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Dearest Readers

Well, here it is. Book #3 in the Pittsburgh Titans series. Many of you have been patiently waiting for Gage, and I have to tell you, he has turned out to be—in my humble opinion—the absolute best hero I’ve ever written. I mean fairy-tale, swoon-worthy hotness.

As with the prior books, there is occasional overlap in the timeline. You’ll recognize some stuff from Stone’s book but told from a different point of view.

Also, here’s a fun fact—there’s a scene in this book that I was dictating in the car while I drove, and it made me so emotional, I started crying and had to pull off the road. I bet you can identify the scene when you get to it.

As always, remember I’ve taken creative liberties with the beautiful city of Pittsburgh, most noticeably moving the arena to the North Side. Enjoy finding any little Easter eggs I’ve dropped throughout.

I hope you love Gage as much as I loved writing his story.

Xoxo,

Sawyer
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CHAPTER 1


Gage

I’m getting to know Pittsburgh well, particularly the North Side where the arena is located. The city is comprised of several contiguous neighborhoods in which many of the Titan players live. I promised our goalie coach, Baden, that I’d help him move his friend Jenna into an apartment this afternoon, and my navigation system tells me it’s less than a mile from the arena. I finished up a workout with Stone, then spent a bit of time reviewing game film on my own before heading out.

Coming out of retirement, and as the oldest Titan on the team at age thirty-five, I always have to go above and beyond to maintain my position on the first line. That means not only stellar play on the ice and keeping my body in optimal physical condition, but also getting to know my opponents. I’d been out of the league for almost a year, having retired from the Seattle Storm where I spent the last seven years of my career.

I thought I was done with hockey, but apparently, hockey wasn’t done with me.

When Callum Derringer called with an offer to join the Titans after a devastating plane crash wiped out their roster, I reached deep inside to determine whether I still had what it takes to be competitive.

I knew it wouldn’t be a problem physically. I’m still in great shape—some would say the best of my life—but it remained to be seen whether I had the heart for it. I decided to retire last year because, frankly, I wasn’t getting the same thrill from competition that once drove me. I didn’t feel like I was leaving anything on the ice when I walked away.

The prospect of skating with a team that was being built from nothing appealed to me, not only the challenge but the opportunity to be a part of history within this league. To help shape and form what would hopefully be a new dynasty spoke to my conscience more than anything. The ability to mentor young players moving up from the minors who would be out of their element. Helping a city still reeling from the loss of its beloved hockey team.

Simply put… I wanted to do some good with my life, and this seemed like the way to make that happen. I had nothing tying me down to prevent me from accepting. The money offered—while very nice—wasn’t important. Between my previous salary and endorsement deals, which I wisely invested, I wouldn’t have to worry about finances for the rest of my life.

In the end, it was an easy yes, and I don’t regret a thing.

I hang a right onto North Avenue from Allegheny and see a large moving truck parked before the loft apartments where I’m supposed to meet Baden and Sophie.

When I approach, I see Sophie standing near the rear of the truck, the roll-up door lifted and the back filled with furniture and boxes. This section of North Avenue is a two-way street with parallel parking on both sides, and all the spots are taken. I stop and lower my window. Sophie grins as she sees me.

“You standing guard?” I ask her as I nod toward the truck.

“Protecting us from a parking ticket,” she replies with a grin as she moves my way and bends to see me. “There’s a fire hydrant on the other side, so I’m prepared to roll out if a cop comes. Baden just took the bed rails up—there’s parking in the back alley.”

“Got it,” I reply with a thumbs-up.

After I park and lock my car, I round the block and Sophie points me toward the door. “Second floor. Unit two.”

Trotting up the stairs, I grimace at the compact U-shape of the stairwell. It’s going to be a bitch bringing up that couch I saw in the truck. I find unit two’s door ajar and push it open, noting a small living room with good lighting and a balcony where I can just make out the very tips of the downtown buildings. The flooring is new—light gray stain—and the kitchen is white on white, making the small area appear bright and open. There’s no hallway to speak of, just another room with a closed door, and from inside, I hear the whir of a power drill.

In the kitchen, a woman with long blond hair hanging down to her mid-back stands on a step stool. Balancing a bit precariously, she stacks plates in a cabinet from an open box on the counter. She’s wearing a pair of black workout leggings, a long-sleeve shirt, and running shoes.

Still standing at the threshold, I rap my knuckles on the door to get the woman’s attention. “Hello.”

She glances at me over her left shoulder, and I smile. “I sure hope you’re Jenna, or this is a very awkward situation where I walked into the wrong apartment.”

She smiles back, a short stack of salad plates in her hand. “I am indeed Jenna. You must be Gage. Come on in.”

“Guilty as charged,” I reply as I step inside and return the door to the same position I found it.

Jenna turns back to the cabinet as I move toward the kitchen for a handshake. She places the plates on the shelf and backs off the step stool.

With the sun behind me and facing her, I’m startled by her eyes. A brown so light that in the brightness, they’re almost honey gold. In the span of seconds, I also can’t help but notice that she has scarring on the right side of her face near her jaw. It doesn’t take up much real estate, but it’s pink and mottled and hard not to notice. It disappears down into the front of what I see now is a turtleneck shirt fitted to her body.

My eyes drift back up to hers to take in more of that amazing color, but she’s not looking directly at me anymore, her gaze averted to the side. I also notice that she’s moved one hand across her belly, the other hovering near the collar of the turtleneck as she fidgets with it, attempting to pull it up higher over her scarring.

Fuck.

Did I make her self-conscious when I noticed the welted skin? It’s not something I did intentionally, but I’m sure it doesn’t make it less bothersome to her. Despite the fact that her shirt hugs her gorgeous, curvy body, I’m guessing it was chosen to cover her scars.

The positioning of her arms and hands is defensive, and the fact she won’t look at me is indicative that I’ve caused her to retreat.

I’m not one to hide from an awkward situation, though, and I force conversation so she’ll have to look at me. “How was your trip here from Arizona? You came with your sister, right?”

She drags her eyes back to mine and pastes on a lackluster smile. Nodding toward the door I’d seen off the living area, she says, “Yes. Emory is in the bedroom with Baden trying to put the bed frame together if you want to go in.”

I opt to stay and converse. “And the trip?” I ask, a reminder she didn’t answer my first question. “That’s a hell of a drive.”

“We broke it up into three days,” she replies quietly, letting her hands drop and angling for the step stool. She climbs back on, reaches into the box, and pulls out another stack of plates without elaborating further.

It’s dismissive, and I don’t want to make her uncomfortable. “I’ll just go see what Baden wants me to do. We’ll get you set up in no time.”

“Thank you,” she murmurs, placing more plates in the cabinet with her back to me. “I really appreciate it.”

My tone is easy. “Not a problem at all.”

And it’s not. I’m glad to help out because she’s Baden’s friend, and any friend of Baden is a friend of mine.

In the bedroom, I find said buddy using the drill to drive a screw between the metal frame and the headboard. He lifts his head and grins. “You made it.”

“I made it,” I agree and turn to the woman who must be Jenna’s sister. I stick out a hand to the raven-haired beauty with blue eyes—the exact opposite of her sister’s golden coloring, from her hair to her skin to her eyes. “You must be Emory. Nice to meet you.”

Emory stands from where she was squatting beside Baden, and we shake. “So great to meet you too. We appreciate your help.”

We don’t bother with small talk. Baden and I get to work unloading the truck, using our considerable strength to work our way through the contents. There wasn’t a lot of furniture. Just a bedroom set with a bed, dresser, and two nightstands, and a couch, which was indeed a bitch to get up those stairs. The rest were boxes of clothes and kitchenware—much of it newly bought in Arizona and loaded onto the truck to save her from needing to shop here. Baden explained the bedroom set and couch were from Emory’s house, and Jenna bought additional living room furniture online that will be delivered in a few weeks.

Until then, the only other furnishings are a folding card table with two metal chairs. Spartan living for sure, but I’m sure she’ll have a nice home set up soon.

Baden and I head down for the last round of boxes from the truck while the Holland sisters work to unpack the mountain of ones we’ve already unloaded.

Before we grab the last stack, I stop him with a hand on his shoulder. “Need to ask you something.”

Baden turns to face me. “What’s up?”

“I’m pretty sure I offended Jenna when I got here,” I say, bothered that I’ve been here almost two hours, and she won’t look at or engage with me at all. I explain what happened when I arrived. “I swear, man… I didn’t give any outward reaction to the scars. My eyes just sort of flicked there and then right back again, but she totally withdrew after that.”

“Yeah… I noticed she was acting shy around you.”

“She won’t even meet my eyes,” I grumble in frustration. “You know I’d never intentionally do something to hurt—”

Baden stops me with a soft punch to my shoulder. “Don’t even go there, dude. Jenna’s an amazing woman, and I adore her, but I also know the type of man you are. I know you’d never do anything to make someone feel bad about themselves.”

“I need to fix it,” I reply, determined to set things straight.

“You didn’t break anything,” Baden points out, and I appreciate his efforts to make me feel better. “She’s had a lot of trauma in her life, and it’s made her sensitive.”

I’ve been called a sensitive guy before, a moniker I don’t mind, and the squeeze of heart muscles proves it. “I have a feeling you’re talking about more than her scarring.”

“She was in a bad fire. She’s got a lot more scars than what little you can see—emotional and physical. She’s had a hard time putting herself out there because a lot of people abandoned her during her recovery. So it’s more than just what you see on the outside.”

I hold up my hand, indicating he should stop. I don’t want him sharing confidences that aren’t his to tell. I also don’t need to hear more to know, without a doubt, I must let her know I didn’t intend any harm when I looked at her scars.

“Arrange for me to have a few minutes alone with her,” I say as I help him pull the last two boxes off the truck.

He nods and picks up the stack by himself. “Stay here. I’ll send her down.”

I lean against the side of the truck, hands tucked into my pockets, and within no more than thirty seconds, Jenna is coming out the door with the truck keys in hand. She manages to look at me as I push off the truck but holds out the keys, as if she wants to dump them and run in the opposite direction. “Baden said you needed the keys so you could move the truck away from the hydrant.”

I take them from her, not willing to let her know this was a setup so I could get some time alone.

Jenna starts to head back inside, but I call out, “Wait.”

She stops but turns only partway and to the left to look back at me. It’s habitual—I can tell—clearly intended to keep the unmarred portion of her face in my view.

I don’t know this woman at all, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see her again after today, but I know I’m not going to take the easy way out. I’m not going to let her either.

I step onto the sidewalk and move around her, so she’s forced to face me. I’m pleased to see she doesn’t hesitate to tip her head back to meet my eyes, and I think that’s her courage shining through.

“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable when I first walked in,” I say.

She flushes, but holds my gaze. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You do,” I admonish kindly. “You’ve been withdrawn since we met, and I can pinpoint the exact moment. It’s when I caught sight of the scars on your jaw.” Pointedly, I look at them again, and she reaches to her turtleneck to pull it up.

Without thinking, I catch her hand and hold it in mine.

Pulling it down, I say, “Don’t hide.”

She blinks at me in surprise, but I can feel her relax. I let her hand fall from my grip.

“Sorry. Habit, I guess,” she mutters.

“I can understand that,” I reply with a smile. “But honest to God, Jenna, that’s not what first caught my attention. It was your eyes and the way the light hit them that shocked me more than your scars. So yeah… my gaze might have dropped to your jaw as I was taking you in, but if you think back… they went right back up to your eyes. They are captivating.”

She tilts her head, eyebrows drawn slightly inward with obvious skepticism.

“If I made you uncomfortable about the scars, it was unintentional. I’d like to tell you they’re hardly noticeable, but that would be a lie.” Jenna flinches, but I’m not done. “What I will tell you as truth is that while they are noticeable, they are not what first captured my attention or held it. Your eyes completely outshine the scars.”

Like a wide-eyed owl, she blinks at me as if she’s never been paid a compliment. And I could absolutely go on because she’s a stunning woman. Her face is gorgeous, with high cheekbones, full lips, and golden hair that flows for miles in silky layers. Her skin is sun-kissed, like she grew up with the sun always shining down on her.

But it’s mostly her eyes that are hard to look away from.

Finally, her expression softens, and she shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let it bother me.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I assure her.

“Actually, I do,” she says with a deep sigh. “I’m working hard to put myself out there and give humanity a chance to be real with me. I should’ve given you the benefit of the doubt. I can see you’re a nice guy.”

“I’m a totally nice guy,” I say, spreading my arms out. “And now you can say you made your first friend in Pittsburgh.”

Jenna sticks her hand out and smiles. “It’s very nice to meet you, Gage.”

I again take her hand, soft and delicate. “Nice to meet you, too, Jenna. And if you ever catch me staring at you, be assured it’s totally your eyes that have my attention.”

I had not meant for that to come out as a flirtation, but damn if it doesn’t sound that way to my own ears. Clearly to Jenna’s as well—she blushes but manages a joke. “Maybe I’ll wear mirrored aviators around you. Wouldn’t want you bumping into walls or anything.”

I tip my head back and laugh. Squeezing her hand before I release it, I jingle the keys. “I’ll move the truck, and then I’ll be up to help with the rest of the unpacking.”

“You don’t have to,” she says as I brush past her to round the truck. “I’m sure you have better things to do.”

“Nothing better to do than help out a pretty friend,” I assure her, and I can’t help but like the fact that I make her blush again.


CHAPTER 2


Jenna

“Are you even listening to me?” Emory says.

“Of course I am,” I reply, although I have no clue what she just said. At least not prior to her pointing out that I wasn’t listening to her.

I’ve been thinking about Gage again.

He left a few hours ago, along with Baden and Sophie, after helping me get mostly unpacked. The only thing that’s left is for Emory and me to set up my bedroom, which includes unpacking my clothing and making the bed. We ordered subs to be delivered for dinner, which we’ll eat as soon as we finish this. Then we’re going to crack open the wine Baden and Sophie brought as a housewarming gift.

Emory is flying back to Phoenix first thing in the morning. She’s the VP of digital marketing and analytics for the Arizona Vengeance professional hockey team. Now that I’m working for a professional hockey team as well, our parents have been bragging to everyone who will listen and we find it hilarious.

“I was saying,” Emory drawls with exaggeration, “that the only thing making me feel okay about leaving you tomorrow is that apparently you now have some built-in friends who will look after you.”

“Uh-huh,” I murmur as I open a box with lingerie in it. All pretty silk and lace that I used to enjoy wearing but will now push to the back of a drawer. These days, I wear comfortable cotton panties and bras. Sexy lingerie is for showing off your body, and I don’t do that anymore.

I should actually throw it away. I’ll never wear it again.

Instead, nostalgia takes over and I decide to keep the items for nothing more than a reminder of something I once had that I thought was real but turned out to be the biggest lie in my life.

“What’s wrong with you?” Emory asks in exasperation, reaching out to touch my shoulder and forcing me to look at her.

I shake my shoulder to dislodge her hand. “Nothing’s wrong with me.” Emory can be overprotective at times and is supersensitive when I’m quiet.

But sometimes, I like to be quiet with my thoughts.

I get it, though. She’s worried that my quiet thoughts are bad thoughts right now. She spent months and months with me battling an insidious darkness that had taken over. Emory will be forever worried I will return there, and I don’t know how to reassure her, because I don’t know that I won’t go back.

But the truth of the matter is, my thoughts are about Gage, and those are most definitely not dark or in any way brooding.

Today was a learning experience.

I failed to give the man the benefit of the doubt, which is something I promised myself I would do with people. It’s part of the new Jenna 2.0, a woman who’s going to stop looking at the bad in the others around her and in her life in general.

After Gage confronted me about my reaction when he saw my scars, an immense weight lifted off my shoulders. He was absolutely right—when his eyes flicked to my jaw and neck, I immediately shut down and failed to see anything else. I assumed he was horrified and disgusted and would never be able to see anything else about me.

But damn if that man didn’t hit me head-on about it. Nobody, other than my sister and parents, has ever spoken so bluntly to me about my scarring. And it came across so genuine, I had no choice but to believe him.

If I’m really honest, though, that’s not what’s occupying my mind. I can’t stop ruminating about the fact he seems intrigued with my eyes. I never thought they were very special before, but he says he sees something there. And it’s been a long damn time since someone has seen something beautiful in me.

Emory sighs and reaches back into a box to pull out a stack of workout gear. I didn’t do the best job packing, so she starts refolding my clothes.

“Are you excited about starting work tomorrow?” she asks, being a good sister and changing the subject.

I love her for it as she’s learning to loosen her concern over me and stop trying to fix all my problems. She’ll never know how much I appreciate that. Especially since she’s been so worried about me moving to Pittsburgh.

She was afraid I wouldn’t flourish without her by my side. Moreover, she was afraid that without her being there pushing me, I would withdraw more into myself.

I fully intend to prove her wrong.

“I’m actually really excited,” I admit as I open a wardrobe box full of hanging outfits. Some were donated by Emory, since I have little in the way of professional attire, given I’ve been out of the workforce the last few years. “I’m also nervous as hell. I don’t know if I’m qualified for this job.”

Emory snorts. “I seriously doubt Brienne Norcross would’ve hired you if you weren’t qualified.”

“That’s probably true,” I say with a chuckle.

I think back to our Zoom interview, and I’m amazed by how easy Brienne was to talk to.

“Please call me Brienne and not Ms. Norcross,” she insisted at the start. “I’m not big on formalities.”

I’ve had employers say that same thing before and not mean it, but somehow, I believed her.

The interview lasted an hour and twenty minutes, but felt like it only lasted about five. It was so easy to talk to her, even though she was asking tough questions. Poking and prodding into my past work history to pull out and explore my strengths and weaknesses. She clearly wasn’t going to hire me just because Baden had called in a favor. She vetted me hard.

I had some reticence when she explained the job more fully. She was interviewing me to become their media liaison, someone who would serve as go-between for the organization and the media in all its various forms. It could be social media, print press, or even network news.

It was then that I had to tell her some personal truths.

“I don’t have to be in front of cameras, do I?” I asked hesitantly.

Brienne Norcross is supermodel beautiful, with nearly flawless skin, but her forehead crinkled deeply into a frown. “Why? You don’t seem like a shy woman.”

I was wearing a turtleneck… even though it was February in Phoenix and a little too warm, I wore them whenever I could. If I didn’t have a turtleneck, I wore a scarf.

I tugged at the collar nervously. “It’s just… I’m a little self-conscious of my scars.”

Baden had given her some basic background about me, including about my injuries, which accounted for much of my time out of the workforce. But that had not come up in the interview until that point, and I doubted they would have come up had I not mentioned it.

“I can understand your worry.” Brienne’s tone was neutral. “But it’s not my intention to put you in front of cameras. I have an actual press secretary, but I do most of the on-screen media myself.”

I sighed with relief, even knowing I was still going to have to put myself out there. While I might not have to be in front of cameras, working as the liaison meant I would be dealing with people.

But I couldn’t hide behind the computer the way I had been for the prior year while living with Emory and working as an editor.

This was all part of the Jenna 2.0 restructuring plan.

Putting myself out there.

Learning how to be a part of society again, because honestly… it’s lonely when I’m hiding.

“I think you’re going to do fabulous, and I’m so proud of you,” Emory says as she folds another T-shirt and places it in a pile on the bed.

“You’ve always had faith in me, and that’s given me courage,” I reply easily.

Emory has been by my side through my injuries and recovery, and she pushed me to move to Phoenix to get out of my comfort zone. If it weren’t for her, I’d still be hiding at our parents’ house where I landed after I got out of the rehab hospital.

It seems like a lifetime ago.

The fire changed everything in my life. I had an amazing career and the perfect relationship with a man I adored and his daughter, Chelsea, who held the biggest piece of my heart. We were a family, living together, as he split custody of Chelsea with his ex-wife. We’d discussed marriage, and I knew a proposal was forthcoming.

But then the fire happened, and I was lucky to escape with my life. My recovery was brutal. Weeks in a medically induced coma, dozens of painful skin graft surgeries, intense rehabilitation, more surgeries, and the mental strain of dealing with my disfigurement. The world sees the scarring on my jaw and neck, but they don’t see the worst—the scarring on my shoulders and the entirety of my back, butt, and portions of my legs. Puckered pink flesh webbed with pale white veins that I loathe to look at in the mirror.

But what I refuse to see, I must feel. While bathing, I have to run my fingers over the lumpy skin that they couldn’t fix, no matter how great the plastic surgeons were.

That’s the part of me nobody will ever see. And not because I’m inherently ashamed of myself—my parents taught me to be confident and that looks are only skin-deep.

No, it was my boyfriend, Paul, who destroyed my self-worth because he could barely look at me after. He couldn’t touch me.

And ultimately, he left.

All because of the way I looked.

It was an ugly lesson to learn… that our value to other people is tied to our physical appearance.

While it hurt that Paul couldn’t see past my disfigurement, it hurt worse that he removed Chelsea from my life.

I understand now that he was a coward. He tried to come up with a dozen different reasons that all rang hollow. However, in the end, he admitted that my burns were too much for him. It was something I’d ultimately forgive, but I couldn’t ever look past him keeping Chelsea from me. For two years, I had been in her life, and then after I was recovered enough to leave the hospital, he wouldn’t let me see her.

And again, my mind wanders back to Gage. I know it’s because he’s the first man since the fire who has paid me a compliment. It stings to know how much my vanity responds to that.

I actually think he was flirting with me.

Or he could’ve been trying to make me feel better by flirting, so maybe it wasn’t genuine.

No, I think it was genuine.

He seems genuine.

“Okay,” Emory says with irritation. I turn to look at her, eyebrows raised. “What is going on with you? You’re quiet and introspective. Which, okay, is totally Jenna-like. But you’re doing it with this weird smile on your face, and it’s freaking me out.”

I laugh because I imagine I am freaking her out by being quiet and smiling at the same time. It’s not something she’s seen for a very long time.

