately.”

      
      Claire smiled as she shrugged shyly. “No, but thanks. I’m proud of who I am too.”

      
      “Good,” Reese said with a nod. When she looked up, the guys were gone. “Hey, where
            did they go?”

      
      “They are done warming up. Now we wait for the game to start,” Claire said, sipping
            her coke.

      
      “Well, let’s hope for a win.”

      
      “Oh, they’ll win. Then they’ll go into the playoffs with a great record and they’ll
            bring the cup home to Nashville again. Auntie Elli said after everything she’s been
            through with this team since she took over, they better deliver.”

      
      Reese laughed. “Sounds like something she’d say.”

      
      Claire smiled as they both sat back and snacked on the junk food they had gotten.
            The crowd was loud, and Reese was surprised since the game hadn’t even started yet.
            The usual chant of, ‘Let’s go Assassins, clap, clap, clap clap clap,’ was being sung
            by the over eighteen thousand fans. The whole arena was purple except for the speckle
            of blue since they were playing the St. Louis Blues. With the way the fans were acting
            without the guys being out, Reese could only imagine what it was going to be like
            once they hit the ice again.

      
      When Blue took the ice, the crowd booed and Claire was right along with them, screaming
            that they sucked and they needed to go back home. It was quite comical watching her
            scream and stab her foam Assassins’ sword in the air towards them while Reese sat
            quietly with her foam sword tucked under her arm. She’d pull it out at the right time,
            despite the fact that she wasn’t sure when that was. When “Born to Rise” by Redlight
            Kings started blasting through the arena, the crowd lost it.

      
      Reese sat wide-eyed as she watched everyone go nuts, swinging swords, pom poms, purple
            towels, and screaming their hearts out. This was honestly the loudest crowd Reese
            had ever seen. People were pounding on the glass, the chant getting louder as the
            jumbotron went from a premade video of the guys’ greatest plays to video coverage
            of the guys standing in the hall that led to the ice. That caused the noise level
            to go up a notch. Since everyone else was standing, Reese decided she would, too.
            The guys started making their way out on the ice, skating under two large hockey sticks
            that two tall, ninja-looking guys held. When Phillip hit the ice, his name vibrating
            through the loud speaker, Reese smiled at the joyful look on his face. He was eating
            this up. He always said that the crowd fueled him, and it was exciting to see him
            so pumped up.

      
      Reese was surprised that the crowd went silent during the National Anthem but as soon
            as it was over, they went right back to being loud and proud, chanting for their team.
            Coach Baxter had to scream just so the guys heard him and when Phillip skated to the
            middle, ready for the puck to drop, Reese scooted to the edge of her seat, excited
            for the game to start. She loved hockey. She loved the high pace of it, and how at
            any second the players could drop their gloves and duke it out. There was something
            about two huge guys beating the snot out of each other that made Reese all giggly
            inside. It was hot, but it also worried her that someone could mess up Phillip’s gorgeous
            face or his new teeth, so she decided that she hoped there would be no fights with
            him involved.

      
      But with only six minutes into the game and with the way the two teams were playing,
            it was obvious someone was going to fight. Both teams were being choppy, the Assassins
            wanting to come up with the win, and the Blues wanted to make sure that they didn’t
            get their new record. Reese wanted to scream for them to all play nice and hell, let
            the Assassins win, but she knew it would do no good and also make her look a little
            crazy. She watched the players skate back and forth, both taking their fair share
            of shots at the goal, but both coming up with goose eggs in the first period. During
            the intermission, she and Claire walked around and got more food before making it
            back to their seats for the second period.

      
      Like the first, the boys were skating hard, looking for a goal. When a call for hooking
            happened on Phillip, she looked at Claire for some kind of answer because she sure
            didn’t understand what was going on. Thankfully, Claire knew the call and was quick
            to explain that the other player had used his stick to stop Phillip from forward progress
            with the puck, which meant that the Assassins were on the power play.

      
      Reese watched as the Blue and Assassins fought for the puck when it was dropped. It
            was then passed back to Shea, who passed it to Jakob, who then passed it up to Lucas,
            but he didn’t have a shot so he passed it back to Shea. He moved around effortlessly,
            his eyes watching every player, but when he tried to pass it to Patrick, a Blue got
            it and shot it back towards Tate, where he stopped it for Jakob. Jakob then skated
            around the goal as Phillip, Erik, and Karson hit the ice. He skated up some and then
            beamed it. When it hit Phillip’s stick, Reese shot up and watched as Phillip moved
            past the defensemen and shot it right into the goal with ease.

      
      Claire shot up beside her, and they both screamed loudly along with the rest of the
            crowd as Phillip threw his arms in the air, his teammates wrapping him up in a tight
            hug. The horn for a goal went off three more time as the crowd chanted for Phillip.
            She had seen Phillip score many times on TV, but it was different seeing it live.
            It did something to her heart, and pride was seeping through her pores. With a wide
            grin on her face, Reese picked up her foam sword and decided that this was the time
            to swing the hell out of the damn thing.

      
      Because her... wait no, the guy that she was having sex with had scored!

      
      They won with Phillip’s goal being the only goal that was scored.

      
      Reese was sure that the Assassins’ fans were going to tear Nashville apart that night,
            and she kind of wished that she was with them. Instead, she was at her favorite sushi
            place with Phillip beside her and Claire sitting across from them, all three of them
            with wide grins as Phillip retold his goal.

      
      “It was beautiful. I deked to one side, slid my foot and wrist shot the hell out of
            that puck. I knew it went in before the goalie did. It was beautiful, probably my
            favorite goal.”

      
      “It was a great goal,” Reese agreed. “I swung my sword and screamed.”

      
      Phillip gave her a wide smile as Claire giggled. She then leaned on her elbows, her
            eyes glittering as she looked over at him. “Did you take the puck?”

      
      He shot her a wide grin. “You know it.”

      
      “Awesome,” she said as she sat back, pulling her phone out of her pocket.

      
      Reese looked over at Phillip and leaned into him. He wrapped an arm around her and
            then kissed her softly on her cheek. “I like this jersey, looks hot on you.”

      
      “It’s small.”

      
      “No, it’s perfect, makes your tits look great,” he said in a whisper.

      
      But Claire heard him and said, “Told you.”

      
      Reese laughed as she pushed him again, taking a long pull of her beer before he gathered
            her back up in his arms. “I’m glad you two were there.”

      
      Reese smiled as Claire said, “It was probably the best game I’ve been to. The crowd
            was crazy!”

      
      “We have the best fans,” Phillip declared. “And you just wait till playoffs. It’s
            gonna be insane.”

      
      “I can’t wait,” Claire said, bouncing in her seat. “Make sure you have my seats for
            those games.”

      
      “I will, maybe Reese will want to occupy the other one?”

      
      Reese smiled. “I’d love to.”

      
      “Good,” he said, hugging her tighter before placing a kiss on her temple. After ordering,
            the three of them talked about whatever came up and Reese couldn’t stop smiling. It
            was a great night and she knew that once they dropped Claire off and went back to
            her apartment, it was going to be an even better night. She watched with a grin on
            her face as Claire and Phillip got into a heated discussion about the Hunger Games,
            and who would win between the two of them. Reese’s money was on Claire, that girl
            was ruthless, but when she was asked who would win, she said, “I’m not a part of this.
            I’m minding my own business, drinking my beer.”

      
      Phillip mock glared at her before poking her in the side and saying, “I would win,
            and we all know it.”

      
      “You’re full of it. I’d be the one that thinks of all the cool ways to kill everyone
            and have some strong guy do it all. Heck, I’ll get you to do it and then kill you
            in the end.”

      
      Phillip could only blink as Reese shook her head. “You’d kill me?”

      
      Claire nodded. “Yeah, I want to win. I’m a winner, Phillip and I know you’d kill me.”

      
      “I would not!” Phillip said, smacking his hand on the table but, before he could go
            on, Reese placed her hand on his.

      
      “Wow, this is crazy, let’s move on. So Claire is doing a new solo in the recital,
            aren’t you?”

      
      Claire laughed as Phillip continued to glare. He then smiled, reached across the table,
            and pinched her nose. “That’s wonderful, I can’t wait to see it, but just to let you
            know, you couldn’t kill me.”

      
      “Oh for God sakes, Phillip!” Reese yelled. Thankfully, the food came, all talks of
            Hunger Games stopped, and they moved on to the recital, which was the night after
            the first playoff game. Reese was really excited for it because it wasn’t about winning,
            it was about having fun, and the girls really shined on those nights for their parents.
            She was excited too because Phillip was going to be home and could come.

      
      “I have a question for you.”

      
      Reese paused from picking up a sushi piece and looked over at him. “Yeah?”

      
      “We have this party thing that Elli is having for us before the playoffs start. Can
            you come with me?”

      
      She smiled as she said, “Sure, when is it?”

      
      “Thursday.”

      
      “Yeah, no problem.”

      
      “Okay awesome, because I don’t want to take my niece. She’d kill me in the Hunger
            Games, you know?”

      
      She rolled her eyes as they started back up on why Claire would kill him and how he
            would kill her before she could even think to kill him, and Reese decided that these
            two were crazy. But then she decided that she liked their crazy. A lot, and that she’d
            rather be around them and all their crazy than be anywhere else.
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      Phillip pulled the sleeves of his suit to his wrist as he stepped out of the limo
            that he had rented for the night. The driver tipped his hat to him, handing him the
            big bouquet of red roses, before he started for Reese’s door. Phillip was nervous,
            and he was pretty sure it was because Reese might think this was a date and that could
            be because it was a date. He could remember their conversation like it was yesterday, when he told
            her that she’d know when they were on a date. There would be flowers, a driver, and
            his hands would never leave her sweet body. Popping another button at the neck of
            his white shirt, Phillip made his way up the steps but, before he could get to the
            door, it opened and there stood his date.

      
      His heart.

      
      Reese was stunning. Mouthwatering. Mind blowing. If he were to look in the dictionary
            under most gorgeous girl in the world, Reese’s picture would be there. Corny? Yes,
            yes, it was but he didn’t care. She was beautiful and left him speechless. Standing
            tall in silver heels, she wore a short, black sparkling dress that she had covered
            with a long, black coat. He couldn’t wait to see the back because he knew Reese, and
            he knew that her gorgeous tree tattoo was probably on display. Her hair was down in
            loose curls, her makeup dark, making her eyes look dangerous and mischievous. Looking
            up and down her gorgeous body, Phillip found himself fighting for his next breath
            as he held out the roses for her.

      
      “Oh my goodness, Phillip, they are gorgeous.”

      
      “Not as gorgeous as you,” he said. He knew it was cheesy but, to his delight, she
            grinned up at him as she took the flowers.

      
      “Well, thank you, you are looking mighty smoking tonight,” she said, flipping up the
            lapel of his sports coat. She turned, and he followed her inside. He could only watch
            as she laid the flowers on her desk before getting a vase and filling it with water
            in the bathroom. Placing the flowers in the water, she made sure they were good before
            turning to him and saying, “You really didn’t have to.”

      
      “I wanted to.”

      
      She smiled shyly at him and took a step closer, battering her long eyelashes sweetly
            at him as she said, “Thank you.”

      
      “You’re welcome,” he said, snaking his arms around her waist inside her jacket. When
            his hand came to her bare back, he groaned inwardly. “Where is the back of your dress?”
            he teased with a sneaky smile.

      
      “Oh, it didn’t come with one,” she answered with a wink.

      
      He brought her in closer, pressing his lips to her glossed-up ones before kissing
            her long and hard, his body tingling under her touch. Pulling away slowly, he looked
            deep in her eyes and again the words were there. Her eyes were hooded, her lips parted
            as she searched his eyes too. In a way, he thought he saw the words in her eyes but
            that couldn’t be. Or could it?

      
      “We should probably go because we might end up not leaving and making a bee line for
            the bedroom,” she joked.

      
      “Oh baby, if I wanted to, I’d take you on this desk,” he growled, bringing her closer
            and smashing his lips to hers. Her leg hooked around his as she moved her tongue with
            his, devouring his mouth and causing his heart to beat out of control. She drove him
            crazy, utterly crazy, but he couldn’t imagine it any other way. Tearing his mouth
            from hers, he kissed her nose before lacing his fingers with hers. “You ready?”

      
      She took in a deep breath. “So no taking me against the desk?”

      
      He smiled. “No, the driver is waiting for us.”

      
      “Driver?” she asked as he pulled her out the door, locking it behind them.

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      “Why couldn’t you drive?”

      
      “Cause I want my hands on you all night long,” he whispered in her ear as the driver
            opened the door for them.

      
      She looked up at him, eyeing him before saying, “I’ve heard this before.”

      
      He laughed. “Maybe.”

      
      She eyed him more before he said, “Get in the limo.”

      
      “Pushy, pushy,” she teased before sliding into the seat.

      
      Once he was seated beside her, he said, “You’ve never complained before.”

      
      She closed her eyes as she snuggled in close to him. He wrapped an arm around her,
            kissing her temple. When the car took off, she whispered, “This is nice.”

      
      “It is,” he whispered, sliding his hand inside her jacket and stroking her back slowly.

      
      They rode in silence for a few moments before Reese said, “I’ve never been in a limo
            before.”

      
      “Really?” he asked surprised.

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Not even for prom?”

      
      “No, I road in my date’s pickup truck and then had sex in the back. It was fantastic.”

      
      Phillip laughed. “Sounds like it.”

      
      She looked up at him, her eyes dark as she whispered, “I’m kind of turned on by this
            limo right now.”

      
      A slow grin spread over his face as he reached for the button that would shield them
            from the driver’s eyes. Nothing was said as they both watched it go up and, once it
            was there, Reese tore her jacket off and straddled Phillip’s lap. His hands ran up
            her thighs as she worked his mouth, rubbing her warm center against his growing erection.
            Squeezing her back, he deepened the kiss, his tongue moving with her in a dance that
            had his cock straining against the zipper of his pants. Tangling his fingers in her
            hair, he kissed down her chin, before taking a bit of the sweet flesh of her neck,
            causing her to cry out softly. Pulling down the straps of her dress, the front went
            along, revealing two sweet breasts, her rosy nipples begging him for attention. He
            always obliged when it came to Reese’s body.

      
      Taking one nipple in his mouth, he swirled his tongue around it before biting softly
            while his other hand mimicked his mouth, squeezing her peak, making her cry out in
            the most delicious way. His body was rock hard and he was trembling everywhere as
            he kissed between her breasts, running his tongue back up the hollow of her neck and
            taking her mouth with his. His hands fell to her thighs, squeezing them as she took
            control of the kiss, moving her sweet pussy against him, looking for her release and
            fuck, he wanted to give it to her. Needing to touch her, he slid his hands between
            her thighs and tore his mouth away when he found that she was wearing no underwear.

      
      “Ms. Allen, where are your underwear?”

      
      Her breathing was erratic, her eyes wide as she gave him a sneaky grin, cupping his
            face with her hands. Her face was flushed and, fuck, she was beautiful. “I went without,
            hoping it would turn you on.”

      
      Nipping at her bottom lip, he leaned back, looking at her gorgeous body before shaking
            his head and saying, “You naughty, naughty girl.”

      
      She bit in her lip, her eyes dark as she slowly moved against his thumb. When she
            found the spot she wanted, she ground against him. He was amazed as he watched her
            get off. He didn’t have to do anything, shit, he couldn’t do anything as she moved
            against his thumb. Her nub of nerves was hard against his thumb as she moved quickly
            against him, looking for her release. He fought for breath, his chest rising and falling
            as he watched her and, when she came undone, screaming out, her fingers biting into
            his shoulders, he almost went with her.

      
      “Fuck, Reese,” he murmured as she slowly thrashed against his hand. Her head was bent
            back, her hands holding her breasts, her neck strained as she gasped for breath. “You
            are so fucking hot.”

      
      She took in a deep breath, letting her head fall forward so she could look at him.
            A small smile came over her lips before she went up on her knees, reaching for his
            belt. He leaned back, helping her push his slacks down and allowing his jutting cock
            to spring up between them. She licked her lips before dropping her knees on the floorboard
            and taking him in her mouth. His eyes fell shut as she went to work on his cock, sucking
            and licking him in a utopia kind of way. He gasped for breath and groaned loudly when
            she took him to the back of her throat. He thrust, and she squeezed his thighs as
            she continued to suck him into oblivion. Pulling his cock out of her mouth, she looked
            up at him and said, “Fuck my mouth, Phillip.”

      
      “Okay,” he whimpered before she took him back in. Like she asked, he thrust up, fucking
            her mouth over and over again, until his legs started to shake and he couldn’t take
            it anymore, blowing his load in the back of her throat. She sucked him, draining him
            of anything he had left in him, leaving him completely spent. He lay back, gasping
            for air as she fell back on her haunches, wiping the side of her mouth as she watched
            him. When a sneaky little grin came across her lips, he could only shake his head
            as he reached for her, pulling her back into his lap. He tipped her chin up, taking
            her mouth captive with his own. While her fingers dusted the back of his neck, he
            continued to kiss her until the car came to a stop.

      
      “Oh shit!” She giggled as she pulled up her dress and pulled down the skirt. He laughed
            as he hurried, pulling up his slacks and buckling the belt. The driver tried the door
            but it was locked, giving them time to fix themselves before he opened it again. Phillip
            grinned up at the driver’s knowing look as he got out, reaching for Reese. She giggled
            as she got out, fixing the bottom of her dress as she looked around to make sure no
            one saw her. She looked so happy and so fucking beautiful that it hurt. Having all
            this love for her was killing him because he wanted to share it with her. He wanted
            to scream it at her, but what if she freaked out and he never got to experience this
            again.

      
      When she leaned into him and said, “I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on in my
            life. Thank you for making my first time in a limo very memorable.”

      
      He winked. “Anytime.” She giggled beside him but then stopped, stopping him too. He
            looked over at her and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      
      She eyed him slowly, and then asked, “This is a date, isn’t it?”

      
      He swallowed loudly before nodding. “Yeah.”

      
      “Hm,” she said before she started back up the steps of the Luther Arena.

      
      Since he had to know, he asked, “Is that okay?”

      
      She paused, a grin sitting on her face as she said, “I get flowers, a limo, and then
            hot limo sex with hopefully more hot sex, with you, ugh, yeah, it’s more than okay.”

      
      A smile stretched across his face as he gathered her in his arms. Her eyes shined
            as she wrapped her arms around his, grinning up at him as he begged his heart to be
            still before he said something crazy. She was falling for him. He just knew it. She
            was a part of their family now. He had to control himself until the right moment to
            say what he had been dying to say since the first moment he knew that he was in love
            with her. She wasn’t ready for it yet, but they were so close he could taste it. Or
            maybe that was her he tasted. Either way, he felt great about them, about their future.
            Bringing his lips close to her, he smiled as he said, “Oh, there is no reason to be
            hopeful, Reese.”

      
      “No?”

      
      “Nope, because I can promise you that there will be so much hot sex once I get you
            back home that I’m not sure we’ll even make it out of bed in the morning.”

      
      Her eyes darkened with desire as she moved her nose with his. “I can’t wait.”

      
      Pressing his lips to her, he whispered, “I can’t either, now let’s go get this party
            over with.”

      
      “We can’t skip?”

      
      He laughed. “Nope, Elli is staring at us.”

      
      She looked over at where Elli stood, looking stunning but obviously waiting for them,
            and waved before giving him a wide-eyed look. “How long do we have to stay?”

      
      He bit into her lip before running his tongue along it. He then smiled as his eyes
            met hers again, his heart singing for hers. He felt like a teenage boy, the way his
            heart was beating out of control and his cock was throbbing back to life but, at the
            same time, he loved it. He loved her and loved the way she made him feel. It scared
            him because he was pretty sure he would never stop loving her, not even her leaving
            him could make him stop. It would kill him, but he would still love her. Unconditionally
            and for the rest of his life, but hopefully none of that happened. He wasn’t going
            to waste any more time thinking about it. Instead, he wanted to enjoy this moment
            with her. Their official first date.

      
      Kissing her nose, he said, “An hour tops.”

      
      “Thank God.”

      
      He couldn’t agree more.
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      WHEN REESE woke the next morning, the first thing she saw was him. He looked angelic in a way.
            The sun shining behind his blond hair, giving him a halo, and his sweet lashes lying
            against his cheeks. His breathing was steady; his arms wrapped around her, holding
            her close, only a breath away. The night before had been magical. They stayed longer
            than she wanted, but she didn’t mind it. She liked meeting his friends and spending
            time with her sisters and friends. Word about Elli’s pregnancy got out and everyone
            was teasing them while Elli and Shea stood there, both so happy, the picture of a
            perfect couple. It was nice and Reese found herself feeling at home in Phillip’s arms
            as they stood around with the rest of the team, discussing the upcoming playoffs.
            It was fun, and the night was perfect in her eyes.

      
      All because of him.

      
      She reached out, moving her finger down his temple to his jaw. Who would have thought
            that this guy could take her on her first date in centuries and not give her a panic
            attack? If anything, she felt great. He wooed her, something she thought no one could
            ever do. After wooing and dancing with her until her feet hurt, he came home and burned
            the sheets with her. It was unbelievable, and her body was still humming from his
            touches and kisses.

      
      Moving her thumb along his lip, she smiled when he flinched, but then he opened his
            eyes and smiled when his gaze met hers. He cuddled closer, pressing his lips to her
            collarbone, sending butterflies into a frenzy in her belly.

      
      “Stop staring at me,” he said, his voice thick with sleep.

      
      “Well, excuse me,” she teased as his lips made a trail up her neck. He smiled before
            taking her mouth with his in slow, deliberate kisses. She was starting to believe
            that kissing Phillip was as natural as breathing. His kisses were swoon worthy, breathtaking,
            and something she yearned for. Hugging her closer to him, he released her mouth, placing
            sweet kisses along her jaw before resting his nose in her hair.

      
      “Shh, go to sleep. I’m not ready to get up.”

      
      She smiled moving her hand up and down his back as he slowly did the figure eights
            with his fingers at the base of her back. She felt so content, as if she was made
            to lie in this bed and lazily move her fingers along his back and the nape of his
            neck. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to call to make sure everything was
            ready for the recital, or even for Harper’s baby shower. She just wanted to lay here
            with Phillip and forget about the rest of the world. She wanted to get lost in his
            kisses, in his body, and maybe they could find a way to transport Claire in until
            they wanted to get tangled in the sheets and she could transport out again. Pausing,
            she rolled her eyes at that thought. She needed to lay off the Star Trek because there
            was no way they could transport her, but Reese wished they could because she wanted
            both of them all the time.

      
      She loved them…oh fuck.

      
      Sitting up quickly, Reese grabbed her chest and heaved in a lungful of air. She did
            not just think that. She did not. It was a figment of her imagination. Yeah, that
            was it, but when Phillip sat up too, running his hand up Reese’s back before asking,
            “Baby, what’s wrong?” she looked at him and knew it was true. Hopping out of bed,
            she grabbed a shirt and then some underwear, inwardly freaking the hell out because
            what was she thinking? What was she doing?

      
      “Reese?”

      
      “I’m so sorry,” she said, heading for the kitchen.

      
      “Sorry? What the hell, come to bed, no reason to be sorry. I’ll cook us breakfast
            later, or we can go get Claire, go to IHOP or something.”

      
      She shook her head. God how she wanted that, but she couldn’t. She fucked up. How
            did she allow this to happen?

      
      “I think you should go,” she uttered, her heart breaking in her chest as she choked
            back a sob.

      
      “What?” he asked and when she looked back at him, he was standing up, pulling his
            boxers up. “What the hell is going on?”

      
      “I fell for you,” she said and it stunned him, his eyes going wide. Her lip trembled
            as she looked up into his piercing blue eyes. They stood for a very long time—her
            not knowing what to say, while he just stared at her. His hands at his side, his eyes
            searching hers as she tried to catch her breath, but she was finding it hard to do.
            She felt her chest constricting, her heart pounding against her ribs, and she couldn’t
            think because oh, God, she loved him. A lot.

      
      When his head cocked to the side, she held her breath as he took in a deep breath
            before resting his hands on his hips. “Okay, and you’re sorry for this because?”

      
      Well, she sure didn’t expect him to say that. Placing her hands on her hips, mimicking
            his stance, she said, “This is supposed to be fun, and I fucked it up by falling for
            you. I’m so sorry. Please, I can’t believe I did such a stupid thing. I know that
            we said we’d end this when it got boring, but I think we need to end it because I
            fell and I’m stupid and I—”

      
      “Will you shut the hell up, please?”

      
      She looked up to see him pinching the bridge of his nose.

      
      “I’m trying to tell you that I am sorry because this can’t happen. I can’t be in love
            with you because it—”

      
      “Didn’t I ask you to shut up?” he asked, a little more forceful this time. She closed
            her lips tight as she watched him drop his hand and look at her. His eyes were darker
            than storm clouds as he held her gaze. “Did it ever occur to you that I fell? That
            I fucking love you?”

      
      She fell into her chair and slowly shook her head. “No, Phillip, because we don’t
            want that, we want this to be light, fun, and easy. We don’t want messy. Don’t say
            you love me because I did.”

      
      He shook his head. “No, I’m saying it because I mean it. I may not have wanted to
            fall for you, but I don’t regret it at all. I want messy, I want hard, and I want
            fun as long as it’s with you because I love you. With everything inside me. I have
            for a long time. I just haven’t had the balls to tell you because I knew you’d act
            like this.”

      
      “Act like what? I’m being real here. This isn’t what we wanted; this isn’t how we
            planned this. This wasn’t supposed to happen!”

      
      “You can’t control what we feel, Reese. I love you. Do you know how amazing it is
            to say that to you right now? It’s like scoring the winning goal in game seven of
            the playoffs. It’s perfect.”