Emory is the one person I can always be truthful with, no matter if I’m a teensy bit embarrassed to admit, “I was thinking about Gage.”

“Oh, really?” she drawls, dumping the T-shirt in her hand back in the box. She sits on the edge of the bed to stare at me expectantly. “Tell me more.”

I shake my head with another laugh. “It’s not like that. At least, I don’t think it is. But I had a moment with him… a real moment. It was weird and refreshing, and I can’t stop ruminating over it.”

Emory leans forward, captivated. I move to sit beside her, and we angle in toward one another, our knees touching. “When he first walked into the apartment, his eyes went where everyone’s eyes go.”

Emory nods with a knowing expression. “And you withdrew and shut down. Blah, blah, blah. Heard and seen this story too many times to count.”

Clearly, my sister has had a few frustrations with me over the months as I work to regain my confidence. I ignore her snark, though. “But… he talked to me outside afterward, and he was so honest about it all. He admitted to looking at my scarring, but he said that wasn’t the first thing that caught his attention.”

Emory leans forward. “What was it?”

“My eyes.” I let out a tiny huff of breath. “He said he was more captivated by my eyes.”

Emory’s mouth drops open slightly. “He said that?”

I nod effusively, happiness within as I share this with my sister. “It doesn’t mean anything… but yes, a genuine compliment. And he was brutally forthright that he saw my scarring. He acknowledged it. Most people turn away embarrassed and want to brush it under the rug. But he saw it as part of me, and it didn’t bother him. It wasn’t the most important thing he saw. My eyes were.”

Emory regards me thoughtfully for a few beats before grinning. “He’s really a nice guy, I’ll admit. Baden speaks so highly of him. And… he’s incredibly gorgeous.”

I shrug as if I hadn’t noticed.

But I totally noticed.

He’s tall, well-built, and speaking of eyes… his are amazing too. He wears his dark hair well-trimmed and swept to the side, but he has the lightest hazel eyes that seem to be almost otherworldly. When he was standing outside apologizing, I couldn’t help but observe them myself. When he complimented me on my own peepers, I wanted to blurt out that his were beautiful, too, but then I would’ve died on the spot from mortification.

“He said he’s my first official new friend here in Pittsburgh,” I continue, trying to shift some of the focus away from the truth that I was completely taken by a man paying me a compliment. It doesn’t mean anything more than he’s just a very nice guy.

“I believe that,” Emory says with a smile and reaches over to hug me. “And you deserve all the friends. All the happiness.”

When she pulls back, she rests her hands on my shoulders and peers at me. “But you know, if this doesn’t work out for you, you can always come home to me in Phoenix. There is always a place for you at my side.”

“I know,” I reply softly, moving my hands over the top of hers. “And I love you for it. Just as I love you for letting me have this chance to fly.”


CHAPTER 3


Gage

I love Sunday morning practices. Especially when they come before a home game the following day. It means the practice will be light and fun as we mostly self-police out on the ice while Coach Keller hands oversight to the assistant coaches. It lets the younger guys cut up a bit without Keller’s mood swings coming into play. He’s the quintessential walk-on-eggshells type—you never know how he’s going to react. Sundays are his day to prep for the upcoming games, and so he stays in his office.

Keller is an odd duck, for sure. He can be your best buddy or your worst nightmare, depending on how he’s feeling. The only problem is you never know what he’s feeling, and his reactions are always unpredictable.

It’s sad to say, but when Keller isn’t around, we actually develop a stronger camaraderie. When the players don’t have the pressure of the head coach potentially exploding, it allows everyone to open up to one another rather than only looking out for our own best interests.

After practice, I’ll get in a short workout, and then I’m going home to veg out for the rest of the day. This is not something I often do because I like to be on the go, but sometimes I just need a down day, no responsibilities, where I can fall into pure laziness.

Before hitting the locker room, I pause at Baden’s office. He’s at his desk, bent over his iPad. This is a rarity—he hates it in here. Even though, as our goalie coach, he has plenty of paperwork, you’ll often find him doing it in the locker room or sitting out on the bench on the ice with his iPad open on his lap. I even saw him one day sitting in the stands behind the goalie net watching game film.

I rap my knuckles on the door and poke my head in, not wanting to intrude if he’s deep in the middle of something. But I want to say hello—Baden has quickly become a good friend.

Players don’t normally develop deep personal relationships with the coaching staff. There’s often a line that can’t or shouldn’t be breached. But I think it’s different with Baden since he was so recently a player. A player many of us knew personally, respected, and then watched as he struggled back from debilitating injuries. On top of that, I’m a veteran just out of retirement. Something about being older and coming back into the league from the outside lets me push the norms a bit. That’s most likely because I really don’t intend to stay past this year, so I don’t care if people don’t like me having a friendship with Baden.

I came to Pittsburgh for the challenge. I wanted to help this team accomplish something. I wanted to help them build a new dynasty, and then I wanted to be able to walk away and look back and say with pride, I was a part of that.

Maybe I’ll stay one more year, maybe I won’t. I’m leaning toward won’t. While I’m enjoying my time on the ice in this beautiful city, I don’t know if I want to keep up the level of intensity required to be a professional hockey player. It’s another reason I retired. I’d simply reached all my goals and felt complete. I was ready for something new.

Baden lifts his head and smiles. “What’s up?”

I don’t walk all the way into the office but lean my shoulder against the doorjamb. “Not much on my end. Looking forward to a good practice and then a lazy day afterward.”

Baden snorts. “I would love nothing more than a lazy afternoon with Sophie. But as it stands, we’re going house hunting.”

I lift my eyebrows. “Where are you looking?”

Baden’s expression becomes tortured. “Everywhere. No particular area in mind, but Sophie wants to restore an old Victorian. And apparently, such homes are scattered all over the greater Pittsburgh area. I think we’re looking at six today.”

Chuckling, I push off the jamb and shake my head in empathy. “The things we do for love.”

“You know it,” Baden quips with a decisive nod.

I grin back at him. “Actually, I don’t know, but I’ve heard rumors.”

Baden settles back in his chair. “You’ve never been serious with anyone?”

I shrug. “The right one’s never come along, I guess.”

“I’m guessing you have very high standards.”

“Damn straight, I do,” I reply, pointing a finger at him for punctuation, and he laughs. I start for the door. “I’m going to change. See you on the ice.”

“Later,” Baden replies and drops his head back down to his iPad.

But I turn back toward him, the question coming out before I can stop it. “So… how’s Jenna been?”

Baden’s eyes lift, surprise evident. “Good. Sophie’s seen her a few times since we moved her in. Enjoying her job so far.”

“That’s good,” I say, feeling a little bereft there aren’t more details. “She settled in well?”

Baden smirks knowingly. “Why are you asking?”

“Because she’s new to the area, and I’m a nice fucking guy,” I grumble at the knowing look on his face. “Why else would I ask?”

Baden again leans back in his chair, folds his arms over his chest, and grins. “I don’t know. It seems odd your question comes right on the heels of you saying you have high standards for women and the right one hasn’t come along yet.”

“Whatever,” I grouse as I turn for the door, but it’s done in good nature because that’s me—a good-natured guy.

Baden laughs as I walk out, calling after me. “I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

“You do that,” I call back over my shoulder.

Tell her I asked.

That I’m interested in her.

Because I am. I’ve thought about her way too much over the last week.

Baden’s laugh follows me down the hall.

Maybe I should’ve asked him for her phone number. I could call… just say that I was checking in. We agreed resoundingly that I was her first new friend in Pittsburgh, and what kind of friend would I be if I didn’t check in on her?

A small inner voice cautions me that Jenna could be a complication, because if I’m honest, and I usually am, I’m attracted to her far more than I’ve been to a woman in a long time.

I’m fascinated by her.

Part of it is her pain and the resilience I see that was born from it. I admire her.

And again… attraction.

She’s hot, and yes, being honest, I’ve thought a little too much about that curvy body under those workout clothes, that gloriously long, golden hair, and those eyes… catlike and fierce.

I walk into the locker room and am immediately greeted by the guys already there. It’s a far cry from the quiet, standoffish group of minor league and veteran players brought together under trying circumstances. I make my rounds with fist bumps and small words to each of the guys, Jenna driven from my mind as my team takes precedence.

Boone Rivers sits on the bench—his cubby is next to mine—dressed in his gear from the waist down as he tapes his stick.

“How’s it going?” I ask as I hang my duffel in the open-faced locker.

“Good, man,” he replies, eyes staying on his task. “Just ready to get out on the ice.”

I like this guy a lot. He’s a solid second-line center who brings a lot of experience to the team. He’s bounced between the minors and the big league over the years and has become known as a confident clutch player. That was never more evident than when he had to step in to fill Coen’s shoes after his two-game suspension last week for the arrest in New York.

Stupid asshole got charged with drunk and disorderly and was completely unashamed of his behavior. Grapevine news said that Keller wanted to install some harsher penalties, but our general manager, Callum Derringer, lobbied for some grace, given the horrific circumstances of the plane crash that killed the entire team, minus “The Lucky Three” who had not traveled for that game.

Coen was one of the three, but he sure doesn’t act like he’s lucky. In fact, it’s clear he’s overwhelmed with survivor’s guilt because he’s basically become a dick to everyone around him, including the fans. His popularity over the last few weeks has dropped significantly, and one way that’s wholly apparent is via jersey sales. He was a top seller for the franchise before the plane crash, not only because he’s a stellar player but because he was fun, gregarious, and cocky in a charming way. Everyone loved him. Now, he’s not even in the top ten.

More telling was his first home game back last night. Not only were the cheers for him muted when he was announced, but there were even some boos.

Not many, but they could be heard over the cheers, which weren’t as effusive as those for the other players.

It was shocking, especially from a home crowd that has nearly been blowing the roof off in support of this pasted-together team. If Coen was offended by it, I couldn’t tell. He wore the same expression he’s had from day one of the new team forming that basically says, “Eat a bag of dicks,” projected toward the entire world.

Coen needs to be careful, because while he was out, Boone stepped up big-time. He played two outstanding games and garnered an assist. He’s ready to take that first-line position, but Keller and Derringer aren’t about to give that slot to him permanently based on a few good games. They’re going to let Coen—the more gifted player—have time to work through his issues.

“I had a crazy dream last night,” Boone says as he continues to wind tape on his stick blade.

“Oh yeah?” I sit on the bench to unlace my running shoes.

“I dreamed that the standings came out, and there’d been some computer glitch for weeks, and we were really number one in our conference.”

I snort, because that sounds like a good dream.

“But then, the entire roster was glitching, and I never got called up from the minors to the team. None of us had.”

Sounds like a nightmare.

“Want to know who was really called up?” he asks, one corner of his mouth lifts as he continues taping. “All the ice girls in the league. Every fucking one of them were supposed to make up the new team, and their only credentials were that they could skate and had nice tits.”

I laugh at the weird turn his dream took. While Pittsburgh has never been a team to have ice girls—their football team doesn’t have cheerleaders either—many teams have them, and the crowds, especially the men, seem to enjoy watching sexy women launch T-shirts into the stands and clean up the ice when needed.

Boone shakes his head in amusement, rips the tape from the roll, and smooths the edge. “It was nice waking up to realize I still had a job and hadn’t been replaced by ice girls.”

Chuckling, I kick off my shoes and toss them into the cubby. “While we may not be at the top of our conference anymore, we are still in the playoff race.”

“Amen to that, brother,” he says.

I continue to pull on my practice gear, flipping through the stats in my head that will either launch us into the playoffs or send us home at the end of the regular season. The Titans were at the top of their conference before the plane went down. The league graciously instituted a points freeze until we were able to get a team back on the ice, which meant we stayed at the top once the new team was ready.

But in the last month and a half we’ve been playing, we’ve won precious few games, and some of the other teams are surging. We’re currently sitting in fifth, and we need to be in the top eight to make the playoffs, with only twelve games left to play.

It’s going to take every single one of us playing our hearts out, and a few other teams to either slow down or stumble, for us to make the playoffs.

No one in this league with an ounce of reason thinks we could ever win the Cup this year. It’s just not physically possible with the team we’ve patched together. It would be an amazing feat, though, to land a playoff spot. So amazing, that it would actually go down in the history books, and though it looks like our chances are slim every single player on this team has that prize in sight.

Except maybe Coen. I’m not sure he gives a fuck about anything, to be honest.

Speaking of the man, I look over to his cubby and see that it’s empty. He tends to slide in at the last moment, always dangerously close to being late. This earns him the wrath of Keller, but Coen doesn’t care about that either. He doesn’t take shit from the coach or anybody else.

He’s a walking time bomb, ready to detonate.

Perhaps because I’d been thinking about him, or perhaps because there are five minutes until we’re due out on the ice, Coen strolls into the locker room, his gear bag slung over his shoulder. He looks like hell—his hair is a mess, clothes are wrinkled, and he’s got a bruise in the center of his forehead.

As he walks by me, I ask, “You good?”

His head twists my way, and although his eyes might be bloodshot, they’re clear of any intoxicated fog. His speech is smooth and articulate when he says, “I’m totally good. Why?”

I give it to him straight. “You look like shit.”

Coen shrugs and walks toward his cubby but not before stopping in front of Hendrix Bateman, who is fully dressed and scrolling on his phone.

Coen pulls keys from his pocket and jangles them under Hendrix’s nose. He looks up in surprise and catches the keys as Coen drops them. “Thanks for the test drive.”

“What did you think?” Hendrix smiles.

Coen moves to his cubby, drops his bag to the bench. “Drove like a dream. Right up until I ran into the back of another car.”

“What the fuck?” Hendrix snarls as he steps closer to Coen. “You wrecked my fucking car?”

This seems to get everybody’s attention, and the locker room goes still. Everyone knows Hendrix was trying to unload one of his cars—a Porsche he rarely drove.

Coen tilts his head and looks Hendrix in the eye, not an ounce of remorse or apology. “I don’t understand what the big deal is. Insurance will cover it, and I’ll pay the deductible.”

“Did you hurt anybody?” Hendrix growls, taking another step and getting in Coen’s face. Coen straightens up, angles toward him, and pushes out his chest.

“How the fuck would I know if I hurt anyone?”

“You are an unbelievable prick,” Hendrix yells, giving Coen a push to his shoulder.

Immediately, everyone jumps in and pulls the guys apart before they can throw fists.

And then Coen does something I’ll never forget. He shakes off the guys who are holding him and growls, “I’m cool. Let me go.” They step back cautiously. Coen then spreads his arms and does a slow three-sixty, taking note of everybody watching him. He knows he has the attention of the room, and his next words are meant to make clear exactly how he feels. He laughs… a bit maniacal, in my opinion. “Why’s everybody so dour looking? It’s a lovely fucking day. I’m alive. Alive, breathing, and not a puddle of bone and blood and gore splattered on the tarmac.”

I wince as I scan the room for Stone. Luckily, he’s not present to hear the grim reminder of his brother’s death.

I know if he heard that, he’d probably kill Coen.

Expression going dark and flat, Coen brings his gaze back to Hendrix. “I’ll cover the cost of everything, even if I fucking hurt the people who I hit. It’s not something you have to worry about. And why would you be pissed, anyway? I’ll pay you the value of the car, and you don’t have to worry about it anymore.”

“That’s not the point,” Hendrix snaps.

“You’re right,” Coen says as he bends over his duffel and calmly sets out his practice gear. “There’s no point to anything really, is there?”

Those words are enough to drive everyone away from him. No one wants to engage in a philosophical discussion with a short-fused, angry man who’s clearly looking for a fight.

Hendrix’s eyes slide to me in question. I’m the one the guys most often look to for advice. I merely give a small shake of my head to indicate now is not the time to get into it further.

Hendrix gives his back to Coen, muttering, “Fucking dick.”

The rest of the team moves away, heading out of the locker room.

Not me.

I step in closer to Coen and sit on the bench. “Why are you doing this?” I ask quietly.

His eyes refuse to meet mine as he undresses. “Why do you care?” he retorts.

“Because I believe in this team, and I want it to succeed. You’re weighing it down. But it doesn’t have to be this way. Tell me how to help.”

Coen’s neck twists, his eyes pinning on me, and I expect a sneer. Instead, his expression is clouded with pain. “No one can help.”

I consider such a definitive statement before standing up. I lower my voice. “Not true. Many can help. But you have to want it, and I’m not seeing that you want it.”

The pain recedes and anger flares. His lips peel back in an ugly snarl. “You’re right. I don’t want help. I don’t want anything except for you to mind your own fucking business.”

I back away, holding my hands up in surrender. “You got it, brother.”

“Not your brother,” he mutters low, but I don’t address it.

I leave him alone, not because that’s what he wants but because I truly have no clue how to get through to him.


CHAPTER 4


Jenna

As I enter the elevator that will transport me to the Titans’ executive floor, my cell phone rings. I know it’s Emory by the ringtone. I push the panel button for three and then juggle my purse and the paper bag from a deli down the street. I ran out to get a quick lunch I could eat at my desk and opted for a healthy grilled-chicken salad versus the Italian combo I really wanted. I’ve been so busy since moving here that I haven’t yet figured out a new workout routine, and it’s top on my priority list to find a new gym.

Except I’ve been so busy, I can’t get to any of my priorities.

But I do have time to talk to my sister, so I manage to get my phone to my ear and connect as the elevator rises.

I say, “Hey, favorite sister of mine.”

“Only sister of yours,” she corrects. “How many times do I have to remind you of that?”

I laugh as the elevator opens to the suite level. I enter through the glass double doors that lead into the inner sanctum of operations. Brienne has me in a small interior office across from hers, which happens to be her late brother’s office. I suppose it’s her office now, but she hasn’t removed or changed out the brass door plaque with his name on it.

I move past the receptionist and wind through the cubicles as Emory asks, “Is this a good time to talk?”

“Yeah… I’m getting ready to sit down and eat lunch at my desk. Give me just a sec.”

I walk past Brienne’s office, but it’s empty and the lights are off. She had morning meetings regarding Norcross Bank, one of her family’s many holdings she’s managing along with the Titans hockey team.

Entering my office, I close the door behind me. I set my bag on the desk and blow out a breath as I plop down in my chair. “Okay… in my office, door’s closed, and I’ve got a bland chicken salad staring me in the face. Now’s definitely a good time to talk.”

Emory laughs. “I was just calling to check in on you. It’s been a couple days, and while I am trying not to be an overprotective and overbearing older sister, I’m not sure I’ve gone two days without talking to you in a very long time. I’ve been assuring myself that you’re fine, you are not dead or else someone would have called, but that you’re merely busy. However,” she drawls after a dramatic inhale, “seeing as how you’ve so rudely ignored me for two days, I realized I must call to find out what the hell is going on.”

Laughing, I put my phone on the desk and hit the speaker button so I can talk to her hands-free. Pulling my salad from the bag, I say, “Oh my gosh, Em… I’ve been so busy. But in a good way. Brienne has swamped me with work, but I love it. I’m sorry I haven’t called, but I do miss you. I promise.”

My sister snorts in amusement. “Oh, you totally miss me.”

“Just a little,” I admit. “How’s Felicity? She’s the one I really miss.”

Again, Emory chuckles. “She’s fine, and she misses her Aunt Jenna too. Wants to know when you’re coming for a visit or when we can come for a visit. I promised her we’d come this summer after the season’s over.”

“She’s going to love it,” I gush. “It’s so different from California and Arizona. The mountains here are stunning, and the city is so cool.”

I eat while we chat, mostly about my job and all the exciting things I’ve been learning every day.

I tell Emory about my position as media liaison. My job is to coordinate with all aspects of media pertaining to the Pittsburgh Titans. I coordinate with the vice president of social media and marketing, the news reporters, and print journalists—who, admittedly, I have a special affinity for since my career was in print news editing. This last week has been mostly reading handbooks, meeting with department heads, and learning everything I can, not only about the history of the organization, but about Brienne’s vision for the future. She wants to make sure our story is a true success and one that is portrayed as such to the world. And she’s well aware that all eyes are watching, which puts pressure on me to make sure our messaging is consistent.

“I had some reservations about whether I would ever be interested in anything other than print news, but my God, this is all so fascinating… the different elements that go into marketing and putting out appropriate press on the team.”

“It sounds like you’re the solid hinge that holds it all together,” Emory says fondly, and I hear the pride in her voice.

“A new hinge… but I think that’s a good way to describe it.”

We share a laugh. “All else good?” she asks casually.

It’s an open-ended question that could pertain to anything, but I know my sister is specifically asking how I’m doing mentally and emotionally. This has been a huge adjustment, taking on a new job in a strange city without any family or friends around. More difficult than just putting myself in front of other people. The last several months living in Arizona with Emory, we considered a simple trip to the grocery store a huge victory. To weather the looks of people I’d pass in the aisles as they took in my scars, people who would either avert their eyes in revulsion or look at me with pity. Putting myself out there socially and learning how to be part of an organization and a community has been almost as hard as recovering from my physical injuries.

But I figured that since I was strong enough to come back from the brink of death, I can absolutely figure out how to be normal again in my interactions with people.

“I’m more than good,” I assure her. “Brienne is amazing to work for, and I really feel like an integral part of this team. I mean, Emory… we’re making history in the sporting world.”

“That you are,” she agrees. “It’s a good thing Jett’s been teaching you about hockey,” she adds impishly.

“No kidding!” Emory’s boyfriend, Jett, had taken me under his wing and made it his mission when I was in Arizona to turn me into a hockey aficionado. I’m now able to converse on a fairly educated level about the sport.

“And have you been going out at all?” she asks with enough insinuation that I know she’s talking about one person.

And I’m not going to give her the satisfaction just yet.

I’ll make her work for it.

“Yeah,” I exclaim joyfully. “Sophie and I have been out to eat a few times.”

“Go anywhere else?”

“Sure… I’ve managed to locate the grocery store, pharmacy, and an amazing little coffee shop all within a few blocks of my apartment.”