      
      She shook her head, running her fingers through her head as he took a step towards
            her. “Oh my God, Phillip, don’t go all hockey on me!” she yelled, standing up to move
            away from him. She had to put distance between them before she did something crazy,
            like wrap her arms around him and kiss him.

      
      “That’s what I am. I am a hockey player, I am an uncle, and I am yours. Those are
            my identifiers, and I’m fucking proud of them. I need you to stop,” he said, reaching
            out to stop her from moving. “I need you to look at me and know that I only want you,
            that I am completely yours, and that I would die before letting anyone or anything,
            including myself, hurt you.”

      
      Her lip started to tremble as she looked into his eyes. She had heard those words
            before and then Kevin ruined her. “I can’t do this. I can’t. Because if I allow this
            to happen, if I throw everything into this, if I allow myself to love you, you could
            destroy me if this goes south.”

      
      He nodded, cupping her face with his large, strong hands. “And you could destroy me,
            Reese, but the thing is that we have to choose not to destroy each other. To only
            love each other. Support each other and be happy. I know I come in with baggage, but
            she is a really cool kid that loves you like I do. I’m not asking for forever, Reese.
            I’m asking for now and hopefully that will lead to forever. We are good together.
            You know we are.”

      
      “You knows it’s not Claire and I know that we are, but I don’t think I am made for
            this. I don’t know how to do this again.”

      
      “What the hell are you talking about? We’ve been doing it, Reese. We just haven’t
            been labeling it and we still don’t have to. But when I look at you, you will know
            I love you and I’m probably going to say it because I fucking want to.”

      
      “No… No, Phillip, this could end,” she stressed.

      
      He shook his head, squeezing her hands. “And it couldn’t. We could get married, have
            babies, and grow old together. Who knows! All I do know is that I need you and Claire
            in my life. My heart belongs to you two.”

      
      She shook her head, wiping her cheeks free of the stupid tears that rolled down them.
            She couldn’t do this. Kevin ruined her, she thought she couldn’t love anyone the way
            she loved him, but somehow she fell for Phillip and that completely blew her mind.
            How could this happen? When did it happen and why didn’t she shield her heart from
            this? She couldn’t, wouldn’t, be ruined by another man. No matter how much she loved
            him. This was going to kill her to do this, but she had no choice. She had to protect
            her heart.

      
      Hiccupping a sob, she looked away as she whispered, “I’m sorry, but you scare the
            shit out of me. This is so hard for me. You don’t understand how hard it is to sit
            here and tell you that I am scared out of my mind. I can’t do this because I am scared.
            I usually hold all of it in because I don’t want people to know what I am feeling,
            but it’s different with you. I’m scared of what you could do to me if this goes south,
            and I can’t let myself get hurt again. I’m sorry, Phillip.”

      
      Phillip was silent for a moment and when she looked up at him, all she saw was rage
            and sorrow in his eyes.

      
      “I won’t hurt you though. I’d die before I allowed that to happen.”

      
      “I’ve been told that before. I can’t risk it. I can’t let what happened before happen
            again because you are different, way different, and I know I won’t come back from
            being hurt by you. I’d rather just part ways as friends.”

      
      He shook his head slowly. “Friends, fuck, Reese, you make me feel like a fucking girl
            right now. I’m standing here, telling you how much I fucking love you, how much I
            need you and how much I’ll never hurt you. I mean, I’m putting my heart out on a platter
            for you and begging you to take it and all you are doing is standing there, telling
            me you’re sorry. I know you love me, stop saying you’re sorry, that you’re scared,
            that I’ll hurt you, because you aren’t a fucking psychic, you don’t know this! Take
            the chance with me. Love me… don’t let anything change what we have because it doesn’t
            have to change. We can keep being happy and loving each other.”

      
      All she could do was blink, her eyes pooling with tears, spilling over before rolling
            down her cheeks. Her heart was pounding in her chest, her breathing ragged because
            she didn’t know how she was going to watch him walk away and stay intact but she knew
            she had to. Not trusting herself, she just looked up into his eyes before taking a
            slow step back.

      
      “Say something!” he yelled, causing her to jump.

      
      “I’m sorry,” she said, sucking in a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, but I can’t.”

      
      He shook his head. “Don’t let me walk away, Reese.”

      
      Clearing her throat, she whispered, “I have to.”

      
      “NO! You don’t! We can have it all, but you’re just too scared to jump in with me.
            Yeah, it’s fucking scary. I’m scared shitless of you, but that doesn’t keep me from
            loving you, Reese.”

      
      “I can’t let you destroy me.”

      
      “I won’t. Baby, I am going to be there to support you, to help you soar. We can do
            it together.”

      
      She shook her head as her lip quivered, and she looked away. She felt him watching
            her for what seemed like hours but it was only seconds before he whispered, “Don’t
            do this.”

      
      “I have to,” she said, looking up at him. “I have to protect myself.”

      
      “No, let me protect you, let me love you.”

      
      “And what happens when you stop… because he did. He stopped loving me and let me go.
            I can’t let it happen again.”

      
      His eyes widened and then he looked away, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t do that but
            it doesn’t matter what I say because you’ve made up your mind, you’ve put me in his
            category, and there is no way out for me.”

      
      With his shoulders falling in defeat, he headed for the door and swung it open when
            he reached it. Turning to look at her, he shook his head and she could see the tears
            in his eyes. “You are going to realize the mistake you just made and I can’t promise
            you that I’ll be there to take you back so, if I were you, I’d take my head out of
            my ass and follow your heart. I know you have one, it’s in there, but you have that
            sucker locked down tighter than the Pentagon. It’s time to stop that because letting
            me walk away will be the biggest mistake of your life. You will miss me and you will
            hurt over me more now with the regret than if we had let this play out and see where
            it went. Which I know how it would have gone… it would have been great and we would
            be happy, working as a team to raise Claire, but instead of taking the chance on me,
            believing in us, you chose to be alone. Yeah. Good luck with that.”

      
      With that, he slammed the door shut and she didn’t stop him. Instead, she crumbled
            to the floor and hoped she drowned in her tears. She had thought she was making the
            right decision but if she was, why did it hurt so badly?
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      Slamming the door behind him, Phillip stomped through the house to the fridge for
            a beer. He didn’t care if it was only seven in the morning, and he sure as hell didn’t
            care that he just hailed a cab in only a pair of boxers. All he did care about was
            the fact that his heart was breaking in his chest, and he felt like smashing someone’s
            face in. How did she make any fucking sense? She loved him, but she didn’t want to
            be with him because she was still holding on to what the douche did to her. It was
            fucking stupid! She was insane and, fuck, he still loved her.

      
      Banging his head on the fridge, he couldn’t grasp what had just happened. He felt
            so good when she uttered the words, felt like he had just gotten his fix of her, but
            then she ruined it by crying and saying she couldn’t love him. She blew his ego to
            hell and probably didn’t give two shits while doing it. It was gut wrenching, watching
            her cry, because all he wanted to do was wrap her up in his arm and make her stop.
            Kiss away those tears, promise only to make happy ones fall for the rest of their
            lives, but she wasn’t giving him the chance to.

      
      Ahhh! Letting out a yell, he punched the fridge and then very quickly regretted it
            when the pain shot up his arm. Damn it. Opening the freezer, he placed his hand on
            an ice tray and forced the tears back. He wasn’t going to cry. Not over someone that
            didn’t want him. He had done that time and time again, but not this time. If she didn’t
            want him, fine, he’d pick up his shattered heart and move on. To what, he wasn’t sure,
            but the great thing was that he still had Claire. He’d always have Claire. Well, that
            was until she turned eighteen, went to college, and left him. Then he’d be alone.

      
      So fucking alone because no one could ever be Reese.

      
      Sucking in a deep breath, he let it out slowly as he shook his head. He wanted to
            go back and beg her to reconsider, but why should he? He had done nothing wrong. He
            had played by her rules, he had loved her, and she couldn’t even try to do the same
            for him when she was there. She only had to allow herself to follow her heart and
            he would be there waiting for her, but she wouldn’t and he couldn’t understand why.
            It all came back to the question on why he wasn’t enough? What was he doing wrong?

      
      “Are you okay?”

      
      He looked over his shoulder to find Claire in a long t-shirt and PJ pants. “Fine.”

      
      “Okay, then why did you get out of a cab in boxer and down a beer before slamming
            your head on the fridge and then punching it?”

      
      How long had she been standing there?

      
      “Don’t worry about it, Claire, go back to bed.”

      
      “I gotta go to school.”

      
      “Skip it,” he said, leaning his head back on the fridge.

      
      “Wow, yeah, I can’t do that but thanks anyway. What’s going on?”

      
      “Nothing, I said nothing,” he snapped. When he turned to see her with a shocked look
            on her face, he felt like shit. “Please, Claire, not right now, just go. Give me a
            minute and I’ll take you to school.”

      
      She didn’t say anything for a second but then asked, “It’s Reese, isn’t it? Did she
            break up with you?”

      
      He didn’t want to bring her into this but soon he was nodding his head as his heart
            shattered in his chest all over again. When he felt her come up beside him, placing
            her hand on his back, he became limp and just leaned on the fridge, defeated.

      
      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and he knew she was crying. When he opened his eyes to
            look at her and saw the tears pooling in her bright blue eyes before rushing down
            her face, he felt even more like shit.

      
      “Why are you crying, Claire? Don’t do that. I can’t handle your tears, too.”

      
      Wiping her hands across her cheeks, she whispered, “I know, and I’m sorry, but I just
            had so many plans for us. I wanted her to live with us and be happy with us. I hate
            that you are hurting, because I don’t want you to ever hurt. I just want you to be
            happy because you make everyone else happy, and I’m just so sorry that she did this
            to you.”

      
      He shook his head, wrapping her up in his arms and holding her tight against his chest.
            “Don’t be. This isn’t your fault, and I’m going to be okay. I have you, and like I
            said, no matter what, she will always be in your life.”

      
      “I know, but I wanted her in yours, too.”

      
      His lip quivered and then it happened, a single tear spilled over, running along his
            cheek and into her hair as he whispered, “Me too.”

      
      Erik made quick work of changing Dimitri’s diaper as Phillip sat on the floor, playing
            with a zoo set. When he was done, he sat him back down and then followed, crossing
            his leg as Dimitri reached for a zebra. After dropping Claire off at school, Phillip
            called Erik to see if it was okay for him to come over. Luckily for him, Piper was
            out doing stuff for Harper’s baby shower, which was the following day, leaving the
            house to Erik, Dimitri, and now Phillip’s problems.

      
      “So she tells you she loves you but she can’t be with you, because you are going to
            break her heart?”

      
      Phillip nodded as he made a giraffe dance with Dimitri’s zebra. “Yeah and the thing
            is, she isn’t even giving me a chance. She is categorizing me with that bastard Kevin,
            and I would never do that to her. I love her!”

      
      “Dude, I told you she is a man eater.”

      
      “That’s the thing, she isn’t. She is actually an amazing woman. Tough as nails and
            man, she keeps me on my toes, but she has a heart of gold that she hides from everyone.
            I really do believe that she was made for me, and I don’t care how girly that sounds.”

      
      Erik scoffed. “No worries, when a dude is really in love, he turns into a freaking
            girl. It’s scary. So stay away from girls, they are icky, and will make you do stupid
            things, okay buddy?”

      
      Phillip smiled when Dimitri reached out, taking a hold of Erik’s lip and giggling.
            He wanted this. He wanted a little guy and no, he didn’t want it now, but he wanted
            it someday with Reese.

      
      “I just don’t understand why I’m not enough, you know? I used to feel so worthless,
            but then I started playing for the Assassins and things were good, great even. Then
            Claire came into my life and yeah, it wasn’t easy but then it was, and I was happy.
            Then Reese comes into my life, and everything fell into place. I knew this was the
            life I wanted. Then she dumps me and all those old feelings come back, bringing me
            down. I mean, do you hear me? I sound like a chick! Jeez, hand me the latest copy
            of TeenBeat and let’s gush over One Direction. I’m disgusting!”

      
      Erik laughed as he shook his head. “Phillip, this is the shitty part of love. It can
            take you to the highest of highs and the lowest of lows.”

      
      “Tell me what to do, help me.”

      
      Erik shook his head. “I suck at this shit, go to Shea.”

      
      “No, Shea will tell me he told me so. He told me to watch out. I knew I had to, I
            thought I had prepared myself, but it just hurts so bad.”

      
      “I’m sorry, man, but I don’t know what to say because in my eyes, Reese isn’t the
            settling down type, but then I don’t know her like you do.”

      
      “But she is, if she’d allow herself to be. She loves me, she admitted it, but instead
            of acting on those feelings, she shielding herself from them. From me.”

      
      “Yeah, I don’t know,” Erik said with a shrug. “I’m sorry I’m no help.”

      
      Before Phillip could say anything, Piper walked in the room with her hands on her
            hips. “He has nothing to say because he was the Reese in our relationship. He pushed
            me away, Phillip, you saw him do it. However, I kept fighting, didn’t I, and now look
            at us. You can’t give up on her. She loves you, everyone knows this.”