Emory growls. “I’m talking about Gage. Has he called you?”

I chuckle and try to play it off, but I’ll admit to the small kernel of disappointment when I have to tell her, “No, he hasn’t called. Why would he?”

“Because there was a connection. A spark. You told me so.”

“I didn’t say that exactly. I told you he was a nice guy who worried that he offended me and told me I had pretty eyes.”

“Whatever,” she dismisses. “I think there’s something there.”

“How can you even say that?” I grouse. “He never even asked for my phone number.”

“Maybe he’s shy,” she suggests.

“Maybe he has a girlfriend.” That’s truly what I think. He was being nice to me and is in no way interested, probably because he’s already involved with someone. A guy that gorgeous and genuine just isn’t single.

I hold back a wistful sigh. It was silly to imagine that there could’ve been something between us. Still, I’m incredibly happy with this first week in Pittsburgh, and I know I’ve made the right choice for my life.

There’s a knock at my door, and Brienne peeks her head in. “Got time for a quick talk?”

“Absolutely,” I reply, and when she disappears, I tell Emory, “I gotta go. I’ll try to call you later tonight.”

“Okay,” she replies. “Love you, Jenna.”

“Love you too.”

After disconnecting from my sister, I set my empty salad container aside intent on rinsing it out for the recycle bin. I get out my small purse mirror and check my teeth to make sure nothing green is hanging about. Satisfied I’m in the clear, I head into Brienne’s office.

She’s hanging up the light coat she’d been wearing over a beautiful formfitting navy dress with matching pumps.

As always, she’s the picture of elegance, style, and grit. The elegance and style are evident in her high-end wardrobe, impeccable makeup and hair, and the expensive jewelry. The grit is in her eyes and posture, underpinning her determination to take over this hockey organization in the wake of her brother’s untimely death, despite not knowing much about it.

I’ve come to admire Brienne Norcross quite a bit the last few days, astounded that this woman runs a massive conglomerate of businesses. The Norcross name is an empire so vast I’m not sure where it starts and if there’s an end.

Brienne sits behind her desk and points to a chair. I settle in with my iPad, ready to take notes. I gave up using a stylus after the first day as Brienne talks way too fast to keep up. The IT department gave me a detachable Bluetooth keyboard, perfect since I can type far faster than I can write.

“Please tell me you took more than ten minutes for lunch today.” The look she levels is one of a mother, not an employer.

I grin at her. “I took twenty. Talked to my sister while I ate a salad at my desk.”

Brienne settles back in her chair and crosses one leg over the other. “You’re an incredibly hard worker. Which is, of course, impressive to one such as me who works a good eighty-plus hours a week. But I don’t want you to wear yourself thin.”

“Not a chance. Because I’m also having fun, and my dad used to always tell me, if you love what you do—”

“—you never work a day in your life,” Brienne finishes. Her eyes sparkle as she says, “My dad taught me the same thing.”

A rush of affection hits me hard because this woman who runs an empire and who’s trying to build a new dynasty—with untold pressures upon her shoulders—is actually an open and genuine soul. It doesn’t mean she can’t be blunt and brutal in business decisions, as I have witnessed from some phone calls, but she’s truly an individual who likes relating to people on a personal level.

Brienne leans forward and clasps her hands on her desk. “I met with Teli Gibson a few days ago. He’s a documentary filmmaker.”

My eyes widen in surprise. “And he wants to do a documentary about the team?”

Brienne smiles. “Very astute. Yes, and I think it’s a great idea. I’ve run this past all the marketing folks, as well as legal, and we’re going to green-light the project. I want you to manage it from our end.”

“Excuse me?” There can be no mistaking the shocked look on my face or within my tone.

“Manage might not be quite the right word, but I want you to be the direct go-to person between the production company and the people they’ll be following and interviewing. The plan is to film for the remainder of the season and maybe the first few weeks of the off-season.”

She looks at me expectantly.

“Um… I’ve never done film work before. Certainly I have no experience with documentaries. My experience is in print news.”

“Yes,” Brienne says dryly and gives me a pointed look. “I’m well aware of your qualifications. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have hired you. But after observing you the last few days, I’m also keenly aware of your potential, and I believe you can do this.”

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. My pulse hammers in recognition of such a monumental task.

The stress of really putting myself out there to work with filmmakers and professional hockey players—am I about to hyperventilate?

“Jenna,” Brienne says calmly, and I focus on her. “I can pass this off to someone else if you don’t think—”

“No,” I exclaim, sitting up straight and lifting my chin in a burst of bravery. “I can do this.”

She beams at me with pride. “That’s what I want to hear. I’ll shuffle some of the projects you were going to be working on to others so this will be your sole focus, except for handling any media regarding the filming of the documentary. You’ll be in charge of that.”

“In charge of…”

“As in talking to the media,” she affirms, and I try to push down the panic. “Our marketing department will give you talking points, but I doubt it will get much attention. Probably local news and maybe ESPN.”

I swallow so hard I hear the “gulping” noise. Brienne apparently does not, as she continues to outline the positive benefits this will bring, as well as how it will memorialize one of the most important events in sports history.

One would think that might be her vanity talking, but she adds, “I want everyone to see that you can expose the extraordinary power people have within themselves to rise to challenges. Those players who are having their first real shot at success in this league, or those who are returning after having left this behind… I want them to get the credit they deserve because none of this is possible without them.”

Yeah… I have a bit of a girl crush on her.

I type a few notes and ask, “Are they interested in following the team as a whole or just certain people? And I assume they’ll want to showcase you as well, so I need to know how much access you want to grant, and I’ll work to keep them away otherwise.”

Again, Brienne positively beams at me. “Yes, they’ll want to interview me, but we’ll do that in one or two sittings. I’m not giving them access to follow me around since I have so many things other than the Titans to manage.”

“Which makes you very interesting,” I point out.

“Yes, but I want this to be about the players. So far, I know the filmmakers are incredibly interested in Baden’s story.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” I tap out more notes. Star goalie coming back from paralysis to launch a new career in coaching, Baden Oulett is the darling of the hockey world.

“Of course, each player has to give permission, and I’m not forcing anyone to do this. If they don’t want to participate, they don’t have to. Although there will be some general access to the team as a whole.”

“Got it,” I reply. “And should I reach out to the players or will you?”

“You and I both will sit down with them.” Brienne glances at her watch, and I can tell by the look on her face she’s late for something else already. “Tomorrow, probably.”

Brienne stands, and we chat about a few more items as she walks me to the door.

“I’m really proud of you for taking this on,” she says as I step across the threshold.

“Thank you for trusting me with such a big project,” I reply with confidence, although if I think about it too much, I’ll get the shakes.

Back in my office, I dial Emory, needing to share this big news. Because this is epic and if I fuck it up, it will be of the same epic proportions. She doesn’t answer.

I leave a frustrated voicemail because I need Emory to reinforce that I can do this. I know she’ll call me back as soon as she’s able, so until then, I’ll try to keep my fretting to a minimum.


CHAPTER 5


Jenna

My nerves are completely misfiring, causing a low rumble in my stomach, and I’m not sure if it’s from fear or indigestion. I just know that I don’t think I’m prepared for this.

We’re in one of the large conference rooms on the executive floor. For now, it’s only me and Brienne as we wait for others to arrive. She’s talking on the phone, and I’m reviewing pages of notes I have after yesterday’s chat with the documentary production company. I now have a clear line of communication with the director’s right-hand assistant, Maudie, a very businesslike woman who doesn’t appear to have a sense of humor. She’s not mean, just very brisk and efficient with no time for small talk.

I can work with that.

The door opens and Baden walks in, followed by the team’s general manager, Callum Derringer. Baden’s eyes widen in surprise when he sees me sitting at the far end of the table, and he comes straight my way. I stand to greet him, and he gives me a big hug.

When he pulls back, he says, “I didn’t expect to see you. Sophie says you’re all settled in and enjoying work so far.”

“She speaks the truth,” I quip. “She’s been so nice to keep track of me this past week.”

“We both care about you, and you should call on us anytime you need something.”

“I will,” I say with a smile. My eyes drift over Baden’s shoulder to Callum Derringer who is coming up behind him.

“Jenna,” Callum says, and Baden turns to the side to move out of the way. “I wanted to meet you officially. Brienne speaks very highly of her new star.”

We shake hands, and I try not to blush from the praise because I haven’t been here long enough to earn it. At least not in my mind, but I don’t dare say that.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Derringer.”

“Callum,” he insists and then moves off as Brienne finishes her phone call. They chat at the other end of the table.

Baden pulls out my chair and indicates for me to sit. He takes the one next to me. “I don’t suppose you know what this meeting is about?”

“I totally know what it’s about, but that’s for Brienne to clue you in,” I reply, a stern tone to my voice but a with a playful wink.

Baden laughs and tips his chair back. “Fair enough. But you’re coming to the party on Sunday, aren’t you? It’ll be a good way for you to meet everyone.”

My belly pitches with anxiety at the thought of attending a social event. Tomorrow Brienne is hosting an informal and impromptu party for the Titans, and while I’m invited as a member of the executive management team, I haven’t yet committed. It’s hard for me to talk to people, and it has everything to do with my scars.

Before the fire, I was a spirited extrovert who could walk into a crowd of a hundred strangers without batting an eye. But since, I’ve become so shy and withdrawn due to my insecurities, the effort to be social is quite painful.

“You really need to come,” Baden says before I can deliver up some lame excuse. “In fact, Sophie and I would be glad to pick you up so we can all go together.”

I open my mouth, not quite sure if I’m going to accept or make up a semi-legitimate reason that might get me out of it, when the door opens again, and from the corner of my eye, I note more people entering the room.

Several players—those the filmmaker wants to focus on—file in, so it’s not a surprise when Gage appears since he’s a league veteran. I do know, based on talks with Baden and Brienne and just through the background research I’ve done regarding the Titans, that Gage seems to be the glue holding the team together. With him coming out of retirement to join the Titans, his story will probably be highlighted in the documentary.

Gage’s eyes meet mine, widen in surprise, and then… pleasure?

His smile gets bigger as he comes around the opposite side of the long conference table to take the seat on my other side. He lifts a chin to Baden and then nudges me with his arm. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“What are the chances?” I say with a laugh, but then Brienne’s calling for order as the players finish choosing their seats. I know them by name and by sight—I did my research on their bios. My job as media liaison requires that I know these men well.

“Everybody may be seated,” Brienne says, and I perch forward on my chair, ready to type notes on my tablet.

I glance to my right at Gage and find him watching me. I smile meekly and duck my head, my cheeks heating, but I catch the quick wink he gives me that makes my heart jump.

I take stock of how I’m feeling now. The nerves over this presentation have quieted, and now my heart seems to be tripping over itself just from seeing Gage. It’s obvious he’s had far more of an effect on me than I cared to admit, but I can’t help how I feel.

Brienne stands at the end of the table, not bothering with a chair. She looks to Callum on her right. “Where’s Coach Keller?”

Callum glances at his watch, irritation in his voice. “He said he would be here. Want me to go find him?”

A flash of ire flickers over Brienne’s face, but she brushes it off quickly. “No. I’m not going to hold up anyone to wait for him, so let’s get started. I’ll talk to him privately.”

The insinuation is clear. The private meeting will be about more than the film and probably include a good tongue-lashing for him being late to a meeting the team owner called.

Brienne leans forward and places her palms on the table, looking around at the handful of men congregated. “I’ve been approached by a well-known documentary filmmaker who wants to chronicle the rebuilding of the Pittsburgh Titans team.”

Everyone looks back and forth to one another but then back to Brienne as she continues. “I’ve given it a lot of thought and spent a lot of time talking with my management team, as well as Callum, about whether this would be a good idea for the organization. We’re making sports history, and nothing like this has ever happened in this league. I want people looking back on this inaugural team to know just how amazing my players and coaches are. How dedicated and fierce they are in their willingness to go above and beyond to help this organization rebuild. To create a team that, by all accounts, has the steepest uphill climb of any sports franchise ever. I want to memorialize the efforts and sacrifices you all are making.

“So, I have decided to green-light this project. The filmmakers have asked for the men here to sit for in-depth interviews. While the film crew will have access to the team as a whole, there are obviously key people in this organization who are indispensable to our success. That is all of you sitting here.”

Gage clears his throat. “How long will this go on?”

“Good question,” Brienne says with an acknowledging nod. “They’re probably going to film at least up until a few weeks after our season ends, whenever that may be. Much of it will be filming the team, but they’re going to want individual interviews with you all.”

She looks around to see if there are any questions.

“None of you have to do this,” she says when it remains silent.

And then, it’s not silent.

One man stands from his chair and says, “I’m out.”

It’s Coen Highsmith, the team captain and one of the few not on the ill-fated plane. I feel the tension in the room as everyone watches him.

He doesn’t say anything else, though, merely walks out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Brienne is completely unflustered. “As I was saying… this is not required of you, and your position on this team will not be affected one way or the other. I would personally love to see each of you do this because I think you are all pivotal to this team. I want you to look back on this documentary one day and remember your role in all this. I’m going to let you think about it, and if you can give me an answer by week’s end, that would be great. They want to start filming sooner rather than later.

“For those who may not know, this is Jenna Holland, and she is going to be the liaison between the organization and the filmmakers.”

I wasn’t expecting the introduction, and I have to force myself not to adjust the scarf around my neck.

I have to force myself to smile and look around the room at everyone.

While I think most are smiling back, I can’t tell because I’m too afraid to focus on their features.

Afraid of what I might see.

It’s Gage who slides his leg over and bumps his knee against mine. I don’t acknowledge it with anything more than a rush of pent-up breath being let out, but I get his message. It says he knows I’m nervous, and he’s right beside me.

At least, that’s how I choose to interpret it. Otherwise, he’s playing a weird game of footsie with me under the table.

I hold up my hand in a brief wave. “Hi. I’ll shoot you all an email with my contact information since I’ll be helping coordinate schedules for your interviews.”

“And Jenna will be handling all media associated with this,” Brienne tacks on, “so if you or your agent is contacted about it, you should refer them directly to Jenna. She’ll send you releases to sign. You may wish to have your agents and/or lawyers look them over. Our legal team has, but I’m not going to let them offer you advice. Your participation in this film is on an individual basis, even though you’re representing the team.”

One of the men raises his hand, a handsome guy I recognize as the starting goalie, Jesper Keane. “Are we getting paid to be in this film?” He flashes a cheeky grin at Brienne.

She laughs and shakes her head. “I pay you enough as it is. If you want extra money, go hunt down some endorsement deals.”

The guys all laugh, and Jesper says, “I’m in. I don’t need time to think about it.”

The other men rumble their assent, and Gage’s eyes come to me briefly before he looks to Brienne. “I’m in as well.”

Baden also accepts, and Brienne adjourns the short meeting. I stand from my chair, as do Baden and Gage.

It’s Baden who reaches out, squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll have Sophie text you about the party, okay?”

“Um…”

“You’re going,” he says, actually orders, and I frown at him. He shoots me a grin. “Yes, I’m going to push you out of your comfort zone, so deal with it.”

He’s gone before I can retort or decline or in any way be offended by his heavy-handedness. I also recognize he’s doing exactly what Emory did for me when I was in Arizona.

Pushing me toward potential.

“Tell me you’re going to the party,” Gage says from behind me, and I whirl around. I forgot he was standing there.

“Um…”

He puts his hand behind his ear, miming that he’s waiting to hear an affirmative answer.

I laugh and the only thing I’ll commit to is, “It’s a high likelihood.”

“Good,” he says with a broad smile. Why does he make my legs weak with just a smile? Is it because he’s asking me to be at the party? Is that more of my vanity being stroked?

I push those thoughts away. “So, what do you think about this documentary?”

“I think it’s a great idea,” he replies, pushing his chair back under the table and motioning toward the door.

I precede him, noting we’re the only ones left in the conference room. “Baden says you’re settling in well,” he says as we reach the door.

Chuckling, I nod as I step out into the hallway. “That seems to be the consensus every time I’m asked that question. But yes, I am. Still don’t have any living room furniture, but otherwise, it’s all good.”

“It’s a pretty big deal they’re putting you in charge of this documentary,” Gage says as I turn to face him.

“I don’t know that you can say I’m in charge, but I’m definitely going to keep things organized. I think I’ve got the ability to do that.”

“I’m confident you have the ability to do whatever you set your mind to.” Gage then glances at his watch before bringing those hazel eyes back to me. “I have to get going. I hope to see you at the party, yes?”

“Okay,” I say with a smile.

And with that, those few words have ensured my attendance.


CHAPTER 6


Gage

Winding through the throng of people, I smile and nod, shake hands and fist-bump and accept introductions to the significant others I’ve yet to meet. Brienne rented out a huge restaurant on the North Side for this impromptu get-together for the Titans organization. It’s not unusual for teams to gather for dinners or parties, but it doesn’t happen often due to the busy game schedule. Normally we have start-of-season or end-of-year parties as well as holiday celebrations, but this was needed. The team hit the ice cold, so to speak, and while the players are building unity, the families need to as well.

Still, it’s not something I think most organizations would do on the spur of the moment. It takes money and connections to shut down a restaurant for an evening, but from what I understand and have come to know about Brienne Norcross, I’m not surprised she did this. She knows this team needs as much help to unify as possible, and if it’s treating us to good food and drinks so we can kick back and socialize, I’m all for it. She knows what her people need.

Not everyone is in attendance. I know specifically Stone isn’t coming as he had other plans. I didn’t ask what those plans were, but I got the impression they have something to do with Brooks’s attorney—who I’m not sure if he’s warring or sleeping with—but more power to him. I also know Coen isn’t coming because I asked him, and he said it wasn’t his thing.

No surprise there.

Other than that, it’s crowded with not only players and their dates but with the management teams and theirs.

Buffet tables have been set up in different rooms with a variety of hot and cold foods, the flow designed to allow people to grab plates and mingle. Two open bars are running, and people are spread out nicely, so it’s not too loud.

There’s no denying that from the minute I walk into the restaurant, I’m looking for Baden and Sophie. Because if Jenna came to the party, she’ll be at their side.

After seeing her the other day at the documentary meeting, I’ve been counting down the hours to when I could see her again. I even went so far as to ask Baden in practice today if she was actually coming for sure, and he just smirked at me. He knows my interest, and he’s doing nothing to either dissuade or encourage it.

Essentially, he’s letting me fumble around this by myself, which is fine. I’m not even quite sure what my interest is. There’s no denying the attraction, but Jenna’s not the type you go roaring into something with. She’s introverted and mistrustful, not to mention hypersensitive to how others see her scarring. I witnessed that firsthand the day we met, so her attending tonight’s event says a lot about her determination to put herself out there.

I don’t dare think that she’s making an effort to come tonight because I asked her to, but one can hope.

As I pass my teammates, introductions are made. I meet wives and girlfriends and even dates who are nothing more than arm candy and a potential screw later this evening.

Finally, I see Baden talking to Bill Perry, the assistant coach. As I approach, Bill claps Baden on the arm and nods at me with a smile as he leaves.

I throw a thumb over my shoulder. “I didn’t scare him off, did I?”

Baden shakes his head. “Nah… just talking about Keller.”

“Say no more.” I hold up my hand to indicate I don’t need in on that conversation. Everyone has opinions about Keller, but whatever Baden and Bill were talking about was for coaches’ ears only. I glance around the room. “Where’s Sophie?”

Code for, Where’s Jenna?

Baden nods in the direction of another room. “Talking to some of the women. Darius’s wife grabbed her and insisted on taking her around for introductions. Apparently, Aneta has become the social cruise director for all the Titan women.”

“And you let her go?” I ask with a chuckle. While I don’t know Aneta all that well—just met her once—I’ve heard Darius complain about her enough. They were apparently sweethearts back in the Czech Republic before he came to play in the States, but I have no clue why they’re still married. He says she’s a gold digger who only cares about spending his money on the most expensive, ridiculous things, although he didn’t begrudge her breast enhancements.

I’m surprised Baden let Sophie go, not because Aneta would rub off on her but because Sophie won’t have any patience for that superficial stuff.

Baden shrugs. “She’s got to learn how to survive in this world if she’s going to be at my side.”

“Bullshit. You’re too overprotective.”

Baden grins mischievously. “Well… she’s not by herself, so I figured there was power in numbers.”

“Jenna’s with her?” I deduce hopefully.

“She is indeed, and I’m sure the two of them can handle themselves together.”

I’m sure they can, too, but now that I know Jenna’s here, I don’t want to sit around and chitchat with Baden.

“I’m going to grab a drink… check out the scene,” I say as I try to figure out which room they might be in.

Baden smirks. “You mean, you’re going to look for Jenna.”

Not a Sherlock moment. I haven’t hidden my interest, but I’m curious how he feels about it. “Is that cool?”

“If I didn’t like it, you wouldn’t be going to look for her,” Baden promises darkly before winking. “But I guess you’re a good enough guy that I shall allow it.”

Laughing, I punch his shoulder and leave him behind.

I am detained for a few more introductions, but eventually, I locate Sophie and Jenna standing with a group of women by the other bar.

And as I’d thought, both she and Sophie don’t look overly enthused to be among the other women, including Darius’s wife, Aneta. She’s a tall, dark-haired beauty with flawless hair, makeup, and clothes, but more importantly, she’s the center of attention. I stand back a minute and watch the dynamics, curious as to how this will play out.

Aneta’s doing all the talking, waving her hands and making sure to look each woman in the eye so she knows their eyes are only on her.

Except… she doesn’t look at Jenna. Passes right over her as she continues with whatever story she’s spouting. I don’t recognize the other women—no clue if they’re wives, girlfriends, or puck bunnies, but they’re engrossed. Aneta laughs about something, then whips out her phone and motions for the women to huddle in for a selfie.