      
      Phillip hated when Piper did her ninja sneak in but at this particular moment, he
            could use her help. “I get that, but I have fought. I put all of me in, and she threw
            me away. How do I come back from that? You weren’t going to fight for him after he
            left you. You were done, and now I am done.”

      
      Piper paused and then nodded. “You’re right. If you’ve done everything you can, put
            all your cards on the table, then all you can do is wait and hope she gets her head
            on right.”

      
      “But I don’t want to wait. I want her to know. I’m scared that since she doesn’t know
            now, then how will she ever? I gave her my heart, and she didn’t want it. It was different
            for you two because you knew that he loved you and that he wanted to be with you.
            Plus you two had Dimitri coming, and that was bound to make him grow the hell up.”

      
      “Hey,” Erik said, glaring.

      
      Phillip went on. “But I have nothing but my love for her, and she won’t even take
            it. I am giving her everything she wants and needs, I am being the man she deserves,
            and she is ignoring it because of fear. Fear that I have no problem helping her push
            away, but she has to want to push with me. All she did, Piper, was look me in the
            eye and say sorry. She didn’t even want to try.”

      
      Piper looked away and then shrugged. “Then as much as I don’t want to say this because
            I think you’re amazing for my sister, maybe it isn’t meant to be.”

      
      Yeah, that was what he was thinking, too.

      
      “Yeah, but that doesn’t feel right either.”

      
      “Then what does?”

      
      “Us, together.”

      
      “Maybe she needs time to think it over?” Piper suggested. “To miss you.”

      
      Standing up, Phillip wrapped an arm around Piper’s shoulders. “I’m going to try, but
            I can’t promise anything.”

      
      She smiled as she slowly shrugged. “I understand, but I hope it works out.”

      
      “Me too.”
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      “GET THE cake and the plates, and make sure they are blue! Oh, and get some chocolates for
            the poopy diapers!”

      
      Reese wished she had never answered the phone when Piper called that morning. She
            should have denied the call, but she couldn’t with it being baby shower day. As she
            stood in line at Audrey Jane’s, waiting on Harper’s cake, her phone kept going off
            with texts from Piper asking her to do things. When the last one came in, saying to
            pick up Claire, she let out a long breath. Tears gathered in her eyes and her chest
            constricted, as she fought the urge to run back to the car, go home, and never leave.

      
      She hadn’t seen Claire or Phillip, and she missed them. Desperately… but she couldn’t
            face either of them, not after what happened with her and Phillip. She was worried
            that her promise to always be there for Claire was going to be hard to keep because,
            at that moment, she felt like running. Leaving everything and starting over somewhere
            else, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She couldn’t run not when Claire did
            nothing wrong, nor did Phillip. This was her fault. Her breaking heart, the hollowness
            she felt, was all on her.

      
      She caused this and like Phillip said she would, she regretted it. The only thing
            was she didn’t know how to tell him that. She didn’t know how to look him in the face
            and tell him that she was wrong and he was right. That she did love him and wanted
            to be with him but didn’t know how. She didn’t know how to let go of what Kevin did
            to her and allow herself to try again. She was scared.

      
      When it was her turn up at the counter, the girl behind the counter handed Reese the
            cupcake cake that was covered in pretty blue flowers and said ‘Congratulations on
            Journey.’ Stupid name, she thought as she handed the lady her card.

      
      “Audrey said it’s on the house.”

      
      Reese shrugged. “Thanks.”

      
      She took the box and made a few more stops before turning on the road that would take
            her to Phillip’s house. Her heart picked up in speed when she saw his house and then
            his car, meaning that he was home. She wanted to text Claire and ask her to come out,
            but that was rude and made her a coward. She had to live with the decision she made
            or she had to change it so, with a heavy heart, she pushed her car door opened and
            made her way up the driveway she had came up so many times. When her lips started
            to wobble from all those amazing memories, and how she’d probably never get the chance
            to have them again, she heaved out a sad breath. She bit into her lip to keep it still
            before knocking on the door. Her heart was in her throat when she heard the footsteps.
            When it opened to Claire, her heart broke as she met the same eyes of the man she
            loved.

      
      “You ready?” she asked as normally as she could.

      
      Claire nodded, and Reese took in how cute she looked in a pair of jeans and a pastel
            blue shirt and white scarf. Her hair was up in a messy bun, and she was wearing tall,
            brown boots over her jeans. She looked a hell of a lot better than Reese did, that
            was for sure. In a pair of ratty jeans and an old Beatles shirt, Reese was pretty
            sure everyone at the party was going to think she was homeless, but she really didn’t
            care. Turning before she saw Phillip, she headed for the car with Claire right behind
            her. She waited until they were both buckled up before driving out the driveway and
            heading for Elli’s house. She didn’t want to talk to Claire, or anyone for that matter,
            and she really didn’t want to even go to the damn baby shower, but she knew she had
            to go on with her life. She had to ignore the desire to hide under a rock and live
            somewhat of a life after Phillip.

      
      Or she had to get him back.

      
      So with a smile, she said, “How has school been?”

      
      Claire looked over at her and shrugged. “Fine, where have you been? You’ve been kind
            of MIA.”

      
      Had Phillip not told her? Surely, he had but, just in case, she didn’t want to be
            the one to do it. “Just busy I guess, getting ready for the baby shower and recital.”

      
      “Yeah, I figured.”

      
      “Yeah,” she said as she drove to Elli’s house. When she pulled into the full driveway,
            she groaned. She didn’t want to do this.

      
      “What’s wrong?”

      
      “I’m not in the mood for a party today,” she said, unbuckling her seat belt and opening
            the door.

      
      “Are you sick?”

      
      She shook her head and reached for the cake and bags from the back. “Nope, just feeling
            shitty.”

      
      “Cause you miss him,” she said, and Reese looked over her shoulder at her. She stood
            by the car, watching her, and Reese couldn’t lie.

      
      She slowly nodded her head as she said, “Yeah.”

      
      She knew that Claire was going to say something but thankfully, Piper came up to them,
            taking the cake for Reese. “Shit, you’re super late!”

      
      Reese shrugged as she took in her beautifully made up sister. “Sorry, I couldn’t get
            my hair to look right.”

      
      Piper scrunched up her face. “Did you even try? Jesus, you look like roadkill.”

      
      “I love you more,” she said, moving past her sister and into the house. She was greeted
            by Elli in a tight hug and then her mother. As she hugged her tightly, she noticed
            that everyone was already there, even Harper’s surrogate, and that meant that she
            was in fact very late. When she saw her sister sitting in a big, white chair that
            was decorated with blue balloons and other baby things, a smile pulled at her lips.
            Presents surrounded her, and she was glowing with happiness. Reese had always looked
            up to Harper. She was always the person she talked to, the one who was there for her
            when shit hit the fan.

      
      She remembered when Harper couldn’t settle down and wanted to be with anything and
            everyone with no cares in the world. She used to think that Harper was nuts because
            at the time, Reese wanted the husband, kids, and white picket fence. When Harper met
            Jakob and fell hard for him, she remembered asking why. Harper said that it got old
            being lonely, and that everyone wanted that one person that could be there for them
            no matter what. Jakob was that guy for her and when Reese met Kevin, she thought he
            was that guy. She thought she had found her prince like her big sister but she hadn’t,
            so she turned to the life that Harper had left, thinking that was what she wanted,
            but like her sister she was learning that being alone sucked balls.

      
      When Harper met her gaze, her brow rose before she stood, coming over to her. “What
            in the world are you wearing?”

      
      Reese smiled as she shrugged. “I feel like poo.”

      
      Harper’s face quickly turned to a concerned mother as she cupped Reese’s cheek. “Are
            you sick?”

      
      She shook her head, cupping Harper’s hand. “No, just having one of those weeks.”

      
      Harper smiled. “It happens to us all. It will get better, don’t worry.”

      
      She hugged Reese tightly before flashing her a grin, turning to go back to her seat,
            but Reese stopped her. She looked back at Reese questionably. It became hard for her
            to swallow as she looked into her sister beautiful brown eyes. “I’m so happy for you.”

      
      “Thank you. Maybe we’ll be throwing one of these for you after Elli gets done popping
            out her hockey team,” she said with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

      
      “Shut up,” Elli scolded as she smacked Harper’s butt playfully.

      
      Harper laughed as she looked back at Reese, and then her laughter came to a stop.
            “And I wouldn’t have this if it wasn’t for you. I would have never gone with a surrogate
            if it wasn’t for you.”

      
      “I would do anything for you,” Reese declared.

      
      “I know you would because when you love, you love with everything inside you,” she
            said with a wide smile. “Don’t hold it all in, Reese, let it out. You’re so gorgeous
            when you are smiling and lately, you’ve been stunning. We all know who to thank for
            that, huh?”

      
      Before she could answer, Elli pulled Harper away so that the festivities could start.
            As she watched everyone gush over Harper, Reese could help but think how right she
            was. She felt amazing when she smiled, and lately the only reason she smiled was because
            of him. The same person she pushed away because of her fear. Reaching in her pocket
            for her phone, she pulled up his text thread and went through their whole relationship.
            At the beginning, it was only sex… but then it turned to more. They talked about their
            days, about Claire, about the future. When she came to the bottom, to the last text
            he sent her, her eyes welled up as she read his words.

      
      I can’t wait to see you. I’m on my way.

      
      He had sent that before he came to get her for the party. Her fingers hovered over
            the keyboard and she begged herself to write something, anything, but her fingers
            refused to move. She hated how this all was making her feel. She wanted to be with
            him, but she was scared that it could come crashing down and she would be left with
            nothing. But she was left with nothing now, so really, what was she supposed to do?
            Take the chance, give him everything and hope they worked, or live a life of loneliness
            because she was pretty sure if she couldn’t give her heart to Phillip, she wouldn’t
            be able to give it to anyone.

      
      The baby shower went great, or at least it seemed it had. Harper got everything she
            needed for a little boy, and she could see the excitement on her face from the corner
            she sat in. She wished she would have been a little more involved, but her mind was
            completely flooded with thoughts of Phillip. She needed to figure out what she was
            going to do. She fought with the need to text him and then decided that it would probably
            be best to just talk to him face to face, but she wasn’t sure what to say once she
            was there. And then the fear of rejection was there. He said he wouldn’t wait and
            she didn’t blame him one bit, but it would kill her for him to reject her. But then
            what if he did take her back… then what? Did they go on the way they had? She didn’t
            want to get married right now, or maybe even ever. She didn’t want kids, she just
            wanted him and Claire, and was that even okay with him? Was that enough? There were
            so many questions, and she needed to figure out what he wanted and hoped that it matched
            what she wanted. She handled the other day completely wrong. She acted before thinking
            and now, she had nothing.

      
      She left in a daze, with Claire trailing behind her. Through the whole baby shower,
            she sat quietly beside her, involved, but Reese knew she was worried about her. Once
            in the car, Reese headed in the direction of Phillip’s house, her head leaning on
            the window as she tried to find the courage to go in with Claire and face him.

      
      “He misses you too, you know.”

      
      Reese looked over at Claire before looking back at the road. “I know, but this is
            all so difficult, Claire.”

      
      “I get that, but being apart is obviously not good for you two. Can’t you try to work
            it out?”

      
      Reese fought back the tears as she nodded. “I want to, but I don’t know how. I messed
            everything up.”

      
      “I think that if you told him you missed him, he’d tell you that he missed you too,
            and then you two would be fine. He will understand that you messed up, just admit
            that. People make bad decisions when they are stressed, or scared. He gets that.”

      
      She shook her head. “It is so much more than that. First, I am scared of what I am
            feeling, scared that he could hurt me, and then I don’t even know if he wants the
            same things I want, because I wouldn’t even give him the chance. I know this is my
            fault. I get that, and I know that I have to fix it. It’s just that I don’t know how.
            I don’t know how to look at him and tell him what I am feeling. I’ve never been good
            at that. I just say how it is. I love you and that’s it. You know?”

      
      She slowly smiled and then asked, “Do you want us in your life?”

      
      “Yes,” she said without thinking.

      
      “Then tell him that. You two can figure out all the other crap later. If you love
            him and he loves you, what else is there?”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      Claire reached over, placing her hand on Reese’s. “You two belong together. It will
            work out, you just have to try.”

      
      Reese thought that over as she pulled into Phillip’s driveway. Gathering her things,
            Claire looked over at her and asked, “What time will you pick me up tonight?”

      
      She was confused. “Pick you up for what?”

      
      “Game one, playoffs, we have seats. Don’t tell me you’re blowing me off.”

      
      She groaned as she covered her face. “Please don’t make me go, Claire.”

      
      “You said you would, and Phillip will be there!”

      
      “I know, that’s why I don’t want to go.”

      
      “But you guys can talk.”

      
      “If I wanted to talk, I’d go in the house and talk to him.”

      
      “Okay, let’s go,” she said, throwing her door open.

      
      “I can’t,” Reese stressed. “I don’t know how to face him yet. I hurt him, I saw it
            in his eyes, and I don’t like that I did that.”

      
      “Okay, well, hopefully you figure it out by tonight. Be here at six and then its game
            time!” she exclaimed, before hopping out the car and running up to the door. Reese
            watched her disappear inside and then shook her head. She had already disappointed
            the girl so much by cutting things off with Phillip. She knew that it was understood
            that Reese wasn’t going anywhere, but she still felt like Claire was mad at her, upset
            with the outcome of everything. She wanted to fix that. She wanted to fix what was
            going on between her and Phillip; she just had to find the courage to do it. She was
            pretty sure going to game one wasn’t going to help but then again, maybe it would.
            The more she thought about it, the more she thought that maybe Claire was a genius.
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      As Phillip skated in his usual nine circles around the goal, he listened to the roar
            of the crowd as he took in the already thousands of people that were watching him.
            This was going to be a good match up, and he was hoping for a quick series by winning
            four games straight. He had faith in his team, but the Red Wings were a veteran-filled
            team that had plenty of banners hanging from their rafters and dominated the sport
            with ease. He was worried, but not that worried. They were ranked first in the division
            and on one hell of a streak. They had this.

      
      Plain and simple.

      
      Stretching his neck from side and side, he slid into the spot beside Shea and started
            stretching with him as he looked around the glass, reading all the signs of encouragement
            from the greatest fans in the NHL.

      
      “You ready? Head in the game?”

      
      Phillip looked over at Shea and nodded. “Fuck yeah.”

      
      “Good, I know you have some shit going on in your personal life but like the professional
            you are, you never let that affect your hockey. I admire that about you.”

      
      Taken aback a little, since he didn’t know that Shea knew about him and Reese breaking
            up, he said, “Thanks.”

      
      “No problem. Don’t worry, there are other fish in the sea.”

      
      Phillip scoffed. “Is that what everyone said when Elli and you split?”

      
      Shea’s eyes widened. “Shit no, she is my prized fish.”

      
      “Well, Reese is mine.”

      
      Shea gave him a wide smile as he nodded. “Then I suggested you catch that one and
            make her yours.”

      
      “That’s the plan, but she is being very uncooperative and won’t take the fucking bait.”

      
      Shea scoffed. “The good ones usually do.”

      
      “Those Allen women are tough,” Jakob said from the other side of him. “Reese is a
            mini version of Harper. Trick is to give her time. She’ll come around.”

      
      “I sure hope so cause I—” He stopped short because he was about to say that he needed
            her to breathe, but figured that would make him sound like a pussy so instead he said,
            “I just want to be with her.”

      
      Shea stood up, smacking him in the shin with his stick. “No worries, it will work
            out, let’s win this game first.”

      
      “I agree,” Jakob said, doing the same thing Shea did before he skated off with him,
            passing the puck back and forth. Phillip stood up, reaching for his toes before putting
            his stick behind his back with his arms draped over it to stretch his back. When he
            glanced to where Claire was sitting, he smiled. She was stuffing her face with popcorn,
            watching the guys warming up. Or really, she was watching Patty. Phillip still saw
            red when he looked at their rookie, something about finding him in bed with Claire
            made him instantly hate the guy, despite the fact that he was a really good kid.

      
      Looking towards the goal, Phillip rushed it, grabbing a puck and playing with it as
            he continued to warm up. As much as he wanted to get ready for the game, pump himself
            up, his mind kept drifting to her. He wondered where she was, what she was doing,
            if she was with someone, if she was thinking about him. When he saw her today, looking
            as rough as he felt, he wanted to rush past Claire and take a hold of her, tell her
            that there was no reason to do this to them, that they could be together and be happy,
            but he had already done that. The puck was in her zone; it was time for her to decide
            what she wanted. He would give her the time she needed; he had for so long… what was
            a little longer?

      
      When he was good and warm, he skated off, rushing down the hall to the locker room.
            Taking his spot beside Karson and Erik, he handed his gloves off to the attendant
            for him to dry them and stretched out his legs. Everyone was doing the same thing,
            all waiting and mentally preparing themselves for the game. When Coach Baxter walked
            in, he held a clipboard in one hand and his trusty coffee mug in the other. He looked
            out at them and then slowly nodded. Coach Baxter was a man of a lot of words. Mostly
            he yelled them but, before the game, he spoke them in a low, demanding voice. It usually
            pumped the guys up and got them ready to fight for sixty minutes on the ice against
            their opponent. Sitting on the edge of his seat, Phillip looked up at his coach and
            waited for the words of wisdom that were going to help them win this game, this series,
            and then ultimately the cup.

      
      “Aristotle said that ‘we are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, therefore, is not
            an act but a habit.’” He looked around the room slowly and all eyes were on him. “We
            have fought, we have bled, we have suffered injury, but we have prevailed. We have
            overcome it all and made a new record for our franchise. We are everything that the
            term excellence is defined as. We are a team of winners, and we will win the sixteen
            games needed to bring that cup home. I believe in every single one of you. Your captain
            believes in you, and our owner believes in you. We can do this. Now go out there and
            fight for the chance to hoist that cup above your head.”

      
      The locker room erupted as they all stood, tapping gloves and tapping helmets before
            lining up in the hall. Like always, Elli stood at the end of the hall, a smile on
            her face and the picture of beauty in an Adler jersey, tight jeans, and sky-high sparkly
            purple heels. Once everyone was lined up, ready to head out, she walked down the line,
            tapping each guy’s glove and wishing him a great game. When she came to Phillip, she
            gave him a wink and wished him luck before going down the line, ending at her husband.
            Shea smiled, leaning down and kissing her loudly on the lips just as the music started
            in the arena. Rocking back and forth on his skates, he waited and then it was time
            to hit the ice. When Phillip’s name was called and the spotlight came on him, the
            crowd erupted and he knew that they were going to win. No question about it. They
            had this.

      
      Skating to the bench, he went to send a grin to Claire, like he always did, but when
            he looked up and saw Reese staring back at him, it stunned him. He blinked twice and
            she just sat there, staring at him with the saddest brown eyes ever. She was wearing
            makeup this time, had even done her hair, and was wearing his jersey. She looked beautiful,
            like always, and it left him in a daze that he didn’t need to be in right now. Mentally
            smacking himself, he took in a quick breath and looked away, because if he kept staring
            at her, he was going to climb over that glass, pull her into his arms, and never let
            go. He couldn’t do that. He had a game to win. But as he skated to the middle for
            the puck drop, he couldn’t help but glance back at where she was sitting. She was
            still watching him, and he didn’t know what to think of that. Was she there to fix
            things?

      
      When the puck dropped and he completely missed it, losing it to the Wings, he decided
            that he had to push her out of his mind or he was going to lose this game. Getting
            his head on straight, he chased after the puck but thankfully, Shea was there, stopping
            the Wing player and sending the puck up to Erik. Phillip turned, rushing with him
            to the goal, Karson on the other side. Erik passed the puck back, and Shea sent it
            up to Phillip. He then deked around a player and might have had the goal but, to be
            sure, he sent it to Karson and he sent it to the back of the goal with ease. It was
            a gorgeous play but the high of scoring was short-lived because the Wings came back,
            hard, scoring two goals back to back.

      
      Not letting their confidence falter, the Assassins pushed back with Patty scoring
            another goal and tying it up at the end of the first. The second period was hard hitting,
            with a lot of chances, but no one scored. When the third period came, Phillip was
            sitting on the bench, hoping like hell they could pull out the win. The Wings were
            playing a tough game, out shooting them by six shots on goal, but Phillip believed
            in his team. Watching as Lucas, Matty, and JT skated fast down the ice to the goal,
            he held his breath as JT shot, hitting the goalie’s blocker pad but receiving one
            hell of a rebound, which Lucas was able to get and he sent the puck sailing to the
            back of the net with only two minutes left in the period.

      
      The crowd lost it, hell, the bench lost it, everyone cheering for Lucas as he hugged
            his line tightly, congratulating everyone. That goal was going to be the game winner
            as long as they held them. When Phillip was tapped on the shoulder, he jumped over
            the board, Erik and Karson at his side as they skated to position, waiting for the
            defensemen to bring the puck up. Watching the clock because he knew that they were
            going to pull their goalie for the extra man on the ice, Phillip poke checked the
            puck away but unfortunately, a Wings player was there to get it and shot the puck.
            Tate blocked it with ease.

      
      “EMPTY NET!” Shea yelled, blocking a forward before taking the puck.

      
      Glancing at the clock, Phillip saw that they had sixty seconds to hold the lead. Shea
            tried to send it to Karson but a Wing took it, sending it to the goal but, like the
            ninja goalie he was, Tate batted it away and it came right to Phillip. He had a clear
            path to the goal, no one was in the way, but if he took off towards the goal, he knew
            they would stop him. So not wasting time, Phillip turned and took a slap shot, sending
            the puck right into the empty net.

      
      Throwing his hands up as his teammates attacked him, the horn went off repeatedly
            and with that goal, the Wings’ fate was sealed.

      
      The Assassins had won.

      
      Feeling jovial, Phillip pushed through the door that lead to the parking lot, excited
            to see Claire and go to dinner, but nervous about seeing Reese. Should he invite her?
            Ignore her? What? Give her a chance to talk? Maybe she wouldn’t even be there but,
            when he reached the spot where they always met up, she stood there, tight, dark jeans
            clinging to her legs with black boots up to her knees. He wished his body didn’t react
            to her the way it did when he was mad, but it did, begging for her body and imagining
            her standing only in those boots and nothing else. Shaking the image away, he continued
            for them. Claire was talking about something but, once he reached them, she stopped
            and wrapped her arms around him.

      
      “What a game!”

      
      Phillip’s eyes were locked with Reese’s as he hugged Claire tightly. “It was awesome.”

      
      “Great goal.”

      
      “It was an empty netter,” he scoffed as she backed away.

      
      “So? You didn’t even think about what you were doing. You just shot, and it was magical.
            I’m proud of you.”

      
      “Thanks,” he said, a little sheepish as he looked back at Reese, meeting her sad gaze.
            “Thanks for coming.”

      
      She tried to give off an offhanded expression, but he saw right through it. She was
            dying inside, just like him, and he hated that she was torturing them like this. Why
            couldn’t she just do what her heart wanted? What the hell was holding her back? Just
            above a whisper, she said, “No big deal.”

      
      He didn’t know what else to say. He could only look into her eyes and wish like hell
            she would say something else. The tension between them could be cut with a knife,
            and he hated that. He wanted to go back to the way they were. The easiness of them.
            He missed her. So much that it felt like the world was closing in on him. He just
            wanted her to say that she wanted him. That he was enough and that she believed in
            them. He wouldn’t even hesitate to kiss the hell out of her and then never let her
            go. All she had to do was say the words, and he’d be hers for the rest of his life.

      
      “Did you have fun?” he asked, hating the silence and the way Claire was staring at
            them. She had this look of pure distress. He could see how much she wanted them together
            and he would love to give that to her, but Reese had to want it. He couldn’t make
            her be with him. No matter how much he wanted to do that.

      
      She tried to smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She just looked like she was in
            pain. “Of course I did, it was a wonderful game. Y’all played great.”

      
      “Wow, this is super awkward,” Claire mumbled. Phillip elbowed her softly to shut her
            up, despite the fact that she was right. It was awkward and he couldn’t stand it,
            he had to go. A part of him wanted to invite her with them, but he doubted she’d go.
            Glancing over at Reese, he said, “Well, this has been fun, but we have to get to dinner.
            I’m starving.”

      
      Her mouth pulled at the side. “Yeah, you’re always hungry after a game.”

      
      He looked away as he slowly shrugged. She was right but it wasn’t only the food he
            was hungry for, it was her. Always her. “Yeah, so I guess I’ll see you around.”

      
      “Yeah,” she said a little too quickly, before looking at Claire. “Thanks for inviting
            me. I’ll see you later.”

      
      She turned to leave but Claire asked, “At the next game right? Monday?”

      
      Reese looked over her shoulder, and her eyes were pooling with tears. He went to take
            a step forward but stopped, tucking his hands in his pockets to keep from grabbing
            a hold of her as she said, “We will see okay? We have recital tomorrow, and I’m probably
            going to be tired.”

      
      Claire slowly nodded, her face visibly upset as she said, “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      
      She smiled before meeting his gaze. “See you later.”

      
      He could only nod as he watched her walk towards her car. Once she was in it, he turned
            and started walking towards his own with Claire in tow and his heart a wreck. How
            long was she going to do this to them? And why? Shit, maybe he should chase her down
            and ask. Make her talk to him, but he had tried that, she just shut down and kept
            saying the same thing. When Claire let out a long breath, he cut her a look and asked,
            “What’s wrong?”

      
      “I want to hate her for hurting you, but I just can’t, you know. I love her, and she
            is hurting so much. She is a mess.”

      
      He couldn’t agree more. “I know, but maybe she’ll come around.”

      
      “I hope so, that’s why I brought her. To show her what she is missing.”

      
      He laughed. “I knew I kept you around for a reason.”