Jenna and Sophie don’t move, but Aneta steps forward and grabs Sophie. Hauls her right into the group for a photo, completely ignoring Jenna. I can make a few guesses as to why. First, Sophie is known to be with Baden, and Baden is a coach and about the most famous person associated with this team, given his history. Aneta would consider Sophie an important figure in her social circle, even though anyone who knows Sophie knows she’d never have anything in common with someone as vain as Darius’s wife.

Aneta is specifically excluding Jenna, as are the other women. Sophie looks pissed at being forced to endure the group photo, but she makes no effort to pull Jenna in with her, and that’s the right call. Jenna would be mortified to have attention brought to the exclusion.

I study Jenna while Aneta purses her lips and pouts for the camera, taking different angles.

Jenna seems to have shrunken in on herself. I can tell by her body language she’s incredibly uncomfortable, the way her hand hovers at the collar of her turtleneck.

It looks good on her… the turtleneck. A deep blue that hugs her frame all too well and reminds me what a beautiful, curvy body she has. She paired the top with black, wide-leg pants, and very high heels peek from below the hem. Her long hair is loose and wavy around her shoulders, but I can’t see her eyes. They’re downcast.

Time for me to step in.

I stride across the room toward the women, and unfortunately it’s Aneta who notices me first. She flashes a pearly smile and pushes out of the group. “Gage Heyward… you gorgeous devil.” Her voice is husky, and her R’s roll with her heavy Czech accent. “Come take selfie with us.”

I glance at Jenna, whose eyes widen upon seeing me, then to Sophie, who looks relieved at my intrusion. I give her a quick wink, then give my regard briefly to Aneta while moving right to Jenna. “Sorry… no time. I’ve been waiting all evening to snag a minute with this woman here.”

Sophie dips her head and covers her mouth with her hand to hide a laugh. Aneta’s expression suggests she can’t believe I’ve shunned her.

I can’t imagine what she looks like now as I turn to Jenna, take her hands in mine, and lean in to kiss her cheek. “I’m really glad you made it tonight.”

When I pull back, Jenna is stunned, but I’m shielding her from the other women so they can’t see her shock. I squeeze her hands in reassurance. “Want to get a drink?”

She nods mutely.

Tucking her hand in the crook of my elbow, I glance at Sophie. “Baden’s looking for you. We’ll join you soon.”

Sophie’s eyes express her gratitude for pulling her from the situation. She jets out quickly.

I tip my head to the women staring agog. “Ladies.”

Jenna dutifully follows me out of the room and through two more to get to the other bar, far away from that crowd.

“What would you like?” I ask her as we step up.

“White wine is fine,” she murmurs. “And thank you for the save.”

I give our order to the bartender, requesting a beer for myself. Leaning an elbow on the bar, I look down at Jenna. “That wasn’t a save. I wanted to hang.”

“That was a save,” she declares with a slight eye roll. “I didn’t know one woman could prattle on so long about her lipstick collection.”

I bark out a laugh as the bartender hands me the drinks. I give Jenna the wineglass and throw a ten-dollar bill in the tip jar.

“Cheers,” I say, offering my beer bottle out to her. She lightly taps her wineglass, staring at me over the rim.

“Cheers.”

Those fucking eyes.

She sips the wine and… those fucking lips.

I tip my bottle back, concentrating on the fizz of ale going down my throat. I have got to stop thinking about her that way because Jenna needs a friend more than she needs me ogling.

“Let’s go find somewhere quiet to sit and talk,” I suggest.

“You don’t have to, Gage,” Jenna says quickly. “I know you rescued me from those women, but this is a Titan party. You should have fun… go hang with your friends.”

“You’re my friend,” I reply with a pointed look and take her elbow in hand. “And I want to hang with you.”

I lead Jenna into another room. We pass Baden and Sophie talking to Coach Keller. Sophie’s gaze connects with mine, and she mouths, “Thank you.”

For saving her from Aneta, I’m sure, but also for being a friend to Jenna.

Both work for me.

We find a table near the back, in the main dining area. Many of the tables are occupied by people taking some time to sit down and eat. Brienne is sitting with Callum Derringer and a handful of other execs, perhaps talking business, perhaps just getting to know one another better.

I hold out a chair for Jenna, and she sits gracefully, setting her wineglass on the table before her. She crosses one leg over the other and tugs upward on her collar.

There’s no doubt it’s a habit, and I’d like to tell her she doesn’t have to do that with me, but why would she believe such an assertion? She barely knows me.

Once again, she tries to put me off. “I really do appreciate this, Gage, but seriously… are you sure you wouldn’t rather hang out with the guys? They’re all having a good time, you can tell. You should be bonding with them.”

“They’re young pups,” I reply as I take the chair adjacent, angling it so I can stretch my legs out to the side and face her. I glance over at a group across the room who are getting a bit rowdy. “I’m too old to hang with them anymore, and we bond plenty in the locker room and on the ice.”

Jenna snorts, eyes twinkling with humor as her fingers slide along the rim of her wineglass. “You’re not old. Maybe just wise.”

“Maybe a bit of both,” I say with a grin.

“What’s been your biggest adjustment coming out of retirement?” she asks.

This, I like.

Conversation.

And not just trite questions. Everyone always asks the why of things. Why did you come out of retirement? Why are you doing this?

Never how is it going, Gage? Because surely nothing about this is easy.

But Jenna stares at me with avid interest.

I toy with the label on my beer bottle as I consider my answer. When my eyes lift to hers, I say, “It’s been hard getting used to the pace of things. Always needing to be somewhere at a certain time. Rushing to get to sleep at night just to rush to catch an early plane. Hopping from arena to home to plane, to hotel, to home, to arena. The schedule is exhausting.”

“You were leading a lazy life in retirement is what you’re saying?” she asks, eyes flashing with humor.

“Sort of.” I confirm with a smirk. “I had plenty to keep me busy, but I was able to set my own pace.”

Jenna takes another sip of her wine and tips her head at me. “What kept you busy?”

“A houseboat I was restoring in Seattle.” I chuckle to myself. “And admittedly… while it was a passion project, I was a bit bored with it. Should have picked something better to do.”

“You’re a man who was ready to retire from hockey. You just didn’t know what your next stage of life would entail.”

“Precisely. But I also knew when agreeing to come back into the league that I didn’t want to stay long.”

“Then why come back at all?” she asks.

I put my elbow on the table and lean into it, balancing my beer bottle on my thigh. “When I retired, I thought I had accomplished all my goals. I won’t try to impress you with my stats or the shitload of money I’ve made over the years, but I felt complete. Like there was nothing else to achieve. But when the Titans call came, I realized that a new goal had been created just for me. To help build this team from nothing.”

“A short-term goal,” she surmises.

“Yeah… come in, help get it going, and then gracefully step out again.” I sip my beer and think about it a moment before adding, “And come up with another project other than restoring a houseboat.”

“Clearly you like helping people,” Jenna muses. “Hockey is part of your DNA. Maybe you could do some coaching, mentoring, or training.”

“Not a bad idea,” I say, tipping the bottle toward her. “Where to do it, though?”

“Is Seattle your home?” she inquires.

I tap my fist a few times against my chest, looking hurt. “I can’t believe you haven’t googled me and know the answer to that.”

Jenna laughs and shakes her head. “I am no stalker, sir.”

“Well, had you googled me, you’d know that I retired in Seattle. I was with the Storm for seven years, and it’s a nice city, so I stayed.”

“No ties to anywhere else?”

“On the contrary, I have deep ties. Parents, siblings, scores of nieces and nephews. All in the same little town in the middle of a cornfield in Iowa. I’ll probably move back there one day.”

“You’re close to your family?”

“A little too close,” I reply with a laugh. “My parents and siblings are all busybodies. I fend off about fifty texts a day from them checking in on me.”

“You love it,” Jenna says with a soft chuckle, a conclusion she’s drawn just from my demeanor. It’s obvious, the fondness in my voice, even as I complain about my family.

“I love them,” I say simply. A smile ghosts on her face, and she nods in understanding. “I take it you’re close with your family? I mean, I know your sister loves you enough to drive you here from Phoenix.”

“Emory and I are super close, even though we’re half siblings. We share the same father, but her mom died in childbirth. Her dad then married my mom and I came along. We were raised together, and my mom is her real mom in all meanings.”

“That’s why your coloring is so different,” I muse. “Emory of the raven-black hair and pale skin, and Jenna fresh off the beaches of California.”

“It’s a little eerie how close you are. We lived some years in England where Emory’s mom was from, but then we moved to southern California where I was pretty much raised. Emory looks like our father, and I look like my mother.”

I’d assumed Emory had spent significant time in Great Britain given her accent, which isn’t overly powerful but noticeable.

“And Emory’s your only sibling?” I lift the bottle to my lips, take another pull.

“She is, but I have the most wonderful niece… Felicity, from Emory’s prior marriage. When I moved to Arizona last year, it was to help take care of Felicity as Emory had just started her job with the Vengeance.”

“And she dates Jett Olsson, right?” I ask, because Baden’s told me a lot about his prior teammates.

“Yup. She’s the VP of digital marketing and analytics for the Vengeance.”

“And how did you get into—” My words are cut short as a hand claps down on my shoulder.

“Gage.”

I turn in my chair and see Nolan Carrier, one of our first-line defensemen, standing behind me. He glances at Jenna. “Hey.”

“Hey,” she replies.

“This is Jenna Holland,” I say to Nolan, then glance back at Jenna. “Nolan Carrier… defenseman.”

Nolan reaches across the table and Jenna accepts his hand for a shake.

“Nice to meet you,” he says politely and then pulls a chair out to my left and plops down. “Listen, man… I really need your help.”

I straighten up in my chair and swivel to face him as I put my beer bottle on the table. “What’s up?”

“So, there’s this friend of Aneta’s here tonight, and I really, really want to go out with this woman. And she’d say yes, but she’s trying to score a date for her cousin who’s visiting for a few weeks. You’d be the perfect option since you’re one of the few single guys on the team who is actually out of puberty.”

I shake my head adamantly. “Absolutely not.”

“Come on, man,” Nolan pleads, putting a hand on my shoulder and gripping it. “It’s one date. Enough to get me in the door. And I’ve been assured she’s hot and smart and all that shit.”

Christ, Nolan’s killing my game right in front of Jenna.

I look at him pointedly. “Can’t you see I’m busy here?”

Nolan glances at Jenna, then back to me. “Yeah, of course. But I’m not asking you to marry this chick. Just go on one stupid blind date so I can have a chance with this chick.”

I open my mouth to tell him to fuck off, but Jenna pipes up. “You should do it, Gage.”

My head whips her way, and I study her expression intently. Does she not get I’m interested in her? Or is she not interested in me?

Now I’m fucking confused.

She nods at me with encouragement. “It won’t kill you, and who knows… you might actually have a good time. Make a connection.”

Jesus, did I misjudge this? Is this attraction one-sided? I’m trying to get to know her… we were talking about our families, and now she’s pushing me to go out on a date?

“See?” Nolan butts in, giving Jenna a gracious nod. “She knows you should take one for the team.”

I look back to Jenna and she nods. A silent endorsement.

Nolan doesn’t wait for me to answer, instead standing from the table. “Come meet her, Gage. The woman I want to go out with. The cousin isn’t here, but that way she can see I’ve got a date secured.”

“No way—”

Jenna stands, and my head tips to look at her. She smiles. “Actually… I’m going to find Sophie and Baden. We weren’t going to stay long as we have early days tomorrow. But it was good talking to you.”

What the fuck is happening?

I rise from my chair as Jenna starts to move past me, my hand shooting out to grab her wrist.

She turns back to look at me, those honey eyes wide and curious.

“Unlock your phone and give it to me,” I say, releasing her wrist and holding my palm out.

Frowning, she reaches into the tiny purse that she wears on a golden chain across her body and does as I ask. I deftly move to her contacts and add my cell number. I then call my own phone so it buzzes on silent mode, and now I have her number.

I hand her phone back. “Can I call you?”

She appears puzzled. She may have just pushed me to go on a date with a stranger, but I’m going to assume Jenna doesn’t know what’s good for me, or herself, for that matter.

“Um… sure,” she replies, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“Great,” I reply, beaming at her.

She nods at Nolan, gives me a last look of bafflement, and brushes by us. I watch her walk out of the room before turning to Nolan and smacking him hard across his chest. “You’re an asshole.”

“What?” he exclaims, rubbing at his sternum. I hit him hard. “Why?”

“Because you basically just set me back on any progress I was making with Jenna,” I growl.

His eyes flare. “Wait… you were trying to hook up with—”

“No,” I growl even louder. “But I was trying to work up to asking her out. Instead, you had her pushing me to go on a date with another woman.”

“I’m sorry, man,” he says.

“Asshole,” I mutter, grabbing my beer.

“Will you still go on the double date with me?” he asks.

“Yeah. But I’m sure as shit not going to hang out with you now. Just let me know the details of when and where to be.”

“You’re the best—”

I leave Nolan behind and head to the bar. I need another beer.


CHAPTER 7


Gage

It’s loud as I enter Mario’s, the bar/restaurant that’s become sort of our go-to-place after home games. I don’t often go out after games, but tonight, I deserve a beer.

Everyone deserves a beer, and I might buy the entire establishment a round.

We fucking pulled off one of the best comebacks in franchise history by defeating the Quebec Royals 4–2. This was after going into the third period down 0–2. Jesper essentially shut out the Royals that final period, and we scored four goals to not only win the game, but win it decisively.

Stone was the man of the evening with two goals and two assists. One of those assists was a puck straight to me for a blistering slap shot that ripped past the Royals’ goalie so fast, he barely moved in recognition of it. And then young Liam Nicholson, one of the team babies who shores up the left wing on the second line, had a sweet breakaway where he juked the goalie so bad, he was traveling to a different hemisphere while Liam scored.

It was a much-needed victory which helped us in the points standings and reminded everyone on this team that we have the ability to compete at a high level. Quebec is ranked fourth in their division, so it’s a big deal we took them down.

Granted, we still need every fucking point we can get moving forward, but hopefully, this will spark even more from these guys who are already giving a hundred and ten percent.

Well, all except Coen. He’s still going through the motions and was essentially ineffective tonight. It could be that the coaching staff are well on their way to moving him out of the first line and letting Boone come back on as his play has been consistent across the board, and he’s proven he can rise to the challenge.

I spot Stone at a table with Harlow. He puts a hand to the back of her neck and pulls her in for a kiss. Looks like the nature of their relationship has changed, and it makes me happy for the guy.

More than anyone on this team, he needs some happy.

When they pull apart, the dreamy look on Harlow’s face brings Jenna to mind. I think she’s a romantic… the type who would sigh at the tail end of a kiss.

Thinking of the woman causes me to grit my teeth, especially thinking of her as a romantic. So far, she’s given me no indication that she would ever be the type who would let me kiss her.

It’s been three days since the party, and I’ve not talked to her. I had every intention of reaching out, but she inadvertently shut me down by sending a very cordial and businesslike email the day after. It was to inquire about my availability to meet with the documentary director, Teli Gibson—formal, without any hint that we had a friendship beyond our professional connection.

She even ended it with Thank you for your cooperation and signed it Sincerely yours, Jenna M. Holland, Media Liaison.

I read it and was all, what the fuck?

But then I thought, maybe she’s trying to keep distinct lines between personal and professional. It was a work email, after all. Not a flirty text, more’s the pity. I’d intended to tease her about the email when I agreed to meet with Teli the next day, but Jenna wasn’t present for the meeting.

I was more than disappointed, and yet, I didn’t reach out to her. Didn’t call or text, despite the fact I asked her if I could, and she gave me the green light.

It’s been an internal fight whether to pursue her. I can’t decide if she really would want that. Jenna has her own insecurities, but her withdrawal is fucking with my confidence. I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not.

I thought we clicked as we enjoyed our drinks and talked family. I could’ve sat and talked to her all night.

Could do more, too, if things were to progress. As much as I like her personality and she fascinates me, she’s sexy as fuck and pushes all my buttons.

I head toward Stone and Harlow, planning to just say hello as it looks like they’re on a date.

Grimacing, I try not to think about that stupid blind date I agreed to go on tomorrow. Had Jenna not stood up from the table and called our evening done, had she not encouraged me to go with Nolan to help him out, I would’ve told my teammate to go screw himself.

But as it stands, Jenna confuses me, and I’m stuck doing a solid for my friend.

Stone and Harlow are still staring moon-eyed at each other when I reach them.

“That’s new,” I say cheerily to announce my presence. They pull apart, and Stone glares at me. I grin and look over at Harlow. “I was going to join you, but it looks like I might be a third wheel.”

“Of course you’re not a third wheel,” she says and nods toward an empty stool.

“You’re totally a third wheel,” Stone grouses, but it’s without any real heat, so I take it the invitation is legit. I plop down on the stool, leaning my forearms on the tabletop to give Stone a pointed look. “I don’t know what brand of Wheaties you fucking ate this morning, but that was some of the best hockey I’ve seen in my career.”

“I got a really good night’s sleep, I guess.”

Harlow chokes on her drink and her face flushes. I’m guessing “really good night’s sleep” is code for really great sex.

Which makes me think of Jenna again.

Damn it.

Harlow sets her drink down. “Is Baden coming?”

I shake my head and grin. “He wanted to hang at home with Sophie. He’s officially whipped.”

Again… Jenna. She’d be the type of woman you just wanted to hang out with at home, maybe watch a movie or binge a new series. I could spend a lazy evening working a puzzle with her or learning to cook a new dish.

Christ… am I getting old? How is that appealing now rather than going clubbing?

In fairness, I’ve never been much for clubs. Or bar hopping. I’ve always been an old soul, I guess.

I suppose that could translate into utterly boring. Maybe that’s why Jenna blew me off the other night.

Stop. Thinking. About. Her.

“Excuse me,” a man says, and I turn to see a family standing there. Mom, dad, and two little girls, and fuck me… they’re wearing my jersey. “Would you mind taking a picture with our daughters?”

I never mind when fans ask for photos. Not when they come this pint-sized and adorable. “I’d be glad to.” I slide off my stool and squat before the girls. “And what are your names?”

They smile shyly, but the taller one answers, “I’m Emma, and that’s my sister, Eva.”

“You’re wearing my jersey,” I note as I stand up.

“Daddy says you’re the best,” Emma says. “I wanted a Highsmith jersey, though.”

“Coen Highsmith is a great player,” I say.

“Not anymore,” Emma replies solemnly. “Daddy says he’s washed up already.”

I don’t know whether to laugh. Coen is by no means washed up.

He’s absolutely fucked in the head, but he’s still got mad skills and talent. I glance at the father who refuses to meet my eyes as he readies his phone to take our picture.

I move between the girls, bending down to get in the frame with them. I then snap a selfie with the entire family, taking the phone from the dad, since my reach is longer than his, to get us all in.

Just as I’m handing him back his phone, I hear men yelling near the front of the bar, louder than the regular din of patron chatter.

I glance that way and see Coen grappling with another man who has his arm around Coen’s neck. Coen is trying his best to break free.

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, shoving the phone back at the father.

I head that way, pushing through patrons crowding in. Coen pulls his right arm back and lands two hard punches to the man’s ribs. He would’ve swung again, but bouncers jump in and pull the men apart.

The other man is hurt, holding his side, his face pinched with pain. Coen struggles against two bouncers holding him back, cursing at the man and trying to get free to go after him again.

Jesus, he’s a mess.

I reach Coen and step in front of him, cutting off his line of sight to the other man. He tries to look around me, heaving at the bouncers. I lean in to growl, “You need to calm the fuck down before you get arrested and booted off this team.”

Coen’s eyes flash with fury as his gaze comes to mine.

“Bring it down, man,” I say, again low enough that our conversation’s not heard by anyone other than the bouncers. “Walk out of here with me right now.”

Coen glances back at the man, who is fortunately being talked to by Stone. Hopefully, that will help defuse the situation further.

“I’m good,” Coen growls, going still against the bouncers. “You can get your fucking hands off me.”

They both look my way, and I give a curt nod. Warily, they release their hold on Coen who swipes his hand through his hair and blows out a heaving breath.

“You need to apologize and fix it to the extent he doesn’t call the cops,” I advise.

It seems as if for a few beats, Coen’s not even comprehending my advice. He looks over to the man again, perhaps noticing the way he’s got his hand pressed to his ribs and the pain in his expression. Coen almost seems surprised, and I’m wondering if he even knows he hit the man or if he blacked out from rage.

It’s not an excuse, but it does make me curious.

To my surprise, Coen moves to the guy. He’s not overly conciliatory, but he does offer what seems to be a genuine apology. Luckily, the guy accepts it, which means that real disaster—another arrest—is avoided. It would surely have guaranteed Coen’s suspension for much longer than last time, perhaps for the rest of the season.

“Come on,” I say to Coen, jerking my head toward the door. “Let’s get out of here.”

He follows me outside, silent, shoulders hunched. I walk into the parking lot toward my car, and when we’re far enough away from the building and any patrons, I whirl on him. “What the fuck is the matter with you?” I demand. “Are you deliberately trying to sabotage your career?”

Coen’s face flushes, his expression once again tight with anger. “Nothing’s the matter with me. That douche knocked into me purposely.”

“Oh, cut the shit,” I snarl, getting in his face. “You’re looking for trouble. Even if he knocked into you, the Coen Highsmith before the plane went down would’ve brushed it off and kept moving.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he exclaims, and that anger morphs into what I think might be fear. It’s a look I’ve never seen on him.

“I do know what I’m talking about.” I lower my voice to an even keel. “You’ve changed, and not for the better. You’re spiraling, and if you don’t figure out a way to stop it, you’re going to find yourself with no team and no friends.”

Coen looks off across the parking lot, not really staring at anything, but I can tell my words give him pause.

“Tell me how to help you, and I’m all over it.”

Coen’s eyes coming to mine, and they seem empty. His voice… dead. “You can’t help me.”

That’s not a statement I’d ever argue with him about. But it doesn’t mean he doesn’t need someone’s help. “A therapist. Let’s get you in to talk to a professional. With everything you’ve been through—”

“I don’t need a fucking shrink,” he snarls, his tone laced with denial and fury.

He’s wrong about that, but again, I’m not going to argue with him. He’s too volatile. So I offer him the only truth I can. “You need help, Coen. You’re on a path of self-destruction, and frankly, I don’t think you have the strength to pull yourself off it. I’m here if you need me. I’ll get you help somewhere else if you want it. It will stay between us. But you’ve got too much fucking potential to give all this up. You’re going to ruin your life, and I don’t want to see that happen.”

“It’s no more than I deserve,” he mutters.

My chin jerks inward. “Why would you say that?”

“Never mind,” he says and pivots away from me.

“Coen,” I call out as he starts a trot between the rows of cars.

He ignores me and disappears into the darkness.

“Shit.” I rub my hand over my jaw in frustration. I honestly don’t know what to do for the guy. I don’t even know if I can do anything, but I have to talk to someone about it. Keller’s out of the question. He can’t stand Coen and will offer no constructive help.

Probably Callum would be the best bet.

I pull out my phone and send him a quick text. I need to talk to you about Coen. I’m worried.

Pocketing my phone, I head toward my car. I don’t feel like going back in for a beer. Maybe I’ll call Jenna when I get home.

My phone rings, and I pull it out. It’s Callum. That was surprisingly fast but proves he cares about his team.

Connecting the call, I say, “Hey… thanks for calling.”

“You’re worried, then I’m worried,” he says. “What’s going on?”

I tell him about the exchange that just happened, the general tension among the players because of Coen, and the unstable situation between Coen and Keller.

“He needs help,” I say.

“He does, but you know we can’t force him to do anything,” Callum replies.

“I know. But someone needs to try. He won’t accept anything from me.”

“I’ll talk to Brienne. I think we’re at the point we need to strongly encourage him to see someone. It would be best coming from me, but I want to make sure she’s on board with that.”

“Sounds good.” I let out a breath of relief. Someone is going to do something.

“Thanks for caring about this enough to reach out,” Callum says. “Some people just don’t want to get too involved.”

We disconnect, and once again, I move toward my car.


CHAPTER 8


Jenna

“Had you googled me…”

He was teasing, of course, but that’s what Gage said to me at the party four nights ago. I’d instead opted for the old-fashioned route and asked him questions.

But then, everything went wrong. His friend showed up and was pushing him to go on a blind double date. If I were a woman of extreme confidence, I’d look back on things and say that Gage didn’t want to go. I could read it in his body language and in the way he tried to blow off his friend.

But the insecure Jenna—the one who couldn’t accept Gage was sitting with her for any reason other than to be nice—was more than willing to believe that Gage wanted to go on that double date pushed him away.

I simply became too overwhelmed and convinced myself that Gage would prefer a blind date with a hot stranger to continuing a nice getting-to-know-you conversation with me.

So I fled. Right back over to Baden and Sophie who thankfully didn’t want to stay much longer.

“Had you googled me…”

Because I must be a glutton for punishment, I have indeed googled Gage since that night. While I’ve convinced myself that we shall never be anything more than friends, I can’t help stalking him online.

He’s a fascinating man.

Gorgeous, smart, accomplished.

And the more I read about him, the more I became convinced that this amazing guy is way out of my league.

Stalker Jenna studied all about Gage’s hockey career starting from when he played in a youth league. It’s all there on Wikipedia. First-round draft pick, entry into the professional league, and a storied career over eighteen years during which he led teams as captain, won multiple Cup championships, and was regarded as one of the most likable players in the league.

One of the downsides of Google is it also shows you things you don’t want to see. There were plenty of pictures of Gage out on the ice, at charity events, hanging out with teammates, but the one thing I could’ve done without… the women. Fancy red-carpet events where he was in formal wear with a beautiful woman on his arm. As far as I could tell, he has no preference on hair color because I saw brunettes, redheads, and blonds. They tended to be statuesque, but then again, he is extremely tall.

Obviously, all the women he’d been out on the town with were stunning. Runway eligible with perfect faces and even more perfect bodies.

I close my laptop, shutting out an image I’d been studying of Gage last year before he retired. He had apparently been dating a brunette at the time, the couple photographed at a formal event. He filled out his tuxedo well, and she wore a spaghetti-strap black evening gown and was beaming up at him as a photographer snapped the picture. Gage’s arm was around his date’s waist and he held her close, smiling right back at her with such happiness, it made my chest hurt.

“Why do you torture yourself?” I ask out loud.

With a sigh, I push up from the metal chair. I’m still eating off a card table, but I’m hoping the rest of my furniture will be delivered next week. I take the empty wineglass I’d been sipping from while I made myself miserable surfing Google and carry it into the kitchen.

I then head into my bedroom, removing the towel wrapped around my damp hair. I showered over an hour ago but haven’t managed to change out of my bathrobe yet. I hang the towel on a hook and move to the bathroom mirror where I complete my nightly face cream ritual. It’s become rote for me to smooth the cream on the good parts of my skin as well as the bad. The textured flesh starting at my jawline and creeping down my neck might improve over the years, but it will always be glaringly different from the healthy skin.

I brush my hair and leave it to dry naturally. Even though it’s getting late, I still have a few hours of work to do tonight, so it’ll be dry by the time I’m ready for bed.

In my bedroom, I untie my robe, remove it, and toss it onto the bed. As I reach for my pajama drawer, I catch my reflection in the full-length mirror of my open closet door. It only reflects the left side of my body, and in the dim light, I look normal. I hastily avert my gaze as I don’t like looking at myself.

At least not the skin.

Coward.

Gritting my teeth, I straighten and face the mirror head-on. I move closer, my eyes focusing on the area from my jaw, down my neck, to the top of my shoulder. If only that was it, I’d almost believe I could be comfortable with myself again.

I let my eyes drop, taking in my rounded breasts, flat belly, and curvy hips. Many men would find me sexy.

At least the front part of me.

Even though my stomach roils with apprehension and fear, I force myself to turn around and before I lose my nerve, I twist my neck sharply to look at my backside in the reflection.

There’s nothing normal.

It’s a grotesque myriad of mottled and welted tissue over my entire back, buttocks, and thighs. Angry red skin glares with pale ridges splaying like a spiderweb network all over my backside. If I were to run my fingers over the scarring, I’d barely feel the sensation because most of my nerve endings there are dead. But my fingertips would be able to trace the bumps and ridges of melted flesh alongside the smooth patches of skin grafts. I can’t even bring myself to touch my scars, and it’s a potent reminder of why I’m alone.

Of why Paul left me.

Because I’m too monstrous for anyone to handle.

I force myself to continue staring in the mirror. Maybe if I look at the reality of my situation more often, I could come to accept it. I’ve tried so many ways to move past my traumas—therapy (I actually continue with therapy as needed) and medications to pull me out of situational depression. I’ve leaned heavily on my family, and had it not been for Emory and my parents, I don’t know that I would be here today. There was a time I was in such a dark place and things were so physically and emotionally painful, I’d go to sleep at night and pray I wouldn’t wake up in the morning.

My phone chimes with a text, startling me. I turn away from the mirror, feeling as if a weight has lifted off my chest simply from not looking anymore. I move to grab my phone from the pocket of my robe, and I’m shocked to see it’s a text from Gage.

Are you awake?

I flush with embarrassment that I’m standing here naked after having forced myself to look at my body. I’m mortified that I was sinking into a dark place and feeling badly about everything, all because I think Gage is too perfect for me.

And now he’s texting?

It’s eerie… as if the universe is being cruel.

It almost feels like I’ve been caught doing something bad. I scramble for my dresser to pull out underwear and pajamas, needing clothes to make me feel secure, as if Gage can see me through the phone. I don’t wear nightgowns because they expose my legs, but the pj’s I slide on are lightweight and flowing and make me feel pretty.

I snag my phone and move into the living room, settling onto the couch as I pull my legs underneath me.

I text back, I’m awake.

His response is almost immediate. Can I come up?

My entire body locks tight, and my heart hammers.

He’s here?

But why?

I chew on my lip, wondering how to answer. Maybe I shouldn’t and he’ll go away, and I can pretend I never got that text.

Stupid. That’s really stupid, Jenna.

Crap, crap, crap. What do I do?

It seems like it takes hours for me to decide, but ultimately, I throw caution to the wind. My curiosity is far too great.

Give me two minutes, I text back.

I don’t wait for his response. I shoot off the couch and jet into my room, stripping off my pajamas. I grab a pair of jeans out of my closet and shimmy into them. Next, I grab a T-shirt and jam it over my head, threading my arms through the sleeves as I run into the bathroom. Nothing can be done about my wet hair, and I don’t have time for makeup.

Shit.

I brush my teeth, leaning over to give them a quick scrub. When I pop back up to look in the mirror, my eyes catch on the scars. “Shit.”

I run back to the closet, whip off the T-shirt and yank a turtleneck off a hanger, struggling into it and feeling like I just ran a marathon. I barely get it pulled over my stomach when there’s a knock on my apartment door.

“Shit,” I mutter and run my fingers through my semi-damp hair. This will have to do.

I force myself to walk calmly across my small living room, putting my eye up to the peephole. Gage stands there, distorted from the fish-eye lens but still looking amazing.

I unlock the door and pull it open. “Hey.”

Gage smiles, hands tucked into his pockets. “You sure it isn’t too late to visit?”

“No, not at all,” I assure him, stepping back in a welcoming gesture. “I watched the game. You were incredible tonight.”

“Thanks,” he says as he walks in. “You didn’t go?”

I shake my head. “Too much work to do, so I settled for watching it on my iPad while I did some stuff on my laptop.”

“All work and no play,” he quips, leaving the rest of the cliché hanging.

“Well, I did have wine,” I say, closing the door behind him.

Gage laughs. “Party animal.”

“Can I get you something? Wine? Or water? Those are the two choices.”

He shakes his head. “I’m good.”

Those hazel eyes bore into mine, and for a second, we have a weird staring contest where neither of us speaks.

Finally, I blurt, “Why are you here?”

Gage shrugs. “Had a crappy night. You make me smile, so I thought I’d come get my bucket filled.”

Crappy night? Off the end of an amazing game?

I motion toward the couch, and he moves to one end. I plop down on the other, resting my back against the arm and tucking my legs under me. “So, why was your night crappy?”

Gage angles slightly toward me, propping an ankle on his knee and slinging his arm across the back of the couch. It puts his hand within a foot of me—completely innocuous, but his closeness flutters my nerves.

“Coen Highsmith got into a scuffle tonight with someone at Mario’s,” he says grimly, rubbing his jaw as if it aches from gritting his teeth. “I’m worried about him.”

I recall Coen walking out of the conference room when Brienne told the guys about the documentary. While she by no means cares if Coen doesn’t want to participate, the manner in which he left was rude. I also read about his recent arrest in New York and subsequent two-game suspension.

“I imagine it’s hard on him… losing all his teammates. The guilt of surviving.”

Gage nods. “Yeah, I know that’s what’s driving his behavior. I confronted him about it tonight… tried to offer help… but he just won’t take it.”

I twirl my fingers in my lap, glancing at them briefly. “Sometimes… you can lurk in the dark for so long, it’s hard to leave the security it becomes.”

“See… that’s just it.” His voice is laced with frustration. “I don’t understand how he can want to stay in that place. Why doesn’t he want out of it, especially when he’s offered help?”

“Because when it’s dark, you can’t see anything else.”

“So it’s hopeless to try?” he asks, and my heart melts over the fact he’s anguished for one of his friends.

“It’s never hopeless to try. You should always try. Because the hope is that you break through.”

Gage nods again, as if he hadn’t considered that but sees the point. “I called Callum. He’s going to figure out some type of intervention.”

I smile with encouragement. “Then I say you had a productive night, on and off the ice.”

Gage smiles back, brighter than my own. “And just like that, you helped fill my bucket.”

Tipping my head, I ask, “What does that mean?”

“It’s a children’s book that I bought for one of my nieces, and we read it together all the time—via FaceTime, of course. But it says everyone has a bucket, and we fill it with kindnesses to and from one another. I wave at you with a smile as we pass by, and that fills up your bucket. You’re surprised I noticed, took the time, and you smile and wave back. It fills up my bucket.”

“I love that,” I say on a swoony sigh. “And I guess the opposite… people can do things to drain our bucket, or we can do things that drain others’?”

Gage grins and points a finger. “Simple concept, and a great way for kids to understand the importance of how our everyday actions and words affect people. But I’ve always felt adults need that lesson too. Being aware.”

It’s now that I understand Gage isn’t just a nice guy but a good man. So self-aware and aware of others at the same time. Just like the day we met… he was aware in an instant that he’d done something to take from my bucket. Rather than leave me that way, he made efforts to fill it back up.

And he came to my house tonight knowing I’d refill his bucket. It’s a thought that scares and humbles me, for I haven’t felt like I’ve had a lot to offer people in a very long time.

“There was another reason I wanted to come by tonight,” he says casually, and my breath freezes in my lungs. “I wanted to let you know I canceled that double date Nolan wanted me to go on. It was supposed to be tomorrow night, but I texted a bit ago and called it off.”

“Oh,” I murmur, my head spinning with why he would do that and why he would bother making a trip over here to tell me.

“I’m not one to beat around the bush, and while I try to read the room to make sure I know what I’m dealing with, I have to admit I’m a little confused where you’re concerned.”

I frown at him. “I think I’m confused too.”

“Well,” he drawls, giving me a sheepish smile, “I want to ask you out. I wanted to the other night before Nolan interrupted us. And then… you pushed me to go out with a stranger, and you left very quickly, and then that made me unsure of what you might be receptive to.”

“You wanted to ask me out?” I murmur, hands falling to my lap again. A little dizziness hits me because I’ve been admittedly crushing on Gage—I mean, I stalked him online because he showed me kindness—but I never in a million years thought he would have any interest in me other than friendship. It’s why I pushed him to go on that date because it kept me in a safe bubble, shielded from potential rejection.

“Yeah, I wanted to ask you out,” he says, amused that I’m surprised.

My frown deepens. “But… why?”

“Why not?” he throws back.

“Because I googled you.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he drawls. “Gonna have to explain it.”

I sigh with a slight eye roll. “You commented the other night had I googled you, I would’ve known you retired in Seattle. So… I googled you.”

Gage slaps a hand over his eyes dramatically and groans. “I swear… that video of when I was twenty-two and streaking across a parking lot was supposed to be destroyed.”

My mouth drops open. I haven’t seen that video, but I’ll be googling him again as soon as he leaves. Except he adds, “Just kidding. No naked videos of me.”

Darn.

“I still need you to explain the point,” he prods.

I take in a breath, let it out, and stare at him unflinchingly. “I googled you, and you had beautiful women on your arm at many events. You’re the type whose supermodel girlfriend invents a cure for diabetes and in her spare time rescues stray animals.”

Gage’s eyes round slightly, and there’s a moment when I think he’s so stunned, he can’t speak.

Then he tips his head back and laughs so hard, I’m afraid he might cause a hernia. I watch him, a low buzz of exasperation thrumming through me.

When he gives me his attention, he snickers one more time and shakes his head. “I’m sorry. It’s just… first and foremost, you’re every bit as beautiful as any woman I’ve had on my arm.”

I flinch from the words and struggle to believe them.

“Secondly,” he continues, “while it’s true I’ve dated here and there, and had occasions to bring dates to certain events, a good chunk of those photos are of me with any one of my four sisters. They love going to fancy dress-up stuff. They’re incredibly vain and love to have their egos stroked in front of the cameras.”

“Really?” I exclaim.

Gage laughs again. “No, they’re not vain. I just like to tease them that they are. They’re wonderful, actually, but come on… you are beautiful, and I’d gladly take you to a formal event and be proud to have you on my arm. Honestly, though, I’d like to start with a date.”

I chew on my bottom lip, a bad habit when I’m confused and trying to sort through feelings. Gage watches me intently.

“I haven’t been on a date since…” My fingers twist hard around each other. “Well, for a long time.”

“Sounds like you’re due, then,” he says lightly.

“I don’t know,” I hedge, fiddling with the collar of my turtleneck.

“I won’t hurt you, Jenna,” Gage says in a low voice, and my eyes snap to his. “I think you’ve been hurt before and are wary, but I won’t hurt you. I’ll be honest with you. Always.”

While I’m still having a hard time accepting his words, I have to accept that they are his truths. I am resoundingly confident that Gage isn’t a player, that he’s not trying to take advantage of me.

My biggest concern is why bother starting something if I’ll never let it go anywhere? I’m not sure I can have a future with any man. Such a huge part of me has to remain private, and I’m so fearful and mistrustful of how I appear that—

Gage leans over and takes one of my hands, which jolts me out of my thoughts. It’s so warm, and he holds me with reassuring pressure. “Stop overthinking and just say yes.”

We lock eyes.

Another long moment passes between us that doesn’t seem as awkward as it did before, but finally, I say, “Okay. Yes. I’ll go on a date with you.”

“And my bucket is filled again,” Gage says, and I blink in surprise at the pure happiness in his voice. He stands from the couch, and I scramble up too. “It’s late, you still have work to do, and I’m going to quit this night on a high note.”

He heads for the door and I follow, feeling completely out of my element yet fascinated by the potential of what he might say or do next. What may or may not happen tomorrow?

Opening the door, Gage turns to look at me, but he glances downward. Not toward my jaw or my neck… but farther south. Something flashes in his eyes, but they flick right back up, and I realize he just checked out my chest.

Mortification hits as I realize in my haste to get out of my pajamas and into a turtleneck, I’d forgotten to put on a bra.

I’m going to give the guy a pass because I’m well-endowed in the chest, and God only knows how they look under the formfitting, soft cotton. Besides, it’s no different from me noticing how good his chest looks in his shirt, which is really, really good.

He grins sheepishly at me. “Let me do some research about a good restaurant. I’ll call you tomorrow to figure out what time I’ll pick you up. Sound good?”

“You can text if it’s easier,” I say as he steps over the threshold.

Glancing back, he shakes his head with a smirk. “I prefer calling.”

“Old school, huh?” I muse with a knowing look.

“Nah,” he says, walking backward toward the stairwell so our eyes stay locked. “Just like hearing your voice.”

I blush hard over the compliment, and Gage spins effortlessly at the top step and trots down and out of sight. Leaning against the doorjamb, I sigh… one of those heartfelt sighs I reserve for good romance novels.

No idea what I’m getting into, but for the first time since the fire, fear is not holding me back. I’m nervous, but I’m more curiously excited about the possibilities than I’ve ever been.

Stepping back into my apartment, I drift into my room to nab my phone from the dresser. There’s one thing I need to do before I focus again on work.

I dial my sister.


CHAPTER 9


Gage

I truly have no idea when I last went out on a date. After retiring from the league last year, I was incredibly transient. Spent a lot of time back home in Iowa, visiting family—hopping from home to home to hang out with siblings. I did some traveling—trips to Costa Rica, South Africa, and a jaunt through Europe. I fucking took an art class—which I sucked at—and spent a lot of time renovating the houseboat I’d purchased in Seattle.

I was busy, but not so busy that I couldn’t meet women. Thing is, I wasn’t interested in a relationship. Though I’ve had my share of girlfriends over the years, nothing stood the test of time. Like I told Baden… the right one hasn’t come along yet.

And now there’s Jenna.

I don’t think many men would give her a second look, not because of the scars. She’s gorgeous in her own right despite them. But she’s complicated, and men—at least most of the ones I know—don’t like complications. They want relationships to be easy and challenge-free.

I can’t explain why a complicated woman has my attention right now, but she does. And I don’t think I want to fix her, because she’s not broken.

Maybe she’s a little wary. She’s certainly had significant trauma in her life, but she’s about the most resilient person I’ve ever known.

And that is what makes her fascinating. No matter how high the hurdles were she had to overcome, she’s a self-conscious woman—through circumstance—who made a ballsy move from the safety of a private life with her sister and moved across the country to where she knows hardly anyone just so she could take a job that exposes her to many people.

If that’s not courage, I don’t know what is.

But tonight… Jenna is simply a beautiful dinner companion I’m eager to get to know better.

When I picked her up, I wasn’t prepared to be as dazzled as I was. She’s wearing a black silky jumpsuit belted at her waist. The legs are somewhat baggy but taper at the ankle, and she’s wearing black stiletto sandals. The top is long-sleeved, cut straight across at her collarbone, and she’s wearing a red and black–patterned scarf knotted at the side of her throat. Her hair is curled, worn long over her shoulders, and her makeup is perfection, as if she’s not wearing any. Just golden skin, long lashes, and plump lips coated in something shiny that makes me think of kissing it right off her.

When I told her she was stunning, she blushed, tugging slightly at the scarf. I took her hand and pulled it away, holding on to it as we walked out of her building.

And now here we sit at our private table tucked in the back of a highly recommended French restaurant. Wine has been tasted and poured.

I hold up my glass, and she mimics me. “Here’s to an amazing first date.”

Clinking her glass against mine, she smiles. “I’ll drink to that.”

Chuckling, I sip the Malbec we’d decided on after both having a taste, because I don’t believe in one person making the choice. The sommelier looked offended, but fuck him. I found it fun, if not slightly intimate, that I tasted the wine and then passed it across to Jenna, who didn’t hesitate to take a sip after me.

Jenna sets her glass down with a soft hmmm. “That’s good.”

“I notice you didn’t correct me when I called this a first date,” I say, placing my glass down on the crisp linen tablecloth.

She smirks. “You’re being awfully optimistic.”

“That is a word most people would use to describe me.”

Settling back into her chair, she tips her head. “What other words would people use?”

Deep question to start the evening—I think about it a moment. “Stubborn.”