      
      She grinned at him as she leaned into him playfully. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders,
            he said, “You know what?”

      
      “What?”

      
      “I’d let you kill me in the Hunger Games so you could win.”

      
      She laughed as she continued to grin up at him. “So you really do love me?”

      
      He nodded. “I really do, so much, and I won’t ever stop.”

      
      As she grinned up at him, the same love he had for her reflecting for him in her eyes,
            he couldn’t help but think if only he could get the other girl that he loved to believe
            his words.

      
      Life would be perfect then.
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      RECITAL DAYS was usually one of Reese’s favorite days but with simple fact that she hadn’t kissed,
            touched, or made love to Phillip in three days, the day sucked. Everything sucked.
            She was mad, she was hurt, and she hated everything. Like the sun, she hated the fucking
            sun. It was all shining and happy while her heart was in turmoil. She had reached
            for her phone countless times after walking away from him the night before, but she
            couldn’t bring herself to call him. What the hell would she say?

      
      Hey, sorry, but I am a complete fucking dumbass. How about we go ahead and try this
            because I kind of love you and I don’t want to lose you but hey, I don’t want to get
            married or have kids with you, but I do love you.

      
      Like what the hell did that even mean? She was so screwed up in the head it was insane,
            and she needed to get it together. She had spent the whole morning in bed with no
            desire to get up. She hated how quiet her apartment was, and she missed Phillip’s
            house. She missed how Phillip cooked her breakfast or was there to cuddle up against.
            That Claire wasn’t in the room over, dancing or texting, being the teenager she was.
            She missed them, every single thing about them.

      
      Rolling out of bed, she took in a deep breath as her feet his the cool wood floors.
            She had to get to the recital hall and make sure that everything was good, but she’d
            much rather climb back under the cover and just stay there. Deciding that she could
            do that for at least twenty more minutes, she laid back down, covering herself with
            the covers, but then shot up when she heard her door open. Harper stood with her hands
            on her hips, looking irritated as hell, and Reese knew that this was not good.

      
      “Harper? What are you doing here?”

      
      “I should be asking you the same thing. I went down the hall to drop off the brochures,
            and I was told the director hadn’t showed up yet.”

      
      Reese shrugged, hopping out of bed and pulling her shirt down. “Yeah, I’m running
            late.”

      
      “Looks that’s way,” Harper said, her words a little sharp.

      
      Looking back at her from where she was pulling up a pair of booty shorts before pulling
            up her dance sweats, she said, “Something wrong?”

      
      “I don’t know—is there something wrong?”

      
      Reese slowly shook her head. “I’m good.”

      
      “Bullshit, and we both know it.”

      
      “Whoa, what the hell?”

      
      “I know that you are hurting, that you are trying to push away someone that actually
            made you feel something, and I’m not going to let you do that.”

      
      Reese made a face as she turned to put a sports bra on. It might just be her sister,
            but she wasn’t trying to flash her. “I don’t have time for this. I have to get to
            the recital hall and do my job. We can talk later. I’m fine, I promise.”

      
      Turning, she pulled a shirt on and went to go to the bathroom, but Harper stood in
            her way. “I am your big sister, and I know when you are lying. Please, give me five
            minutes.”

      
      “Harper, please—”

      
      “Five minutes,” Harper stressed.

      
      Reese let out a breath and crossed her arms. “Have at it, but you are wasting your
            time.”

      
      “Fine, it’s my time to waste,” she said, reaching out and placing her hands on Reese’s
            arms. She looked deep into Reese’s eyes as a small smile rested on her lips. “I love
            you, you know that right?”

      
      Reese softened a little as she looked up at her big sister. “Of course. I love you.”

      
      “Good and I say this with all the love in the world, but the life you were living
            before Phillip was crap. Now before you go to protest that, let’s remember that I
            did the same thing for years. I might have acted like I was happy, but I wasn’t. I
            was scared. Men scared me because they made me feel and open up, and I hated doing
            that because I knew that they had the power to hurt me.”

      
      Reese tried to look away but Harper was right there, holding her gaze as she said,
            “I didn’t want to give anyone any power over me, but then I fell in bed with Jakob
            and…” She smiled as her eyes glazed over. “He rocked my world. I tried and tried to
            push him away, but he wasn’t going anywhere. I was convinced that I was made to sleep
            with whomever I wanted and that was how I was going to be happy, but when Jakob left
            for weeks on end, I found myself completely discombobulated without him. I missed
            everything, even the way he ate soup. It was scary, and I thought that maybe I was
            losing it. When he got hurt, I lost it at the thought of losing him. He was it. He
            was my dude. He made me want marriage and kids as long as it was with him. I needed
            him. I chose taking a chance and gave up loneliness… and I made the right choice.”

      
      Reese closed her eyes tight. “And I am so happy for you, but I am not you.”

      
      “No, you’re not. You’re Reese Allen, owner of the most prestigious dance studio here.
            You have the business side of things, Reese, but what about your heart? When you close
            your eyes, who do you want to open them too?”

      
      Phillip.

      
      Tears pooled in Reese’s eyes, and she had to look away as she slowly shook her head.
            “He scares me.”

      
      “Good, love is scary as hell but that means it’s real.”

      
      “He has the power to destroy me, wreck me completely, worse than Kevin.”

      
      Harper shrugged her shoulders. “Be thankful for that. It means you’ll give him every
            piece of you and it’s up to him to keep you safe and love you, which I believe he’ll
            do. He loves you, Reese. I knew that from the first time I saw you two together. He
            has it bad for you, and I really don’t think he will ever hurt you.”

      
      “I am still so scared. I don’t even think I want kids or marriage, and I think he
            wants that.”

      
      Harper smiled. “Love is about compromise. No one is saying you have to get married
            now, or even have a kid. I bet all he is asking for is your love, and you have the
            power to give it to him. Worry about the other stuff later. Love him, build a foundation,
            and maybe it will come. For me it came quickly because I got pregnant but, once it
            came, I was ready. You aren’t one to turn away from a challenge, Reese. You go head
            first into things with all the determination to win. Love him and see what happens.
            You are trying to find a reason to not allow this to work because you are scared.
            Stop it. Find your courage, find the person who left a very promising job and started
            Reese Allen Company, and love the hell out of him.”

      
      “I don’t think I can.”

      
      “Don’t think, do. I know you can. You are resilient, Reese, and I believe in you.
            Now believe in yourself, believe in Phillip, and believe in your love because love
            conquers all. All you need is love.”

      
      “What are you, a fucking hallmark card?”

      
      Harper shot her a grin, wrapping her arms tight around her as she kissed her softly
            on her temple. “I’ll be anything you want as long as you go back to smiling the way
            you have since he and Claire came into your life. You know what I think is funny?”

      
      Reese bit into her lip as she looked up at her. “What?”

      
      “That’s you say you don’t want kids but Reese, you love Claire like she is yours.
            You say you don’t want to get married, but four days ago, you had a partnership with
            Phillip. I saw you two at the party. You were practically finishing each other sentences
            when you talked about Claire and how y’all planned on going to the beach this summer.
            I love how much you have changed since you’ve met him. He brings out a greatness in
            you, and it’s beautiful to see. You know what else I think?”

      
      “You’re going to tell me anyways, so hit me with it,” Reese said, trying to act bored
            even though she was listening to everything Harper said.

      
      “I think you are hiding pieces of you from yourself, and you need to stop because
            you can’t keep yourself warm at night. You can’t give yourself the things that Phillip
            gives you. You need him; he is your other half.”

      
      Reese looked away and didn’t like what her sister was saying because she was hitting
            a chord. Her heart was beating so loud, she could hear it in her ears. Her breathing
            had picked up and she felt like her chest was caving in, because Harper was right.
            Every single thing she had said was the truth, and she hated that her big sister knew
            more about her than she did. She bit into her lip so hard, until she tasted the metallic
            taste of blood, and then looked up into a pair of brown eyes that mirrored her own.
            “I think you went over five minutes.”

      
      Harper grinned as she kissed her again, this time on the cheek. “I know. I also know
            that you are trying to shut me out, and that’s fine,” she said with a wink. “I still
            love you.”

      
      She let her go and started for the door. Looking back at her, she said, “The brochures
            are on the table, and I’ll see you tonight, Ally is really excited to dance on the
            big stage.”

      
      With her throat tight, she nodded. “So am I.”

      
      Harper smiled. “I don’t believe you, but maybe you will be once you talk to Phillip.
            It needs to happen, Reese, because you’ll lose him and you don’t want to do that.”

      
      As her sister shut the door, Reese stood frozen, knowing that, once again, her sister
            was completely right.

      
      The recital was going on without a hitch. Every time Reese looked out at the crowd,
            she saw that everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves. She also noticed that Phillip
            was sitting front and center, sandwiched between Elli and Harper. She wanted to laugh
            at his visible discomfort, but he looked so good that it hurt. In a thin, blue sweater
            that he had pushed up to his elbows, with faded blue jeans, he looked scrumptious.
            She wanted to go out there, jump into his lap, and just snuggle the way she had been
            wanting since the day she pushed him away.

      
      God, she was so stupid.

      
      When Ally and Shelli came running towards her with their backstage Mom close behind
            with the rest of the little-bit class, Reese tried to push Phillip out of her mind
            with no luck at all. She smiled, bending down to kiss Ally loudly on the cheek.

      
      Ally threw her hands up and exclaimed, “I’m going on the big stage!”

      
      “I know! Aren’t y’all excited?”

      
      They all nodded quickly all starry eyed and beautiful in little, sparkly purple leotards
            and gold tutus. They were dancing to Disney’s Tangled, “I See The Light”. It was one
            of her favorite dances she had done with the little bits, and she was excited to see
            them do it on the big stage. When her seven-year-olds got done on the stage, the lights
            went out and she went out with them, setting them up in the right spots before taking
            her spot stage right. The music started, the lights came on, and the whole crowd awed.
            Reese smiled widely as Ally waved her hand wildly at Harper and Jakob.

      
      “Mommy! Daddy! I’m on the big stage!” she exclaimed, and everyone giggled. She must
            have realized that she was in fact on the big stage and had to dance, so she quickly
            caught up with everyone else. Reese looked out at the crowd and of course, Harper
            and Elli were dabbing their eyes free of tears as their little princesses moved across
            the stage like butterflies. When the song ended, the whole front row, which consisted
            of the whole Assassins’ family, stood up, cheering the girls on. Ally and Shelli were
            beaming and it actually brought tears to Reese’s eyes, something that never happened,
            and she blamed it on the fact that they were part of her family as she ushered them
            off the stage.

      
      The next act, a duet, was already lined up and headed on the stage, as Reese made
            sure the backstage Mom took the little bits. She went back to her spot and watched
            Skylar and Addison dance. Reese was proud of this dance of sisterhood and when she
            peeked out to the audience, she saw that everyone else was, too. When someone came
            up beside her, she looked to find Claire and Brian.

      
      “What are you two doing? Your duet isn’t for a while.”

      
      Claire nodded. “I know, I changed my solo.”

      
      “What?” Reese asked incredulously. “To what?”

      
      “Into a duet. They already have my music, so it’s ready.”

      
      “You didn’t tell me,” Reese said, a little pissed and a little hurt.

      
      “I know because it’s for you.”

      
      “Huh?” she asked as the song ended, and the lights went out.

      
      “You’ll see,” Claire all but sang as they went, hand in hand, onto the stage. When
            the music started to Pink’s “Try”, Reese crossed her arms and watched the powerful
            dance that Claire and Brian had put together. Of course, it was amazing and extremely
            hard hitting, but what killed her the most was that she had heard this song countless
            time and didn’t think twice about it. This time, as she stood there watching as they
            threw each other across the stage, singing the song with their bodies, every single
            word that Pink sang was the soundtrack to her life. She did have to try, or she was
            going to lose it all. It didn’t matter that it could get ruined, because she had to
            try to make sure it didn’t. She had to do what Phillip said and that was to choose
            not to hurt him, and he would choose not to hurt her. They had the kind of chemistry
            people dreamed about, and she couldn’t throw that away.

      
      She loved him way too much to do that.

      
      She had to try.

      
      When the song ended and Claire and Brian came running off the stage, the crowd lost
            their marbles screaming. Phillip being the loudest, of course. Reese reached out,
            stopping Claire and looking deep in her eyes as she asked, “When did you do this?”

      
      “This morning.”

      
      Shaking her head, she smiled. “You amaze me with your talent, Claire. That was outstanding.”

      
      “Thank you,” she said, wrapping her arms around Reese’s waist and hugging her close.
            Reese closed her eyes, holding Claire so tightly, and knowing that she couldn’t live
            a life without this girl in it. She looked up at Reese, her blue eyes swimming in
            tears, and said, “I danced it because you won’t listen to my words, so I thought maybe
            you’d listen if you saw me dance. I think you are more of a dancer than a talker,
            and I had to speak your language.”

      
      Reese’s heart jumped into her throat as she slowly nodded. “I’m listening, Claire.
            I’ll always listen.”