She flashes a smile and laughs. “I get that vibe from you.”

“My family would say I have a very hard head. That when I set my mind to something, I don’t deviate, and I’m tenacious in my pursuits.”

“That could be a good or bad thing,” she says, fingers playing with the stem of her wineglass. “You said you had sisters. Any other siblings?”

Nodding, I push the bread plate back a bit to make room and cross my arms on the table. “Four sisters and two brothers. Seven of us in all.”

“Wow,” Jenna exclaims, eyes sparkling with fascination. “Okay, so tell me one word each of the siblings would use to describe you.”

“You are not pulling any punches in this get-to-know-you phase, are you?”

“Well, a girl can only google so much about a guy,” she quips, and I bust out laughing.

“Okay… let me think.” I tap a finger to my chin, doing a quick mental rundown of my brothers and sisters. “Melanie would say I’m hardworking.”

Jenna motions with her hand to give her more.

“She’s a doctor, practices family medicine back in our hometown, and she’s thirty-three. She appreciates a strong work ethic.”

Jenna picks up her glass, takes a sip, and then leans back in her chair, holding her glass before her. “Next one.”

My mouth curves upward. “You asked for it. Celia is also thirty-three—Melanie’s fraternal twin—an accountant who would call me stuffy. Which is odd since she’s an accountant and that’s the very definition of such.”

Jenna laughs, and I rattle off the remainder in quick succession because I know my siblings so well, I can easily name my one characteristic that would stand out to them. “Marianne is an elementary school teacher. She’s thirty and would call me kind. Estella is twenty-eight and plays the violin for the Iowa State Philharmonic. She would call me strong—not in body, but in mind. Jackson is twenty-five and plays minor league baseball. He’d at first call me cocky just to be an ass, but then admit I am genuine. And Sam is the baby. At twenty, he’s still in college, but he’d call me wise.”

“Just wow,” Jenna murmurs with an admiring shake of her head. “Your family sounds amazing—and so accomplished.”

“That they are.” My chest fills with fondness upon thinking about them all at the same time.

“And your parents?”

“My dad, Jeff, is a dentist, and my mom, Sarah, is also an elementary school teacher. My dad would agree with Melanie that I’m a hard worker, but also as the oldest kid, I put myself into the position of secondary parent to the others. My mom would focus on my kindness because she’s the one who instilled it in me. Or rather, threatened to kill me if I ever treated anyone with unkindness.”

Jenna appraises me before admitting, “You’re nice and all, Gage, but I’m a little in love with your family right now.”

I bark out a laugh because this is exactly what I thought Jenna had hiding under her shy wariness. A brilliant sense of humor.

“What about your family?” I ask. “I know about Emory and how you’re a mixed family.”

Taking another drink of her wine, Jenna sets the glass down and then leans forward with arms crossed on the table to match mine, as if we’re huddled in, eager to soak up every word the other person says. I try not to be distracted by how the candlelight makes her blond hair shimmer and her eyes glow like whiskey.

“Like I told you, my dad is English and was married to Emory’s mom, who died in childbirth. My mom actually worked for him, and they were married by the time Emory was two. I came along a year later.”

“It’s odd Emory has an accent and you don’t,” I observe.

“Yeah… it’s interesting for sure. We lived in London until I was twelve and then moved to the States. I had a bit of a British accent, but when we came here, I totally lost mine. I think I tended to mimic my mom’s accent. Emory still has her accent, but it’s not very strong. My dad’s is still full-blown.”

“And what do your parents do?”

“My dad is a hotelier and my mother is in marketing. That’s how they met. He’d hired her to be the chief marketing officer in his company, and she moved from Los Angeles to London to work for him.”

“And they had an illicit workplace love affair?” he guesses with a salacious waggle of his eyebrows.

I giggle. “I don’t know about illicit. But they did fall in love fast. At any rate, he franchised his company in the States, and we all moved to LA.”

“And you went to college?” I ask, but before she can answer, our waiter arrives to tell us the specials.

When he leaves, we both ignore the menus while sipping our wine. “I majored in journalism at UCLA,” Jenna says with a mirthless laugh. “Even though I knew print was dying, I had this dream of being an editor of a big-city newspaper one day. I started out as a copy editor at the LA Times and did some ghostwriting for the editorial section.”

“Fascinating,” I murmur, envisioning her at a desk as she types out the perfect words.

“Yeah, well… it was a career probably destined to go nowhere. Like I said, print is dying. Everything is digital these days.”

“But there’s always a need for editors,” I point out.

“Yeah, I know,” she says wistfully. “But… well, I sort of got off track after the fire.”

I go still at the mention of the incident that left her with physical scars and trust issues, but neutrally say, “Big trauma in your life. Of course, you’d get off track.”

She pulls her lower lip between her teeth and her gaze drops to her wineglass as she nods. “The recovery wasn’t as fast as I’d hoped it would be.”

Without thought, I reach across the table and snag her hand. I lace my fingers lightly with hers, and I don’t say a word. I just sit in silence with her, in case she wants to talk about it or if she wants to move on to something else.

Her eyes lift to meet mine. “I didn’t know fire could spread so fast.”

My fingers reflexively jerk from those words, tinged with not only sadness but respect and awe of her. I squeeze her hand.

“I was babysitting my boyfriend’s daughter, Chelsea. We were at their house, but I spent so much time there, it was like we were living together.”

My chest burns thinking about her being close to a man in such a way that they lived together, but I push it aside. That’s her past.

I think.

“Paul was pulling a double shift—he was a paramedic—and Chelsea was upstairs getting dressed. She was only five, but she was such a mature little girl. Liked to be independent and do things on her own.” Jenna’s eyes drop to our hands and then lifts to meet mine again as she talks. “I was cooking bacon and a grease fire started. I panicked. I didn’t know what to do other than I knew I shouldn’t throw water on it. I looked for a fire extinguisher but couldn’t recall ever seeing one before. And in just those few heartbeats that it took me to check the cupboards and pantry, the entire wall where the stove was went up in flames. It was an older house, and they said later that all the old, dry wood was pure fuel.”

“Jesus,” I murmur, feeling slightly sick at the panic she must’ve felt.

“I abandoned the hope of putting out the fire and went upstairs to get Chelsea. But by the time I grabbed her and made for the staircase, it was already on fire. We were trapped upstairs.”

I think about my sister, Melanie. Her youngest son, in kindergarten, learned about fire safety not long ago, and they were tasked with mapping out escape plans for the house in case of fire. The entire family did it together, and as part of it, Mel and her husband bought emergency escape ladders, one for every bedroom. You hook them to the windowsill, unfurl the stairs against the house, and climb down to safety.

Precarious for small kids, but far better than dying.

I’m guessing Jenna’s boyfriend didn’t have one of those in the house.

“I carried Chelsea to the front bedroom, farthest from the fire, and opened the window, but we couldn’t jump. We were too high up.”

They were trapped. My stomach sours as I consider that Jenna is alive, but I have no clue how this ended for Chelsea.

“Neighbors called 9-1-1 quickly, but it took a few minutes for the fire trucks to arrive, and the house was burning really fast. It was already at the door that I’d closed. I remember the wood actually glowing orange before the flames broke through.”

“Fuck… what did you do?” I ask, unable to keep quiet and needing her to get to the end. The suspense is literally making my heart slam inside my chest.

“A neighbor got an extension ladder and put it up against the house. It wasn’t high enough to reach the window, but he climbed up as far as he could. The flames were in the room, just consuming everything. I was holding Chelsea nearly entirely out the window since the smoke was so bad, we couldn’t breathe. I’m still not sure how we didn’t drop her, but I was able to lower her down to him.”

“And she was okay?” I ask.

Jenna nods, her smile actually bright. “Yeah… a little smoke inhalation, but totally fine.”

“And you?” I prod.

The smile disappears, her lips falling into a flat line of awful memories. “I remember the back of my shirt catching fire first. I was hanging as far out the window as I could, just trying to breathe. The fire truck was there, and they were raising the bucket. It was so hot, but the firemen were almost to me. When my clothing caught fire, it hurt so bad, I actually jerked back inside the window, my instinct to beat at the flames. It was the wrong move as my hair and face were burned. By then, my entire backside was on fire, and I was just going to jump out the window. I figured maybe the fall would just kill me and put me out of my misery because the pain was so excruciating. I mean… death would’ve been preferable.

“And then, I don’t remember anything. They told me a fireman was able to reach in and pull me out, but I was unconscious, probably from the pain. My body was in shock.”

I have to force myself not to grip her hand too painfully, and it’s difficult. The desire to crush something in anger over what she went through is fierce.

“I didn’t wake up for twenty-two days,” Jenna says, her eyes meeting mine. “They put me in a medically induced coma to keep me cut off from the pain. The burns wreaked a lot of havoc on my organs, and I understand it was quite precarious for a while whether I’d make it.”

“I can’t even begin to imagine,” I murmur low.

“Well, the good thing was I was unconscious, so I didn’t feel the treatment… sloughing off burned skin, applying cadaver skin for a temporary fix, growing new skin and transplanting it, cutting off grafts from other parts of my body for transplant. Grossed out yet?”

Her eyes bore into mine, giving me the escape she thinks I need. “No, I’m not grossed out,” I admonish. “I’m incredibly sad for what you went through. I imagine what you’ve told me so far was just the beginning of the journey.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, trying to tug her hand away, but I don’t release it. Her eyes drop, and I see a waiter approaching, but I give him a curt shake of my head to detour and he veers appropriately. “I just… some people in my life didn’t handle it very well.” I frown and she clarifies. “Not Emory or my parents. They were there constantly, rotating in and out of the hospital and rehab facilities with me.”

I don’t ask her to elucidate further what she means. “Some people” could be anyone from friends to coworkers or maybe her boyfriend. She’s obviously single now, but I won’t jump to conclusions. She can tell me that at some point in the future if she wants, but for right now, I’ve heard enough.

Or rather, she’s recounted enough.

“All I know is I see an incredibly strong, courageous woman sitting before me. You risked your life to save a little girl, and you battled death and what sounds like an arduous journey to recovery. I’m in awe of you, Jenna, because you are absolutely irrepressible. Just look at you now.”

She tips her head, brows drawn in slightly.

As if she can’t fathom what that means.

“You don’t get many people pointing out your strengths, do you?” I ask, taking her silence to mean I’ve confounded her.

A ghost of a smile flickers across her lips. “Actually, my parents and sister tell me all the time. But they’re family… they’re supposed to be nice to me.”

“Yeah,” I agree, thinking of my own siblings and parents and how I could be the worst player in the league and they’d still think I was the best.

Jenna looks tired, and our date has just started. I’m not about to let her go down a dark hole because of the horrific memories she just dredged up.

Releasing her hand, I lift my wineglass and hold it aloft again, indicating for her to do the same. “Let’s play Twenty Questions. I bet we can really get to know each other well by the salad course.”

Jenna laughs, and I’m relieved. She taps her glass against mine. “What are the rules?”

“No rules. Just twenty probing questions designed to learn about each other. Bonus points if they make the other person laugh.”

“Filling up buckets,” she says, and I incline my head at her in surprise.

“Yes,” I agree. “Let’s put in a rule that says our subject matter has to be designed to fill up each other’s buckets.”

“I like that,” she agrees and sips her wine. Her face relaxes into a pleased smile, and I’m relieved.

♦

Dinner lasted two and a half hours, and I could’ve stayed in the restaurant and continued talking. It was a yawn from Jenna, though, that got me calling for the check. I learned through the course of our conversation that she’s been putting in long hours the last few weeks and has to be up early.

We have a home game tomorrow, and that usually means an early morning for me as well.

Despite the fact she’s tired and we’re both mellow from wine and an incredible meal, the conversation rolls easily on the drive home. Our Twenty Questions evolved into a hundred questions, each of us volleying queries in an easygoing manner, both of us sponges, soaking up information about the other.

I’m lucky to find a spot not too far from the front door of her building, and I walk her up because that’s what I was raised to do (along with opening doors).

At her apartment, I take the keys she’d pulled from her purse and slip the designated one into the lock. I release the dead bolt and push open the door, but I stand my ground as she turns to look up at me.

“I had a really great time, Gage. Thank you.”

I want to tell her the same. Even hearing about the fire and all the pain she endured, the evening as a whole was the best time I’ve had in forever. I certainly can’t remember a dinner exchange with a woman being so fluid. I’m flattered that Jenna trusted me enough to let me in on her dark history.

But I don’t say any of that. Instead, I slide my left hand up and along the right side of her neck. Jenna flinches as my fingers graze over the scars before wrapping around to the back. Her eyes widen as I pull her upward, and she goes to her tiptoes as I bend down.

“Been thinking about doing this all night,” I murmur, just before I press my mouth to hers.

Jenna’s hands come to my chest, and she sighs into my mouth. A jolt of lust drives through me, something I wasn’t expecting, but I don’t hold back in deepening the kiss. My tongue slides against hers, and damn… it feels like every nerve in my body is firing with pleasure and excitement.

If she were a different woman—one I didn’t already care about—I might let this become nothing more than a hookup.

But Jenna is Jenna, and this stops here at her front door.

At least for tonight.

I lift my head, breaking the kiss, and smile as I peer down at her, her mouth parted slightly and eyes still closed. They finally flutter open to stare at me solemnly. “Wow,” she says.

I grin. “Good kiss?”

“I mean,” she demurs, batting her eyelashes, “it was all right.”

“Second date will be better,” I promise. And I’m not asking, I’m telling her. “Drinks after the game Saturday night.”

Something shutters in her eyes, and she tries to look away.

“Please don’t do that,” I say, putting my fingers under her chin and forcing her gaze up. “Don’t withdraw.”

Her eyes are so clouded with uncertainty, I kiss her again because sometimes words don’t work. I feel her immediately melt… accept.

I murmur against her mouth. “You’re not allowed to have doubts. Not with me.”

I can feel the smile that plays at her lips, but I lift my head back. Her hands, still on my chest, press into me. “What’s weird is that I hardly know you… but I don’t doubt you. It’s me I doubt.”

“Not allowed to do that either,” I reprimand gently. “I like you, Jenna. I want to get to know you better. I’m also a straight talker, and while I ordinarily wouldn’t be this forward, you have to know I’m attracted to you.” She tenses at that proclamation, but I ignore it. “So when I say I want to get to know you better, it means in all ways.”

Her eyes flare, and I’m more than satisfied when I see a tiny spark of heat within. “I’m not going to stop wanting to see you, but I will let you set the pace. Just be prepared to spend time with me, okay?”

Jenna takes in a breath, lets it out, and nods. “Okay. I think I can handle that.”

“Good.” I smile, and just because I can, I kiss her one more time before leaving her at her door.


CHAPTER 10


Jenna

The knock on my office door startles me, and I flush with embarrassment when I realize I’ve drifted off again.

Mesmerized by the flowers on my desk that arrived this morning.

From Gage.

The door opens and Brienne pops her head in and my flush deepens. As if she somehow knows that I’ve had trouble concentrating today and can’t stop staring at the gorgeous arrangement of spring tulips, stargazer lilies, and miniature roses, all in subtle pastels. The bouquet is huge and breathtaking, and I’m afraid that I’m entirely smitten with Gage Heyward.

“How are things going with the scheduling for the film?” Brienne asks as she steps into my office.

“I’ve got all the interviews scheduled—including yours—except for Coach Keller’s.” The man has been utterly exasperating. “I can’t get him to respond to my emails.”

Irritation flashes on her face. “I’ll have Callum handle it.”

“That would be great,” I reply with a grateful smile. “General filming starts next week with the first footage at the game in Detroit.”

Brienne’s eyes slide to the bouquet with an appreciative smile. “Please tell me I didn’t miss your birthday?”

Laughing, I shake my head. “From an admirer.”

Brienne cocks a playful eyebrow, walks to the card that I left out of the envelope but tucked into the flowers. Without asking my permission—which I would have given—she pulls the note free and reads it out loud. “‘I had an amazing time last night and can’t wait to see you tomorrow. Gage.’”

Eyes sparkling, Brienne tucks the card back into the foliage. “Gage? As in Gage Heyward?”

I didn’t know a blush could actually be as hot as mine feels, but it sizzles from my forehead to the back of my neck. Brienne’s eyebrows rise—she must take my red face as an admission.

“Oh wow,” she breathes out, giving me a look that says she knows exactly how amazing last night must’ve been for me to receive an arrangement like this.

“We just had a date,” I rush to explain, my face growing impossibly hotter. “First date. That’s all it was.”

Brienne grins and motions with her hand. “Okay… get up and come have a drink with me. It’s quitting time somewhere in the world.”

I glance at my watch, frowning. “But it’s only four. I was going to work until—”

“Jenna,” Brienne says, authority in her tone. “One doesn’t decline a drink with their boss. Besides… you work far too hard.”

Because I’ve become comfortable with Brienne and I know she’s teasing, I throw a little sass back. “I work hard because I want your job one day.”

Laughing, Brienne motions me to follow her. I nab my cell phone and head out of my office, surprised when she walks straight for hers. I assumed when she said a drink, we’d go somewhere.

In the large corner office still bearing her brother’s name, Brienne heads for a wet bar that’s set up with a handful of liquor bottles and a selection of crystal glasses. “Close the door and tell me your poison,” she instructs.

I’m not a hard liquor drinker, wine being pretty much my go-to. But she’s the boss, and I want to have this time with her because frankly, it’s special having a good relationship with my boss. “Whatever you’re having,” I reply.

Brienne holds up a bottle. “Balvenie, fifty year old. Sells for $39,000 a bottle.”

I almost choke on that of information.

Wrinkling her nose, she sets the bottle down. “That was my brother’s. He was a scotch man and liked the expensive stuff.” She grabs another bottle and aims it my way. “I’m a simpler person. I prefer good old Jack Daniels.”

That, I’ve heard of. It’s something I could even afford.

Brienne pours about two inches of the amber liquid into a glass and offers it to me. I wait for her to have a glass in hand, and she holds it up slightly. “Here’s to gorgeous hockey players and bouquets of flowers.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I murmur and take the barest of sips of the whiskey. It burns and tingles, but it’s not unpleasant. Brienne takes a heftier sip and nods toward a set of plush guest chairs in the corner styled with a beautiful Tiffany floor lamp in between them.

Once settled, Brienne props an elbow on the arm of the chair and rests her chin in her palm while holding her drink in the other hand. She stares at me pointedly. “Okay… tell me everything about Gage. I’m impressed by those flowers. Guys don’t do those grand gestures anymore. At least not in my limited experience.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I admit with a sheepish smile. “It’s been way too long since I’ve been on a date. It happened so fast, and it’s a little overwhelming.”

“And just how did this all come about?” she asks, completely invested by the look on her face. Pure joy at disconnecting from work for a bit to chat about nothing all that important. “Tell me everything.”

I share how we met, even admitting I’d been oversensitive about him looking at my scars and how he set me straight on that. About how we talked at the film meeting and the party. How I pushed him to go on a date, and he didn’t, instead showing up on my doorstep. I don’t mention our talk about Coen as I don’t think his outburst is something that’s my place to tell Brienne, but I spend way too much time talking about our date last night.

“Did he kiss you good night?” she asks on a quiet sigh.

I sigh as well. “It was unexpected and amazing, and there may have been more than one. And then he basically told me we were going on a second date.”

“Ooh… I like a strong, take-charge guy. So important for strong women like us.”

That catches me off guard. “But… I’m not strong like you.”

Brienne straightens in her chair and glares at me. The look isn’t hostile, but she’s clearly displeased. “You’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met. How can you even say that about yourself?”

“How am I strong?” I ask, completely befuddled.

Blinking like an owl, Brienne gives a slight shake of her head. “Um… only because you survived a near-death experience and battled through a horrifically painful injury. You have to live every day with your trauma and yet you still work hard, have a great outlook on life, and you’re striving to overcome your fears. Tell me how that isn’t the epitome of strength.”

Now I’m the one blinking at her.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” she dares, settling back in her chair and taking a languid sip of her whiskey.

“You’re saying the same things my sister tells me all the time,” I admit a bit shamefully to her. “But I just figured she’s my sister. She’s supposed to say those things.”

“Okay, we have to work on improving the health of your ego,” Brienne says with a finger wag. “Your sister has it right. I can see why Gage is quite taken with you.”

“I could definitely work on my confidence around him, that’s for sure,” I mutter.

“Just out of practice? Jitters?” she inquires.

Putting the glass to my lips, I let the rich liquid pour over my tongue. It burns going down and my eyes water, but it fortifies me. “Gage is amazing. Gorgeous, kind, genuine, funny, smart. And I’m…”

“The same,” Brienne butts in before I can say I’m not like him.

“But I have scarring. That’s the difference.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb and say that Gage doesn’t care about your scarring and finds you perfectly beautiful despite it.” I drop my eyes to the glass. He said as much. “Can I be candid with you?” Brienne asks.

My gaze jerks up. “Always.”

“I’m not trying to minimize anything, but your scarring isn’t that bad.” She studies my face, my jaw and down to my neck covered with a scarf. “At least what I can see. It’s discolored, but honestly, with your long hair and gorgeous facial features, it’s really not as noticeable as you might think.”

I nod, smiling in understanding at her well-intentioned words. I even make an admission. “You’re right… about my jaw and neck. I’m probably overly sensitive, and I’m so used to hiding them. The scars on the rest of my body haven’t healed as nicely. There was just way too much damage, and grafting only does so much.”

Brienne studies me. Shifting in her seat to recross her legs in the opposite direction, she says, “I’d like to tell you don’t worry about it, but I can’t. That would be stupid. I’m sad you have to worry about those things, but you have to know that stuff doesn’t mean anything to most people. Plenty of men would look past it. I’m confident Gage is just such a man. I’ve been truly wowed by his spirit on this team and the way he’s stepped up as a true leader. By all accounts, he’s as genuine as they come—a good man, which seems to be the consensus.”

I nod, agreeing. “But it makes me feel like he’s so out of my league.”

Brienne scoffs. “Nonsense. You’re out of his league, and he knows it. It’s why he sent you flowers.”

“You sound like you’re talking from experience,” I observe with a chuckle.

“On the contrary, I’m an abysmal dater and don’t have much experience at all. I don’t have time for it alongside running Norcross Holdings.”

“Sounds lonely.” I feel sad for Brienne.

Her eyes flash with mischief. “I’m not lonely.”

I frown. “You have someone?” I didn’t know she was in a relationship.

“I have someone who’s available when I want or need them,” she clarifies.

And I don’t get it at first.

Then it dawns, and I murmur, “Oh.”

She has a fuck buddy, and that makes me want to snicker, but then I want to high-five the woman. Good for her for taking what she wants.

It makes me more curious. Since I’ve been open with her, and because the few sips of whiskey have emboldened me, I ask, “Don’t you want a relationship, though, at some point? A family?”

Brienne smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Honestly… I don’t think I’m cut out for it. My life is about my work. I have very few precious hours to give to anyone else. I don’t think I’d make a very good girlfriend, wife, or mother.” She looks over at a picture of her brother on the bookshelf to her left and nods at it. “Adam was the one who was all about having a family. He wanted lots of kids one day, and I figured I’d have plenty of nieces and nephews to spoil along the way.”

“I can understand that. I have a niece, and I miss her so much. I can’t wait to have kids.”

“You’ll be a great mother,” Brienne says softly.

“I think you would too,” I reply, because while she might not have time or even want to have a family, Brienne cares about people.

“No thank you,” she drawls, shaking her head with a laugh. “I’m horrible with kids. When I say I wanted nieces and nephews to spoil, I mean by buying them stuff. Kids and I don’t connect at all.”

“Really?” I ask in astonishment.

“No real experience, but the few times I’ve been around kids, I about break into hives.”

I laugh because I know she’s exaggerating, and she grins back at me.

Brienne tips her glass and drains the rest of her whiskey. She stands from her chair, and I scramble to do the same. Her eyes drop to my drink. “Not to your liking?”

Wrinkling my nose, I shake my head. “Little too strong for me. I don’t think I have more than the few tiny sips in me.”

Chuckling, Brienne takes my glass. “What is your drink of choice?”

“Wine,” I admit.

“Red or white?”

“Either,” I say.

“I’ll get some, and we’ll enjoy it together one day,” she says as she moves over to the wet bar.

“You don’t have to,” I say awkwardly.

“Nonsense.” She deposits the glasses on the marble countertop and then faces me. “I don’t connect with many women, Jenna, but I do connect with you.”

“I feel the same,” I admit.

“Then we shall occasionally share a drink here and avail ourselves of gossip and other fun things.”

“I’d like that.” I kind of want to hug her, but that would be inappropriate.

“Just remember… I’m always the boss,” she says sternly, but I also see the twinkle in her eye.

Still, it’s something I’ll never need reminded of. “I’ll be respectful of that line,” I assure her.

“I admire you, Jenna,” she says as we walk to the door. She opens it and stands back for me to walk through. “And I don’t admire a lot of people.”

“Thank you,” I say softly as I glance back. “My sister says that, Gage said it… now you. I might start to believe it.”

“You better,” she says fiercely. “Now, I expect to hear all the details about your second date with Gage.”

Laughing, I nod. “Deal.”


CHAPTER 11


Jenna

“Are you okay?” Sophie asks as she twirls the straw in her drink. She ordered a screwdriver, and I’ve already finished half my wine.

I wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans. “I’m fine.”

“Are you nervous about seeing Gage?” she asks, and boy, she has no clue how spot-on she is.

Sophie knows Gage and I went on a date night before last, and of course, she sort of knows this is our second date, so to speak, since Gage invited Baden and Sophie to join us for drinks at Mario’s after the game. Sophie and I are waiting for the guys, but she said it could be a bit since they had postgame talks and showers to handle before heading over.

What Sophie doesn’t know is that we kissed, because when I told her about my first “date” with Gage, I downplayed it. Told her we went out and grabbed a bite, making it seem far more friendly than flirtatious.

However, she does know it was Gage’s idea for the four of us to hang out tonight, so maybe she’s assuming there might be more.

I guess it’s time to fill her in completely. “We kissed.”

She blinks. “Excuse me?”

“Gage and me. We kissed. Or rather, he kissed me at the end of our first date. More than once. And it was really, really good. And then he sent me flowers yesterday, and he texts me just out of the blue to see how I’m doing, and even sends me funny GIFs. But he called me last night, because he says he likes the sound of my voice. Who says that to a woman? I mean, who really means that? But he does. Gosh, Sophie… he’s so genuine and kind. The real deal, and yes… to answer your damn question, I’m nervous.”

When I finally shut up, Sophie’s mouth is hanging open. Only one word comes out. “Wow.”

I groan and pick up my wineglass to take a fortifying sip. “I’m going to get drunk tonight.”

Sophie places a hand on my forearm and pushes it down. “Lie low on the sauce, or you might end up sleeping with Gage tonight.”

I look at her in horror. “No way. Uh-uh.”

She frowns at me. “You don’t want to have sex with him? I mean… because you have seen him, right?”

“Yes, I want to have sex with him.” Then I close my eyes, shake my head. “I mean, no… I don’t… not while drunk. Or anytime soon. Maybe soon. I don’t know, Sophie. I’m not used to this type of attention. I’ve never had someone like Gage interested in me, and well, let’s just say my prior experiences weren’t great. I really like him, but I’m still having a hard time believing he’s real. Know what I mean?”

A dreamy look comes over her face. “I know exactly what you mean. It’s how I felt about Baden for the longest time. I thought we’d never be anything beyond friends, and I wanted more, but I was afraid to believe it could happen.”

“How did you get past that?” I ask, curious that she might have a legit answer.

“Time,” she says simply. “Communication. You need to be honest with your fears. Baden had insecurities because of his injuries. I had insecurities because of my PTSD. We were open about it. If you’re nervous, you tell Gage. Simple as that.”

I snort, laughing at the image. “I can see me telling him I’m nervous about being intimate and then him telling me that was never on his agenda.”

“Oh, it’s on his agenda,” Sophie says with a resounding nod. “A man doesn’t send flowers or call to hear your voice if he’s not interested in that way.”

I can’t help but smile, the same smile that’s been plastered on my face since Gage kissed me. “He’s really a great guy. Like, so great, it doesn’t seem real. When he sees me getting insecure with my scars, he tells me not to doubt him. He’s so sincere, I have to believe him.”

“You should,” Sophie says solemnly. “Baden says they don’t get better than Gage. He’s the real deal… not just as a man, or a friend… but as a human being.”

“How’d I get so lucky to snag his notice?”

“Who cares?” Sophie says with a laugh. “Just go with it and enjoy.”

“You’re right,” I agree, knowing I have to quit worrying about the what-ifs or I will sabotage myself.

While sipping our drinks, I give her more details about our first date. The bar and restaurant are filled to capacity with fans who trickled over after the game. It’s loud and jubilant, despite the Titans 2–1 loss after a hard-fought battle against the Houston Jam. Sophie tells me the city has been absolutely nuts in their support of the new team, and it’s always a celebration after every game because we actually have a team to celebrate. That really touches me.

I hate that the Titans lost, but the only goal came from Gage, and it was thrilling to cheer for him in a different capacity from just being a fan or an employee of the organization.

The man had his lips on mine two nights ago, and that made watching him extra special.

Sophie’s eyes light up as she spies something behind me, and she raises her hand. I tense, knowing it must be Baden and Gage she’s waving to.

I swivel on my stool at our high-top table for four Gage had reserved. Here he comes, looking impossibly more gorgeous than the last time I saw him. He’s dressed casually in jeans, which he must’ve brought with him to the arena since I know they arrive in suits. The black Henley fits his torso so well, I can see the curves and dips to his chest muscles between the edges of the leather jacket he’s wearing over it.

He’s laughing at something Baden says, but then he turns his head my way and our eyes lock. His smile slides a little, only to ease into an appreciative curve as he notices what I’m wearing.

His jersey.

Over a turtleneck, of course.

Baden moves past me to reach Sophie, and perhaps he even greets me, but I have no clue. All I can do is stare at Gage as he walks toward me.

“You got a Heyward jersey,” he says, staring down at me.

I shrug. “He’s my favorite player, so yeah.”

Gage laughs and then to my surprise, delight, and slight embarrassment, he leans down and kisses me. So easy with displays of affection, but I still tense up and force myself to stay in the moment. Both pleasure and pain—it’s hard for me to trust—but I have to believe it will get easier to enjoy and accept.

“It looks good on you,” he murmurs as he draws back. “I feel like a dumbass. I should’ve gotten you one.”

I shake my head. “No. I would’ve never expected—”

“I know,” he says, placing a finger over my lips to silence me. “Doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to have someone give you nice things.”

Pushing his hand away, I remind him, “You gave me flowers.”

“I’ll give you more if you let me,” he says, and it’s done in a low rumble so only I can hear it. The double entendre sends a shiver up my spine.

A waitress appears quickly. She’d been hovering, ready to pounce, when Gage and Baden showed up as she knew Gage had reserved the table and obviously, the hockey players are treated like royalty.

We soon settle around the table and discuss the game for a bit. I update Baden and Sophie on my job, and we talk about the documentary. There’s a lot of teasing that Gage will become a big film star, and Sophie fills us in on their house hunt. She wants to remodel an old Victorian for them to live in, and while I can tell it’s not Baden’s cup of tea, he hangs on every word she says. If she’s pleased, then he’s pleased.

Throughout it all and over the course of two drinks, Gage draws a lot of attention from the fans. Several stand off a few feet and take photos of him sitting there. Some come up and ask for autographs and pictures together. He’s gracious to all of them, taking particular care and extra time with the kids.

I enjoy watching him.

Except when it’s women seeking his attention, and not women in general. I’m discovering a certain type of fan who goes above and beyond just wanting an autograph or a simple photo. They tend to be scantily dressed and do a lot of pouty lips and snuggling in too tight before the camera clicks.

In fairness, Gage doesn’t seem to enjoy those interactions. Just as I can tell he’s a little tense when it’s a group of rowdy, drunk male fans. I suppose one would call this the perils of celebrity.

More importantly, I logically understand that my own insecurities about my outward appearance are magnified when I see Gage near a beautiful, sexy woman. And that’s my problem to deal with.

In fact, it’s absolutely imperative I learn how to handle it because I don’t want to withdraw. I don’t want to mess things up.

And I don’t want to be that way.

In between autographs and pictures, we have a lot of laughs with Baden and Sophie. Gage moves his stool right beside me so he can drape his arm over the back of mine. Periodically, he lets his thumb graze the back of my shoulder, and it’s not in a sexual way. It’s not really even a sign of affection. I think it’s more along the lines of him saying without words, I’m here. I’m with you. No need to be nervous about any of this.

At least, that’s how I’m choosing to take it.

The waitress reappears and asks if we want refills. Gage glances at his watch before lifting his eyes to mine. “Let’s get out of here. Any interest in a walk along the river?”

I blink in surprise that he’d even think such a thing. Maybe I’m really out of practice with this whole dating business, but I thought the date was this… sitting in Mario’s and spending time with Baden and Sophie.

There’s no helping my smile, because as much as I’m enjoying being here with friends, I’d love time alone. “Let’s do it.”

Baden smirks. “That sounds like a great idea.”

Gage gives him a mock glare across the table as he stands from the stool, holding out his hand to help me off. “You’re not invited.” He then looks to Sophie. “No offense.”

“None taken.” She laughs.

Gage helps me into my coat. While the mid-April days have been lovely here, the evenings are still chilly.

I wave goodbye to our friends and let Gage lead me by the hand out of Mario’s.

We head east on the Three Rivers Heritage Trail toward the baseball park that sits adjacent to the Roberto Clemente Bridge. It’s a clear night, and the river is calm. The reflection of downtown buildings, all lit up, along the water’s surface is almost magical.

Gage holds my hand, and we walk slowly as we talk. Others are out tonight, and I notice some recognize Gage as we pass. But his attention is focused solely on me as we stroll.

“Sorry about getting interrupted back at Mario’s,” Gage says. “It didn’t happen at dinner on our first date because I had them seat us in a semiprivate area. In nice places like that, people stay back. But in Mario’s, it’s a lot more festive and there’s alcohol, so that—”

“It’s fine,” I say, glancing up at him.

“Not always,” he replies. “It’s intrusive, especially if we’re spending time together. I just want you to know, I try to be cognizant of it. I don’t ever want you feeling left out.”

I’m not sure he could say anything more perfect. In fact, I’m wondering if Gage might just be without flaws, which I suppose gives me a bit of confidence when I say, “I have to admit… watching half-naked women hang on you isn’t fun.”

Gage snorts and gives me an admonishing look. “First… they weren’t half-naked, although I’ll admit there seemed to be increased cleavage on some of them.”

“Aha!” I proclaim, pointing a finger at him. “You noticed.”

“Everyone noticed,” he throws back with a smirk, “including you.”

“Yeah.” Can’t help but chuckle. “It was sort of out there, huh?”

“I imagine that’s not fun for girlfriends to see—”

Wait a minute. Did he just say girlfriend?

“—but know that stuff doesn’t interest me. It didn’t interest me before I met you. Those type of women don’t do it for me.”

I consider his words, and I want to believe him.

I need to believe him.

And there’s no reason why I shouldn’t. Gage has never given me reason to believe he doesn’t find me likable, attractive, and sufficient for him.

But am I, really?

“Ugh,” I growl out loud, and he looks at me with raised eyebrows. I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I get in my head all the time. It’s something I have to work through.”

Gage stops, turns toward me. My back is to the river, and the reflection of city lights in his eyes is magnetic. “We’re not talking about low self-esteem here, are we?”

I chew my bottom lip. Are we?

His hands go to my face and pull my gaze to his. “You’re not a low self-esteem kind of woman. Your confidence might be dinged up, but it’s situational, right?”

“I’m sorry. But there were a lot of unkind people after I stepped back into my life after I recovered. There are still a lot of unkind people. I expect it now rather than consider it an unusual moment.”

“I hate that for you, Jenna,” he murmurs. “But I also don’t expect you to take my word for it when I say I think you’re beautiful and I’m attracted to you and you have absolutely no reason to doubt these words. I guess I’m going to have to keep showing you.”

His head dips to kiss me, but I put my hands to his chest and pull my head back a bit. “But… why?”

“You’ve asked me that before,” he says in exasperation. “My response is the same. Why not?”

I shake my head. “Yeah, I know that. And I’m not looking for you to stroke my ego. But you seem determined. You’re putting in so much effort with me, and yes, I’ll accept and believe you like me and there’s attraction—”

“Both ways, right?”

“What?” I ask, confused he’s gotten me off track.

“You’re attracted to me, right?” he asks with a grin.

I roll my eyes. “Of course I’m attracted to you.”

“Then prove it,” he dares, dropping his hands. “Prove it right now. Make the move on me. You kiss me, and you prove to me that you feel the same as I do for you.”

My eyes widen, my skin flushes, and my mouth gapes.

“Go on,” he taunts. “Prove it. You keep needing me to prove it to you, but honestly… how do you feel about all this? Don’t tell me… show me.”

I glance left, then right. People walk by us, mostly ignoring, but a few offer curious glances.

My attention goes back to Gage, and he’s staring at me with absolutely no shutter over his expression. He stands open and vulnerable and ready to let me inside if I’ll be bold enough to take the first step.

He’s turned the tables, forcing me to work for this. I’ve been so stuck on why he wants to go through all this trouble with me, I’ve forgotten that he might need something too.

It’s all so new.

So scary.

And so thrilling, a surge of power and confidence emboldens me. I move into Gage and put one hand on his chest. The other I wrap around the back of his neck. While I go slightly to my tiptoes, I mostly pull him down to me.

Tilting my head, I straighten up the last bit, and I’m the first to press my lips to his.

To open my mouth.

To slide my tongue in against his as everything else in the world disappears. There’s only me and him and the connection between us.

Gage’s arms circle my back, pull me in close. The heat of his body simmers against mine as I relish his hard muscles, the smell of his bodywash, and the rumble of appreciation deep in his throat.

An overwhelming pulse of desire hits, and I melt into his body, both arms going around his neck. Gage spreads his palm against my lower back and presses me tighter to him, and I can feel he’s aroused by the kiss.

Just as I am, and I have to repress the urge to rub against him. I can’t stop the involuntary moan that comes out when he takes control and deepens the kiss.

My head spins, and oxygen seems to be a luxury right now. Gage tears his mouth away, puts his lips to my ear, and grumbles, “I swear, if I didn’t think I’d get arrested for public indecency, I’d give you more of what you’re asking for right now.”

That was erotically cryptic. I have no clue what he’d give me, but I’m sure I’d enjoy it.

“Unfortunately,” he complains, loosening his hold. He stares down, eyes turbulent and needy. “We’ll have to wait for privacy because that type of giving is only between you and me and no one else. I don’t share that with anyone.”

A shiver runs up my spine over the possessiveness in his voice.

He smiles and bends down for a soft, gentling kiss that settles me down. “But I’m glad to know you feel the same way.”

“Lesson learned,” I whisper.

“Feel free to practice that on me anytime,” he says, reaching for my hand. “I am open twenty-four seven for your mouth on me. Just so you know… open invitation.”

I know he isn’t trying for innuendo, because his tone is too light as we walk the other way. But I can’t help thinking about different ways I’d love to put my mouth on him. God, I used to have such a healthy sex drive before the fire. Loved sex and was adventurous, and I haven’t thought about it in so very long.

But now… I have a feeling I’ll be thinking about it quite a bit more.

Doubt starts to creep in, as I know intimacy with Gage will expose me in a way I’ve not allowed since the fire.

I force it away—I can’t afford to scare myself. I don’t want to lose him before we even get started.

We head toward the arena, chatting about tomorrow’s away game. He’s headed to Detroit in the morning.

Escorting me to the employee parking deck, he says, “I want to get together as soon as I’m back, okay?”

“Okay,” I say, excited beyond belief for his return, and he hasn’t even left yet.

“Lunch?”

“I’d love that.”

At my car, he waits for me to get my keys out and open the door. He kisses me, softly at first, then a little deeper.

Just a promise of what will be in the future.

As I settle into the seat, he leans in slightly with his arm on the door. “Text me as soon as you get home so I know you’re safe.”

I almost cry at that request, but I manage a nod. “I will.”

Another kiss and then he closes the door. Gage doesn’t move as he watches me back out and pull away.

The drive to my place is short, and within fifteen minutes, I’m inside and texting him. Home safe. Thank you for a great evening.

I don’t even know where Gage lives in relation to the arena. I don’t know if he went home already or back out. I don’t know if he’s driving, but he replies quickly, I had a great time too.

Staring at the screen, I feel like I need to say something else. But rather than type it out, I call him.

He answers on the second ring, and I can hear the connection to Bluetooth and know he’s in his car. “You okay?” he asks.

“Yeah. I’m fine. But… well, I like to hear your voice, so I thought I’d call and thank you the proper way.”

Gage laughs in appreciation. “I’m glad you like hearing my voice the way I like hearing yours. Now, get some sleep.”

“I will.”

“Dream of me,” he adds.

“Guaranteed,” I reply with a sigh. “Good night, Gage.”

“Good night, Jenna.”


CHAPTER 12


Gage

It’s the slap shot ricocheting off the goalpost and up into the net that causes the ref to blow the whistle. The light at the score table goes on, and a TV timeout is called. Keller motions with his hand for the first line to stay on the ice, not that it would make a difference who was out here. We’re down 4–0 against the Detroit Cardinals with only fourteen seconds left.

This game is done.

Why the fuck we have to wait for a commercial is beyond me, especially with so little time left. I guess that shit is preprogrammed with advertisers, but I’d give anything right now if they’d just drop the puck again and put us out of our fucking misery. It was a clusterfuck from the start and only went downhill from there.

Detroit has been playing like they’re on fire, and we never stepped up to the challenge.

The first major disaster happened in the first period. Jesper injured himself—groin pull—and has been back in the locker room since. Our backup goalie, Patrik Stenlund, stepped in and immediately crashed and burned. He’s a good goalie, but he’s not one you can depend on in a clutch situation. While he has more natural talent than Jesper, he’s ruled by emotion, and every time Detroit scored a goal, he just got worse. The fact that we’re only down by four is a shocker to me, but our defense has been holding their own.

Coach Keller is in an unbearable mood, and rather than being corny and encouraging, which no one really likes, he’s been screaming red-faced like an enraged bull the entire game, which everyone really hates. There seems to be no good with this guy, and I’m over him.

I’m ready for this evening to be over so we can rack up the loss and get home to Pittsburgh where I can see Jenna tomorrow.

Our line glides to the bench to grab water bottles. Keller starts ranting, particularly at Stone for that last shot that went off the pipe and up into the net. “Jesus fucking Christ, Dumelin. If you can hit a three-inch pipe, you can surely slide it down three inches to go in.”

Stone doesn’t take the bait, merely squirts water in his mouth and stares at Keller.

“This has got to be the absolute worst performance I’ve seen from you men out on the ice. Absolutely embarrassing.”

“Why don’t you tell us how you really feel?” Coen says dryly.

Coen pushes Keller’s buttons all the time, and this one gets him good. His face mottles from red to purple as he points at Coen. “Watch your fucking mouth. I’m the boss and you’re not.”

Rather than be intimidated or shamed in any way, Coen actually smirks at Keller, and they engage in a staring contest.

Coen has zero fucks to give anymore, and it’s Keller who looks away first, turning on our defensemen, Kirill Zucker and Nolan Carrier, neither of whom deserve his wrath. They’re the two who’ve kept this from being a much bigger loss.