      
      She hugged her again, as the music to the next song started, and decided that Claire
            might be on to something. She may not have the words to say to Phillip, but she had
            her body and she had the gift of dance.

      
      That had to amount to something.
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      Phillip had no clue why he was sitting between two best friends.

      
      For one, they wouldn’t shut up. They kept ooing and awing over each dance and had
            to lean across him to do it. Secondly, they both scared the shit out of him, so he
            refused to move or say anything. So he was pretty much stuck. Watching as each dancer
            hit the stage, he decided that Reese’s company was stacked when it came to dancers.
            Each one was stunning in their own way but when Claire hit that stage, he noticed
            that the whole place fell silent. Even Harper and Elli didn’t have anything to say.
            They only watched in awe as pride was bursting within him.

      
      Claire had grown so much since the first time she came to him, and he was so proud
            of her. Loved her more than ever and was excited for their future. He could already
            see himself sending her off to some major dance school, or maybe she would stay home,
            he wasn’t sure, but he knew he would do everything to support her and to love her.
            He was excited for when the playoffs were over because he was taking Claire and his
            cup to the beach and maybe, just maybe, if she wanted, Reese would be there.

      
      Man, it was killing him seeing her come on stage with the tiny girls and leading them
            in their dance. She wore his favorite black shorts and short shirt that showed her
            perfectly toned belly. Desire hit him hard every time he set eyes on her, and it was
            really awkward sporting a stiffy between his boss and the sister of the girl he was
            in love with, but he couldn’t help it. She drove him insane, rocked his world, and
            tied him in knots all at the same time.

      
      “I wonder if Reese is gonna dance,” Elli said, and Harper shrugged.

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “I don’t think she is,” Piper called from down the way.

      
      “No? That sucks,” Harper complained as she sat back.

      
      “Yeah, it does,” Phillip found himself saying, and then received a pitiful look from
            all three women.

      
      “She does care for you, Phillip, you know that,” Elli said compassionately.

      
      “I know but—”

      
      “She does, I promise Phillip, she is just so hardheaded,” Harper added, but Phillip
            shook his head.

      
      “I know and believe me, I’ll never stop wanting and loving her. Nothing has changed
            on my end, it’s all her. As much as I love you two for wanting to console me, don’t,
            it makes it worse because it reminds me that she didn’t want to take a chance on me.”

      
      “But she does,” Harper says.

      
      He shrugged his shoulder as he leaned back against the seat, the music ending for
            the last act. He couldn’t have been happier. It was time to blow this Popsicle stand,
            but the lights didn’t come back on. Instead, a single spotlight came on Reese, who
            stood in the middle of the stage. She held a mic in her hand and looked even better
            than she did an hour ago. She had lost the shirt, wearing a black sports bra with
            a black lace, dress-looking thing that came to her thighs. Her hair was up in a messy
            bun, and her eyes were locked with his. He took in a quick breath and tried to look
            away, but he couldn’t. She had him trapped in her gaze, and he couldn’t escape if
            he tried.

      
      “Hello all and thank you for coming to the recital for Reese Allen Dance Company.”
            The crowd all clapped as she continued, “The dancers killed it tonight, and I couldn’t
            be more proud and elated than I am right now. I am very blessed with not only a very
            supporting family, but also dance family. So thank you.” Everyone clapped again as
            she crossed her legs, her hand fidgeting at her side. “I wasn’t going to dance like
            I had the last two years. I figure by now, by the awards we bring home and all the
            titles, we all know I can dance and I know what I am doing. But, tonight, I was told
            that I am a dancer more than I am a talker. Those words really mean something to me
            because I have something to say, but I can’t find the right way to do it. So I am
            going to do it the only way I know how.”

      
      She dropped the mic to her side and then Claire came running on the stage, taking
            it as she flashed a wide smile before running back off stage. The light came on as
            Reese moved her body in position. When the music started to something slow, he didn’t
            recognize the song, but it didn’t stop him from listening and watching as Reese moved
            across the stage effortlessly. The song talked about needing your love, about having
            fear and dreaming about having the person she loved. He could have thought he had
            heard a techno version of the song, but this one was slow, acoustic maybe, and so
            beautiful, but not as beautiful as her. When she turned for what seemed like hours,
            she stopped, her eyes locked on his as she ran her hands roughly down her body before
            she kicked her leg up, grabbing it and falling into a split, before rolling around
            until she was on her back, arching it.

      
      When she stood, tears started to fall down her face and she turned quickly, giving
            her back to the stage as she continued to move. He knew she was hiding her tears and
            he wasn’t sure anyone else had seen them, but he had. Standing, he went to the side
            of the stage and pulled himself up on it, walking towards her as she continued to
            dance slowly to the music. When she turned, she stopped, her brown eyes drowning in
            her tears and he reached out, taking her hand in his. He slowly spun her in and then
            back out before stepping close to her. Her eyes were locked on his, her lip wobbling,
            as he placed his hands on her hips, lifting her slowly into the air. She let out a
            sob and then wrapped all her limbs around him, crying into his neck.

      
      He hated when she cried. Holding her close, he said, “Hey, I’m trying to channel my
            inner Johnny Castle here.”

      
      She laughed against his neck before pulling back to look down at him. “I can’t believe
            I am saying this, since Dirty Dancing is my favorite movie, but I don’t want Johnny,
            I want Phillip.”

      
      He grinned up at her, his eyes bright as he said, “You have me. Always have.”

      
      Her lip wobbled again and then she sucked in a breath before whispering, “I’m so sorry.”

      
      He shook his head. “I’m over that phrase, Reese. Tell me something I don’t know.”

      
      She slowly bit into her lip, her tears rushing down her cheeks as she held onto him
            like he was a life preserver. “I fucked up. I was wrong and you were right, don’t
            get used to me saying that either cause it probably will never happen again.”

      
      He scoffed, wrapping his arms tighter around her waist. “We will see about that.”

      
      She leaned her head against his and took in a deep breath. “You’re right, we will,
            because I’m not letting you go, I’m not pushing you away, because I can’t. I need
            you. I need us. I need Claire. I know I’m hardheaded as hell and apparently, I hide
            pieces of myself from not only the world but even myself. I might be horrible with
            words when it comes to telling you how I feel and there is a good chance that I may
            not be the best for you, but I’m the best when I’m with you. I promise I’ll never
            walk away as long as you promise too because, if we are apart, I’ll never be the best
            I can be. I love you, Phillip, and I want to build a life with you. I want to try.”

      
      He closed his eyes as his heart lurched in his chest. He wanted to laugh because she
            might think she wasn’t good with words, but she just said everything he needed to
            hear. His hands were shaking at her sides, and he had to be careful or he was going
            to lose it in front of the many eyes that were watching him. Moving his nose against
            hers, he said, “I want all that and then some.”

      
      She went to say something but he clamped his mouth onto her, tangling his hands in
            her hair as he drank from her lips like she was a cup of water and he was a thirsty
            man in the desert. When they parted, she held a finger up and said, “About this some. I don’t want to get married or anything like that. I just want to build—”

      
      “Shut up,” he said with a shake of his head and kissed her again. She tried to get
            away, but soon she realized that he wasn’t done and melted into him. Pulling away
            from her lips, he smiled as he said, “I want your forever, Reese. I know that makes
            you nervous, but we can go on your time. I don’t care because as long as I have you,
            what else do I need?”

      
      “Kids?”

      
      He laughed. “We have Claire, and we are young. If down the road you want to pop one
            out, baby I’m there, and you better believe we are going to do a lot of practicing
            for that baby.”

      
      She closed her eyes as she let out a gut-busting laugh. He laughed along with her
            until he couldn’t take it anymore and then crashed his mouth to her again, needing
            to feel her lips on his. When they parted, not only because this was getting too hot,
            but because they were standing in front of hundreds of people, Phillip backed up and
            then dropped to one knee. The look that came across her face was priceless, and he
            had to hold in his laughter as he said, “Reese Allen, I love you.”

      
      “What the hell are you doing, get up,” she whispered in a demanding way, but he ignored
            her and her family, who was gasping and basically losing their shit. He was pretty
            sure Mrs. Allen was on the her knees thanking God, while Harper and Piper hugged tightly,
            tears welling up in their eyes.

      
      Holding in his laughter, he said, “And I would love the chance to date you, so what
            do you say?”

      
      Her shoulders relax as she scoffed. “Are you serious?”

      
      “Heck yeah, it’s baby steps with you.”

      
      She laughed as she rolled her eyes and then pulled him up off his knee. When she nodded
            her head, everyone lost it as she said, “Yes, of course. I sort of love you.”

      
      “Good,” he said, mushing his nose against her. “Cause I love you too.”

      
      She gave him a quick peck and he turned, holding up her hand and said, “She said yes!”

      
      When she pulled back, punching him in the arm, he laughed, scooping her up in his
            arms and kissing her loudly on the lips. “I’m gonna kick your ass for that!”

      
      “I look forward to it, sweetheart.”

      
      “They think we are getting married!” she said, her lips still in a frown.

      
      “Yeah, but we will, one day.”

      
      “Like in years!” she exclaimed, still shocked he had did that, but he liked that.
            He wanted to keep her on her toes. She sure as hell kept him on his.

      
      With a content smile, he said, “That’s fine with me, as long as I get to spend every
            single second, minute, and hour with you.”

      
      “And me!” Claire chimed in.

      
      He smiled as he put Reese back on her feet before saying, “Of course you. I couldn’t
            live a single second without you either.”

      
      “Good! So we are like a family now, right?”

      
      Reese smiled as she met his gaze, and then she slowly nodded. “Yeah.”

      
      The look that came over Claire’s face stunned him as she wrapped her arms around Reese,
            hugging her tightly. When they parted, he wrapped his arm around Claire’s neck, hugging
            her in close, before he reached for Reese, holding her in the nook of his arm, kissing
            her temple. He watched as Reese shared a smile with Claire before snuggling close
            into him, closing her eyes as a blissful look came over her beautiful face. Holding
            them felt so perfect, so right, and he knew that it wouldn’t be easy loving these
            two. They were going to drive him nuts, piss him off, and gang up on him, but he wouldn’t
            have it any other way. He needed them. He was theirs for the rest of his life. When
            Reese looked up at him and gave him a sneaky grin, he wondered if she felt the same
            way he did…

      
      Complete.
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      Two years later…

      
      “WANNA GO for a quickie in the bathroom?” Phillip whispered in her ear, and she waved him off.

      
      “Shh, we are singing,” Reese scolded as everyone sang together.

      
      “Happy Birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday, dear Dimitri, happy
            birthday to you!”

      
      Everyone cheered as Dimitri blew out the candles of his cake before dropping his face
            into the icing for a big mouthful. Piper and Erik laughed as they pulled him up, wiping
            and licking the icing off his cute little face before posing for a picture. Reese
            stood with her arms wrapped around Phillip’s waist, a satisfied grin on her face as
            she watched the festivities happen before her eyes. All the kids, Ally, Journey, Shelli,
            Posey, Owen, Even, Penny, Asher, Aiden, and Claire all sat at the table, waiting for
            their piece of cake. It was loud and rambunctious, but that was usually how a typical
            Assassins’ family party was.

      
      When Claire turned and grinned back at them, completely beautiful and stunning in
            all her eighteen-year-old glory, Reese’s heart stopped. She knew that she should be
            happy that her nephew was turning three and she was, but at the same time, dread filled
            her from the inside out. When she glanced up at Phillip, a sad smile sat on his lips,
            and she knew he felt the same way.

      
      They were sending Claire off to college in a matter of hours.

      
      She knew she should be glad that Claire was staying close to home, going to Bellevue
            University, with only a thirty-minute commute, but she was moving into the dorms and
            out of the house they had made their home. She felt like a piece of her was leaving.
            She knew she was probably overreacting, but she was going to miss her, so much, and
            she knew that Phillip would, too.

      
      “Reese, can you hold Quinn for me?” Elli asked, holding out the youngest of the Adler
            clan.

      
      “Sure,” she said, letting go of Phillip to take the sweet, dark-haired, blue-eyed
            toddler that looked just like his daddy.

      
      “Thanks, I need to clean cake off the rest of my kids,” she said in a hurry before
            rushing to the table where her babies sat, but Shea made it there before she could.
            He flashed a grin before giving her a quick kiss. They shared a loving look, and Reese
            decided that Shea really was the best husband in the world. As Reese held Quinn close
            to her, he laid his head on her chest and let out a sigh as she watched the moms work
            hard to pass out cake to their offspring. Audrey had Penny in her lap, feeding her
            the cake and playing with Posey at the same time. Despite trying and trying, she and
            Tate hadn’t been blessed with another baby, but Piper had said that they were fine
            with it. While Lucas fed Asher and Aiden, Fallon sat with her feet up, a piece of
            cake resting on her protruding belly as she downed a whole bottle of water. She was
            due in a week with a little girl, named Stella, and they were extremely excited. Reese
            had fully expected a new baby from Piper at any time, but Piper said she wasn’t doing
            it, that Dimitri had ruined any thought of ever having another child. Reese hoped
            she would change her mind because she was ready for another baby that she could spoil.
            She was going to be bored without Claire. Maybe Fallon would let her borrow Stella
            every once in and while?

      
      Kissing the top of Quinn’s head, she looked over at Phillip since she felt his eyes
            on hers. With a wink, he said, “You look really good with that baby.”

      
      She smiled. “Thanks, he is a doll, isn’t he?”

      
      “He is, and I love watching you with him. He likes you.”

      
      He reached out, slowly running the back of his fingers against Quinn’s cheek. “Yeah,
            I like him too.”

      
      “We could have one, you know,” he suggested, and Reese shook her head.

      
      “No way, I don’t want to mess up a kid.”

      
      Phillip shrugged. “We’ve done good with her.”

      
      Claire followed his gaze and nodded. “I know, but the real test is coming with her
            leaving.”

      
      “She’ll do fine. We are right here, and she’s smart.”

      
      He was right. “I’m gonna miss her.”

      
      Phillip wrapped his arms around her and kissed her temple. “Me too.”

      
      The whole ride to Bellevue University was quiet. Neither Reese nor Phillip said anything
            as they followed Claire to her dorms. Her car had been packed since the day before.
            Reese wished like hell that they weren’t doing this but when they got out of the car,
            they put on the biggest smiles imaginable and made this day Claire’s. She was excited,
            and they didn’t want to put a damper on that. She was basically bouncing on her heels,
            excited for her future, and while Reese was excited, the thought of not seeing her
            every day broke her heart.

      
      Walking across the courtyard, carrying all her things, Reese took in her surroundings
            and decided that Claire was going to love it here. The courtyard was huge; they had
            a Starbucks, a Dominos, and Panera Bread. All Claire’s favorite things. As they walked,
            she noticed Claire checking out the boys and if Reese were a decade younger and not
            in love with Phillip, she would have been looking, too. As they came up to Fisher
            Hall, which held Claire’s dorm, Reese liked how clean it was and she knew that had
            a lot to do with the University being so young. That was one of the things that sold
            Reese and Phillip to the campus. It was safe and so close that between the security
            and Phillip, Claire should be safe.

      
      “They have a hockey team, Phillip,” Claire said as she unlocked her door and pushed
            it open.

      
      “That’s good, stay away from the players,” he mumbled. Reese rolled her eyes as she
            followed them in.

      
      “But I like hockey players,” Claire pouted playfully.

      
      “Yeah, well, unless you want them to die, stay away. Boys are off limits.”

      
      Claire and Reese both laughed at that. She figured that pissed him off because he
            grumbled that he was going to go get the rest of Claire’s things and left.

      
      “Don’t listen to him,” Reese said, waving a hand. “He’s just being silly.”

      
      “I know,” she said, pushing her long, red hair off her shoulders. “He doesn’t want
            me to leave home, but I want to follow my dreams.”

      
      “I know,” Reese said. Even though she didn’t like it, she knew that Claire needed
            it. “They have a dance team here, you know, for the hockey team,” Reese said as she
            helped unpack a few things. When she came to the picture of the three of them in the
            Fiji islands holding up the Lord Stanley cup, she smiled. Her eyes dusted with tears
            as she reminisced about the first summer vacation they had ever taken. They had so
            much fun that week and, despite the fact that Phillip was carrying the cup around
            like it was a solo cup and not a thirty-five pound cup, they had a blast.

      
      “Yeah, you can’t try out till you’re a sophomore, so next year.”

      
      “Awesome,” Reese said as she laid the picture down and then turned to look at Claire.
            “Are you sure about this? You don’t want to go to New York? LA? You want to stay here?”

      
      Claire smiled. “I haven’t had a real family my whole life and now I do. I’m not ready
            to leave. I am good here. I will get my business degree, teach dance, and be happy
            because I have you guys only thirty-two minutes away.”

      
      She couldn’t hold in the sob that was bubbling at the base of her throat. She wrapped
            her arms around Claire tightly and kissed her cheek. “I love you so much.”

      
      Claire held onto her as she whispered, “I love you.”

      
      Parting, Reese wiped her face as she shook her head to try to collect herself. Pulling
            in a deep breath, she said, “Don’t drink anything that is handed to you from someone.
            Don’t let anyone tell you what to do, and no means no. If someone has a problem with
            that, you have your mace and call us. Phillip will be down here faster than a bat
            out of hell.”

      
      “Hell yeah I will,” Phillip said, carrying in three more boxes before laying them
            on the ground.

      
      Claire smiled. “I got this, guys, and you’re right up the road. I’ll be fine.”

      
      Phillip looked around. “Do you want us to stay and help set up?”

      
      She shook her head, and Reese was sure that hurt Phillip because it hurt her. “My
            roommate will be here, and I doubt her parents will be with her.”

      
      They both nodded and then Phillip pulled Claire into his arms, fiercely hugging her
            and drawing more tears out of Reese.

      
      God, this sucked.

      
      As she watched Phillip hold his niece, or better yet, his daughter, Reese’s heart
            lurched in her chest as she took in deep breaths. She loved these two, more than anything.
            The last two years had been perfect, and it all had to do with him. He brought them
            together and held them there. He loved with everything inside him and boy, did they
            love him.

      
      Parting, he kissed Claire’s nose and then said, “I love you, and I’ve raised you to
            be a good girl. Don’t get pregnant, kick boys in the nuts if they touch you, and please
            be happy.”

      
      Claire smiled as she hugged him tightly again before saying, “I don’t know why we
            are all acting like I am going halfway across the world, but I’m really going to miss
            you guys.”

      
      “Not as much as we’ll miss you,” he whispered, pulling away before looking at Reese.
            “We gotta get out of here before I set up a tent in here and never leave. You don’t
            know how many guys I saw with tattoos and One Direction hair as I walked in here.
            Trouble, they are all trouble. Stay away, Claire!”

      
      Claire giggled as she playfully saluted him. “Yes sir.”

      
      They said their goodbyes and then left, heading to their car. As they walked hand
            in hand, Reese’s heart ached but when she looked up at Phillip, everything seemed
            okay because he was there. They might have just left a part of them to fend on her
            own, but they had each other and would always be there for her. They were just a phone
            call away.

      
      Getting into the car, they both sat there not moving, and she let out a long breath.

      
      “That sucked.”

      
      “Sure did,” he agreed with a quick nod. “Hey, want to go fool around in the car?”

      
      “In the school parking lot?” Reese exclaimed. “Are you crazy?”

      
      “No, I scoped the place out when we came for that visit so just in case I can’t find
            her on campus, I know the sex spots.”

      
      Reese laughed as she rolled her eyes. “You are unreal.”

      
      “I worry.”

      
      “I know,” she said, reaching over to squeeze his hand. “And I love you for it. She’s
            going to be okay.”

      
      “I know, but keep telling me that because I am freaking the hell out,” he said before
            starting the car but, before he could pull away, she stopped him.

      
      “She is going to be okay.”

      
      He smiled and nodded as she added, “We are going to be okay.”

      
      He leaned over, pressing his lips to hers and saying, “As long as we have each other,
            we will be.”

      
      Reese cupped his face and pressed her lips to his once more before whispering, “I
            love you.”

      
      Because she did. So much it hurt some times. Nothing could hold a candle to the last
            two years. They were honestly the best times of her life. Even with the fights they
            had with Claire, the fights they had with each other, they knew that no matter what,
            they had each other. He was her other half, her soul mate, her everything, and she
            couldn’t live without him. He helped her be the person she wanted to be. He pushed
            her and helped her strive. She owed him everything.

      
      His eyes fell shut a little as she ran his finger down her jawline. “I love you, too.”

      
      “Can I ask you something?”

      
      He kissed her on the side of her mouth before whispering against her mouth, “Sure.”

      
      “Marry me?”

      
      He paused mid-kiss and then pulled back to look at her. “What?”

      
      She smiled shyly, and she knew he heard her. “Marry me?”

      
      “Hold on a damn minute,” he said, smacking the steering wheel, surprising her. “I
            have asked you to marry me at least twice a week for the last two years. I even did
            it with a ring, a big, shiny one, and you have said no, every single time, and now
            you ask me?”

      
      She laughed as nodded her head. “Yes, because I’m ready.”

      
      “Now you’re ready? What made you change your mind?”

      
      “You. You’ve changed everything. I want to fall apart because I am going to miss her,
            but you hold me together. So stop questioning me and answer me. Will you marry me
            or not?”

      
      He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to hers as their eyes locked together. He
            cupped her face between his hands, his eyes shining with the love and desire he had
            for her. She hoped that he saw her love for him and knew that she was where she wanted
            to be. But then he shook his head before saying, “No.”

      
      “No?” she shrieked, backing away from him, shocked. That was not the answer she expected!

      
      “No, because I want to ask,” he said, putting the car in drive and heading off the
            campus.

      
      “Seriously?”

      
      “Yes, seriously. I’ve been waiting years to have you say yes to me.”

      
      “So what, you’re gonna make me wait?”

      
      “Yes, because now that I know you want to marry me, I’m going to ask you when you
            least expect it.”

      
      She shook her head and leaned back in the seat, annoyed. “Fine, I guess I’ll wait,
            which sucks because I wanted to have sex with my fiancé tonight.”

      
      Suddenly, he whipped the car to the side of the road and put it in park, jerking her
            back and forth. Holding onto the dashboard, she looked over at him, shocked, and asked,
            “What the hell?”

      
      He laughed as he reached over, opening the glove box and pulling out a little black
            box. Leaning towards her, he shot her a grin, his eyes shining with love, before he
            slowly opened it, revealing a single princess-cut, large diamond. The band had diamonds
            encrusted in it before wrapping around the large diamond that shined in the afternoon
            sun.

      
      “You had that in there all this time?”

      
      He smirked and said, “Shhh, I am trying to ask you to marry me.”

      
      A giggle escaped her lips as her eyes filled with tears. “So sorry, please proceed.”

      
      His eyes were glossy as they held hers. Her heart was jackhammering in her chest and
            despite the fact that she had asked him earlier, this seemed way more real. Reaching
            out, he cupped her face as he said, “I love you so much, and I want to spend the rest
            of my life with you, Reese Allen. Marry me.”

      
      “Always so demanding,” she teased as her eyes clouded with tears.

      
      “Yeah, I know, but you like it that way.”

      
      “I do.”

      
      “Good, so what do you say?”

      
      Meeting him in the middle, she moved her lips with his as her heart soared out of
            her chest. Breaking away from his captivating lips, she smiled against them as she
            whispered, “I say that this is very unexpected.”

      
      He laughed and God, how she loved the sound. With a wink, he said, “Good, I planned
            it that way.”

      
      Her eyes closed as he moved his lips with hers. When he parted from her, he shot her
            a smirk as he said, “Just say yes already.”

      
      She pressed her lips to his and felt nothing but love for this man. All the fear of
            the unknown was gone. All her walls were demolished by his love, and she knew there
            was only one thing left to say. The one word he had been waiting to hear her say for
            the last two years.

      
      The one word that would be the start to her forever.

      
      “Yes.”
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      Ugh, these things always gut me. I can never ever express how much the people in my
            life mean to me. I have the best support system and I honestly couldn’t do life without
            them.

      
      To my hockey stud, Michael, my life would be nothing without you. The support and
            love you give me goes above and beyond. I love you.

      
      Mikey and Alyssa, mommy loves you more than words can describe. Thanks for always
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            of me.
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      To my agent, Rebecca, thank you for working so hard for me, and always being there
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      To my betas, Laurie, Lisa, Susie, Mary, Althea, Lisa, Christy, Rosarita, and Margreet,
            this book couldn’t have happened without y’all. Thank you and I love each of you so
            much.

      
      To Regina, the cover is a thing of gold. You are a cover master my friend. I love
            you so much for taking my vision and rocking the hell out of it.

      
      To Cynthia, thank you for editing the hell out of this book and making it amazing!

      
      To Damaris, it has to be tough being my PA/PR but man I love you for it! Thank you
            for coming into my life and being amazing.

      
      To Sue Grimshaw, thank you for forming me into the author I am today. I value our
            time together.

      
      To my Authors of the Self, Amy, Emmy, Rebecca, Renee, Hadley, Julie and Gretchen,
            my life would not be the same without y’all. I love you so much.

      
      To my new friends, I love you. To my old friends, thanks for helping me grow.

      
      To the Nashville Predators, well, mostly Shea Weber, thank you for giving me a team
            that I can be inspired by. I love you guys and will continually be the biggest Preds
            Fan EVER!

      
      And to my mom, I love and miss you every single day you are not here. Thank you for
            raising such a strong woman, I couldn’t have done anything I’ve done this year without
            the foundation you laid down for me. Thank you. I love you. I miss you.

      
      And last, but certainly not least, my amazingly, so totes-ma-goates awesome fans,

      
      I LOVE YOU!

      
      Y’all make this business worth it to me. If I didn’t have you, I’d be writing and
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            love y’all and I will always treasure each of you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.
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