I move over to Coen and give him a reassuring tap on the side of his leg with my stick. A silent, Just keep your cool. It’s almost over.

Coen apparently takes it as an open invitation to converse about his woes on the ice tonight. “That fucker McNabb is going to get his in the next fourteen seconds.”

My head swivels to Coen as Keller continues to rant, but no one is listening. “McNabb?”

He’s a defenseman for Detroit and has been playing a stellar game. He’s tied Coen up a lot, but all within the bounds of the rules and hasn’t drawn a penalty yet.

Coen sneers. “Yeah… I’m going to teach that fucker a lesson he won’t forget.”

“Coen,” I warn, but the red light goes off and the refs call everyone to the face-off circle.

As we gather around in our positions, myself in the center ready to take the puck, my eyes drift over to Coen. He’s not even watching us but rather has his eyes are lasered across the circle at McNabb.

Son of a bitch.

He’s going to make a move, and I can’t stop it.

The puck drops, and I dig deep to reach it before my opponent. In an effort to avert catastrophe in these last few seconds of the game, I hit it Coen’s way.

It’s not perfect, but he could’ve easily grabbed it.

Instead, he’s taking off after McNabb and the puck lands on a Cardinal’s stick instead.

“Shit,” I mutter, letting Kirill pick up the guy with the puck.

Everything seems to slow down as Coen careens toward his quarry. He gives him a hard push across his back, and McNabb whirls around.

Coen drops his gloves—the declaration he’s ready to fight.

McNabb has no choice. One doesn’t walk away from gloves on the ice, so his follow.

The two men clash, grabbing each other’s jerseys and trying to unpin an arm to throw a punch.

The refs whistle the play dead, keeping an eye on the combatants. With the clock stopped at eleven seconds, everyone watches.

It’s Coen who lands the first punch, able to free his right arm while holding the front of McNabb’s jersey. He cocks back and lets it fly, catching the other man on the side of his helmet.

McNabb snarls, jerks his own arm free, and lands three quick punches to Coen’s face. When he pulls his fist back from the last strike, blood trickles from a cut at Coen’s eyebrow. That’s all the refs need to rush in and stop the fight.

Except Coen’s still lipping at McNabb, cursing at the refs, and trying his darnedest to restart the brawl.

I move in, as does every other player on the ice. There’s yelling and name-calling, but the players try to deescalate by pulling McNabb and Coen apart. Kirill and Stone put hands on Coen’s shoulders, not to restrain him but to encourage him to back off. One of the refs gets in between. He’s a good guy—Andre Sneed—who’s been in the league as long as I have.

“Break it up. Break it up,” he yells to the men, giving his back to Coen and giving McNabb a slight push. McNabb easily complies, until Coen yells, “You’re a pussy, McNabb. Afraid to fight me. Everyone in this arena knows what a pussy you are.”

Wrong words to say, and McNabb leaps toward Coen. “You’re a washed-up has-been, Highsmith. Not even relevant to the game anymore.”

The other ref gets in there with Sneed to try to push them apart. I hover close to Coen, but for now, he’s not pulling too hard on Kirill and Stone.

“How about we just meet outside after,” Coen snarls, “when I don’t have anyone holding me back.”

“How about you go hop on a plane that’s about to crash?” McNabb yells back.

It happens all at once. Kirill and Stone release Coen, which is the same thing I would’ve done, because that comment cannot be forgiven or ignored. The Cardinals on the ice know it, too, and they rush in to protect their teammate.

While none of us seem inclined to stop Coen now, Sneed spins toward him because he knows those words were designed to throw fuel on the fire. He puts his hands on Coen’s chest and tries to push him backward—to put space between the men. I watch as a silent bystander, not willing to stop Coen if he wants to go after McNabb again.

While Coen’s eyes blaze with fury and a thirst to wrap his hands around McNabb’s neck, he lets his gaze drop to where Sneed has his hand on his chest. Sneed’s not paying attention, feeling like he’s got the situation under control, looking over his shoulder at McNabb and yelling at him to leave the ice.

It happens so fast, no one could’ve prevented it. Had I known it would happen, I would’ve done my damnedest to try.

Coen cocks his arm and brings his elbow straight across the ref’s head, and Sneed flies backward into McNabb. Some of the Cardinal players catch him before he falls, steadying him until he gets his skates back under him, but Coen is already leaping forward.

His rage is now focused on Sneed—for touching him or for forbidding him to fight McNabb, only he knows—and he tries to try grab the ref. Coen’s already got his arm cocked, ready to aim a punch, and that’s when we all jump into action. I race forward, put myself before him while Kirill, Stone, and Nolan grab him from behind. Even with the four of us on him, he fights like a wild man, screaming obscenities at the referee.

Luckily, the elbow Coen threw at the ref didn’t knock him down, and Sneed blows his whistle furiously, motioning a game misconduct penalty. Given that there’s just a little over ten seconds left in this disaster of a game, not that big a deal.

But Coen will pay a stiff price for this.

Possibly his career.

We manhandle Coen to the gate that leads to our locker room, forcing him through. I can’t leave the ice, so no telling what he’ll do. I’d escort him all the way back, but I’m stuck out here.

Luckily, Coen stomps down the hall amidst a hail of booing fans throwing drinks and food at him. He doesn’t even seem to notice, and when he’s out of sight, I release a huge sigh.

Coen might be finished in this league for good. Certainly he’ll be fined, probably suspended for the rest of the year. Perhaps some consideration might be given to the fact that McNabb taunted Coen about the plane crash, which was beyond underhanded. It’s why I didn’t care if he went back after him.

Something similar happened to Tacker Hall last year on the Arizona Vengeance. He got taunted on the ice about his fiancée dying in a plane crash—a plane he was flying—and he went berserk, taking the guy down and kneeing him to unconsciousness. He was suspended for several games. But this is worse because he attacked a ref.

I skate back to the face-off circle, not caring one way or the other where the puck goes. My opponent beats me to the draw. It kicks out to a Cardinal who takes off down ice. Luckily, Kirill and Nolan still have their legs and manage to tie up the puck until the clock runs out.

Our team leaves the bench, crosses the ice, and exits through the same passageway that Coen took seconds ago. There are boos, but thankfully no one throws anything at our team. I’m assuming that might still be a little respect for the loss our team suffered this year, but mostly because they’re really only angry at Coen.

We file into the locker room where it’s deathly quiet. Coen is working on his gear, tearing it off in angry, jerking movements.

Everyone steers clear of him.

I move to my locker, grabbing my phone first and foremost. I know there will be a text from Jenna.

And sure enough… there is. I hope everything’s okay. That looked like a really bad situation.

I’ve started a quick reply just as Keller’s voice booms through the door. He’s livid, face beet red, fists clenched. “Where the fuck is Highsmith?” he yells.

The other coaches walk in behind him, looking wary. Baden’s expression is as grim as I’ve ever seen it.

All the players freeze and watch Keller as he spies Coen and advances on him. Coen doesn’t even bother to look over his shoulder at the coach. He continues to take off his top gear, as if he has no cares in the world.

I tense, expecting Coen to go crazy if Keller touches him, and while no coach should ever dare put their hands on a player, I don’t think Keller has great self-control.

Luckily, he stops a few feet from Coen and thunders, “Look at me, goddamn it, when I’m talking.”

Coen lifts his head, turns slowly to face Keller, and stares at him with a blank expression.

And then the tirade starts. “You stupid motherfucker,” Keller snarls, spittle flying from his mouth as he points at Coen but keeps space between them. He probably knows that touching Coen means he’ll get his ass kicked. “Who the fuck do you think you are, you entitled, pansy-assed, overhyped prima donna, that you think you can go out on that ice and do whatever the hell you want? When you’re on that ice, you’re my bitch, and you’re representing me, and—”

“The Titans,” Coen says in a flat voice.

“Excuse me?” Keller sputters.

“You mean, I represent the Titans,” he replies calmly. “You said I’m your bitch and I represent you. That’s not true.”

“You know what the fuck I meant, you moron.” With every abusive word Keller throws on Coen, I grow edgier, waiting for all hell to break loose. “I don’t know what your dysfunction is, nor do I give a rat’s ass about it. I just know that you’ve broken the straw on the camel’s back.”

“You mean, I’m the straw that broke the camel’s back,” Coen says, again so even-keeled, he seems almost robotic.

“That’s it!” Keller screams almost shrilly, his entire body shaking. “You’re out of here. Off this team. Suspended indefinitely. In fact, I’d prefer if you never came back.”

Coen cocks an eyebrow at him. “Are you done?”

I swear it might be my imagination, but steam comes out of Keller’s ears. Luckily, Baden steps forward. Placing his hand on Keller’s shoulder, he says, “Matt… we should have a coaches’ meeting. I’m sure Callum will be down soon.”

Callum would have been up in the visiting owner’s box, and I can’t imagine what he’s thinking right now.

Keller doesn’t move… just stands there breathing heavily, engaged in a stare down with Coen.

“Matt,” Baden repeats and leans in to talk in a low voice that still carries, “you need to get it under control. Callum will be here any minute, and we’ll need to talk.”

Jolting, Keller twists his neck to look at Baden. He sucks in a deep breath through his nose. “Yeah… right. Of course.”

Keller follows the other coaches out of the locker room, and it’s Hendrix Bateman who has the guts to approach Coen. He’s also one of the Lucky Three. A second-line defenseman with the original team, he wasn’t with the team on that fateful night due to an injury. He probably knows Coen better than anyone here.

He doesn’t touch Coen but moves in close. “You okay, man?”

“Fine,” Coen grits out, but I hear the stress in his voice, which I know is probably one hundred percent from Keller making an ass of himself.

“He can’t suspend you like that,” Hendrix says. “That’s not his call.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Coen replies as he pulls off his shoulder pads.

“Of course it matters,” Hendrix says encouragingly, despite the fact Coen wrecked his car not two weeks ago. “We all have your back.”

A few men echo that sentiment, but I remain silent. I don’t know if I can have his back as he’s out of control. Granted, I don’t have Keller’s back either. That guy has no business coaching.

“It doesn’t matter,” Coen repeats through clenched teeth before he lets his eyes focus on Hendrix. “Because I quit.”

“What?” Hendrix barks in surprise. “No fucking way, man. You had a shitty night—”

“I’m done,” Coen growls as he jerks a towel out of his locker and stalks off toward the showers.

Players scramble out of his way, but no one follows him.

Hendrix gapes at me. “We can’t let him quit.”

“No one is going to let him quit,” I reassure Hendrix, then turn to address the rest of the team. “That was a shit show I wish none of you had to witness. No one wants to see that happen, much less to one of our teammates.” I look at every player, noting I have their attention. “For those who weren’t on the ice and couldn’t tell what went down, McNabb taunted Coen about the crash.”

Most of the men grumble and curse under their breaths.

“I’m not saying that justifies what Coen did. Let this be a learning lesson for you that while fights are going to happen and, in fact, must happen to establish our dominance, you have to learn to manage your temper and your emotions when out on the ice. It’s our job to win games, and we can’t do that by sitting in the penalty box or getting ejected for misconduct. But in this instance, I believe, Coen’s actions are understandable. Not justified, but I certainly get his loss of control.”

“What does it matter?” This from one of the young rookies who’d only spent a year down in the minors. “Coen just said he’s quitting.”

“I choose to believe he said that out of frustration and anger. There will be plenty of people trying to talk him out of that decision.”

“But he’ll get suspended,” Camden Poe says, the final one-third of the Lucky Three. The worry on his face is etched deep.

“Without a doubt,” I reply grimly. “Which only means we have to play together stronger, and we’re going to have to pick up the slack left by Coen’s absence. We’ll have to fill that void and give more than we’ve been giving so far. I want to remind every single one of you that we’re still in the hunt for a playoff spot. We can do this.”

“You’re damn right, we can,” Stone exclaims.

And nearly everybody shouts out their agreement.

It’s a nice speech. But I’m exhausted from the effort of trying to boost morale when things seem to be spinning out of control. No matter what I said, this whole incident with Coen, particularly if he quits, will be hard to overcome.

We finish our showers and get dressed, load onto the charter bus, and head to the airport where we board the team plane to head back to Pittsburgh. Coen chooses a seat at the very front near the window and puts on his headphones, hunkering down with eyes closed. The message is clear—he doesn’t want to talk to anyone.

And that’s fine by me. It’s a bit too early to hit him up with my reasoning for him to stay. But I’m not waiting too long.

I settle into a seat next to Stone and nudge him with my elbow. “I’m heading over to Coen’s tonight when we get back. Going to try to talk some sense into him before he can proclaim publicly that he’s quitting.”

Stone gives a sarcastic laugh. “But Keller’s already kicked him off the team. There’s no saving him now.”

His mockery of Keller’s actions is on point. Then he adds, “But we have to try. I’ll go with you.”


CHAPTER 13


Gage

Standing in the lounge of the private hangar where the team plane is parked, I call Jenna. Stone’s currently off to the side with Baden as he logs into the employment files from his phone to look up Coen’s home address. None of us know where he lives because none of us have ever been invited to his place.

I know it’s late—or rather early, going on almost two a.m.—and I wince slightly when she answers groggily, “Hello?”

Players walk by so I lower my voice. “Hey, sorry I woke you.”

Jenna gives a slight cough to clear her throat, and I envision her sitting up in bed, hair tousled and eyes sleepy. I’m hoping one day I’ll get to see that look in person.

“It’s okay,” she says softly. “I’m glad you called. Are you back?”

I rub my neck, trying to work out the tension. “Yeah. Stone and I are going over to Coen’s to talk to him. He left as soon as we got off the plane.”

“Moral support?” she guesses because she likely saw what happened on the ice on TV.

“More like an intervention,” I reply. And then I explain what happened in the locker room after the game.

Jenna gasps. “He quit? He can’t do that. He’s an integral part of the team.”

“I know that. You know that. The rest of the team knows it. But Coach Keller told him to get out and that he didn’t want him on the team.”

Jenna clucks her disapproval. “Well, he can’t do that either.”

I chuckle. “We both know that as well, but I think Coen was going to quit after that incident on the ice, regardless. There’s something more than just the plane crash driving his actions.”

Jenna is silent for a moment before saying, “You’re a good friend and teammate, Gage. You’re doing the right thing by going there now. Don’t let him get too settled into the proclamation he made. Give him a quick way to reverse his decision.”

“That’s the plan. I just wanted to hear your voice to fill my bucket before I go.”

Jenna sighs, and I smile at her reaction. “You filled my bucket tonight, too, just by calling.”

I have to bite back a sigh of my own because knowing I do that for her gives me a satisfaction that’s hard to describe. It feels almost primitive and from a place so deep, I didn’t know it existed.

“I’ll see you tomorrow at the arena for my interview, correct?” I ask. Although it’s the last thing I want to do, it has to be done. The documentary is important to Brienne, so I’ll be supportive.

“Yes. I’ll be there,” Jenna says. “And you know they’re going to ask about Coen. Brienne’s already texted me that they have the PR team working on talking points.”

“I’ll handle it however the organization wants me to.”

“Listen,” Jenna says slowly, “I hope this isn’t too forward—”

“If you’re about to say you’re going to kiss me as soon as you see me at the arena tomorrow, no matter who’s looking, I don’t think that’s too forward at all.”

Jenna laughs, and I hear the admonition in her voice. “Quit interrupting. I was going to ask if you would like to come to my place tomorrow night for dinner. I’d like to cook for you.”

It says more to the fact that I’m a man who’s incredibly attracted to Jenna that my first thought upon said invitation is a make-out session on her couch instead of eating. But that will only happen if she’s comfortable with it. I’m truly more than satisfied to spend whatever time I can with her.

“Not too forward at all,” I assure her. “I would love to come over tomorrow night.”

“Good. Bring a nice wine since I don’t have any. I drank the last of what I had tonight as I watched the game.”

“Lush.”

In a prim, almost Mary Poppins voice, she scoffs, “I most certainly am not.”

There’s no stopping my smile from our teasing exchange. Bucket is brimming. “I can’t wait to see you. I’ll take any opportunity in our hectic schedules to spend time with you.”

“Well,” Jenna drawls mischievously as if she has a secret, “you might be happy to learn that Brienne told me she wants me traveling with the documentary crew to whatever away games they’re going to film. They’re still ironing out the production schedule, but you’ll probably be seeing me a lot more than you bargained for.”

Jenna on road trips? Perhaps sneaking her into my hotel room, or me sneaking into hers?

I shake my head to force myself to get a grip and quit letting my thoughts go there. “I like it. A lot.”

“Me too.”

Stone walks my way, Baden behind him. “I have to go,” I tell Jenna. “Get back to sleep. See you tomorrow.”

“Good luck at Coen’s.”

As soon as I disconnect, Baden nods toward the paper in Stone’s hand, which presumably has Coen’s address. His eyes lock with mine. “You do understand that you’re going to try to convince a man not to quit this team while there’s a chance Brienne will release him. Keller has already called her demanding as much.”

“She won’t release him when she knows what caused his actions,” I say with authority.

Baden shrugs. “Probably not. But he’s looking at a lengthy suspension that’ll probably surpass the playoffs and stretch into next year.”

“And I’ve got no problem with that. He crossed the line, and there should be consequences. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to let him quit a career that he still has plenty of mileage to gain from. He can still be an asset to this team if we figure out how to get his head out of his ass.”

Baden nods thoughtfully and offers an encouraging smile. “Good luck tonight. I get the feeling that whatever is going on with Coen is far more deeply rooted than any of us can imagine.”

♦

Stone and I take his car to Coen’s place, an apartment in a luxury high-rise across the river in downtown. A doorman opens the door for us, immediately recognizing me and Stone.

“Tough game, fellas,” he says as he tips his hat to us. “Are you here to see Mr. Highsmith?”

“We are,” Stone says with a smile. No clue if we need permission to go up.

The doorman nods gravely. “That was unfortunate what happened on the ice. Hopefully sanctions won’t be too severe.”

“Hopefully,” I agree, and we move past him toward the elevator. He doesn’t say anything else, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I expect he would stop any stranger off the street looking for Coen, but he must have assumed—wrongfully, of course—that we are welcome.

I know we’re not.

We ride the elevator in silence to the fifteenth floor and locate Coen’s unit. I knock on the door swiftly and loudly because I don’t want him to have the opportunity to ignore us.

To my surprise, it takes no time before he’s swinging open the door and looking at both of us with an unreadable expression. “What do you want?”

Stone takes the bull by the horns and brushes right past him into the apartment. “We want to talk.”

Coen glances at me, and I shrug. “Hear us out.”

Sighing, Coen steps back to let me enter and shuts the door behind us. Coen’s apartment is spacious and well-decorated. The styling is sleek and contemporary, done in blacks and grays. It’s spotless, not a thing out of place. Not even a pair of shoes kicked off at the door. In fact, it’s so orderly, it’s hard to believe someone lives here.

He moves into the living room, crossing his arms defensively over his chest. He neither invites us to sit nor offers us a drink, although I didn’t expect any different. “Go ahead and give me the speech on how I’m throwing it all away so I can tell you that I truly don’t give a fuck, and then you can leave and I can get some sleep.”

“You truly don’t care about it?” I ask him tentatively. “Your career, your fans? The pure joy that I know you used to have at one time playing this sport? The thrill of competition?”

“The millions of dollars between your contract and endorsements,” Stone points out.

“What part of me saying I didn’t give a fuck don’t you understand?” Coen retorts hotly. “Why can’t people take me at face value and accept what I say? I’m not doing it just to hear myself talk. I’m certainly not trying to be problematic. I’m tired of dealing with it all, so it’s best I move on.”

“Okay, fine,” I say, throwing out my hands in frustration. “You don’t give a fuck. I believe you. You’re ready to walk away and be done with this. But how about, for just a minute, you consider that this might be a temporary feeling you can work through? That it might suck to tough it out right now, but there could potentially be brighter days ahead? And if that’s the case, you don’t want to walk away from this and later have regrets.”

Stone jumps in, keeping up our running assault to get Coen to at least consider other possibilities. “Look, man… I can’t even pretend to understand what you must be feeling. The crash wasn’t but a month ago, and—”

“It’s not just the crash,” Coen mutters, stomping into his kitchen. Stone and I stay in the living room, separated only by a large island with stools. With his back to us, Coen opens the fridge and pulls out a beer, twisting off the cap and depositing it in the garbage.

Tipping the bottle, he takes three long pulls before looking at us. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and sighs. “I appreciate you guys trying to help me out. But you’re wasting your time.”

“It’s not a waste of time,” I insist.

Coen’s eyes bore into mine, his face set in a hard mask. “It is a waste of time because I don’t deserve to be here.”

The self-loathing in those words clenches my gut. Stone and I exchange worried glances, and Coen rolls his eyes. “I’m not talking about not deserving of being alive. I’m saying I don’t deserve to be on this team.”

“Of course you’re deserving,” Stone scoffs. “You’re one of the best players in the league.”

“Not the point,” Coen says.

“Then explain the point,” I urge. “Tell us why you feel that way, and we can go from there.”

Coen shakes his head, mouth drawn downward. “It would do no good. My chances of redemption went down with that plane, and without it, I can’t be on this team.”

Could he be any more cryptic, and could I be any more confused?

“What was on that plane?” Stone asks, but I’m thinking that should be a who was on that plane.

Expression shuttering to a blank mask, Coen slips away from us, and I can tell he’s done talking. That’s reaffirmed as he sets his beer bottle down and moves to the door.

Before he reaches it, I ask, “So you’re going to quit?”

“Yes,” he says in exasperation, wheeling around to glare at me. “Why can’t you accept that?”

“I won’t ever accept it,” I reply, moving toward him. I step toe-to-toe. “You’re going to regret this. It will be the biggest mistake of your life. And when you finally realize that, I want you to think back on this moment and remember that Stone and I were here trying to help you figure out a better option than quitting.”

“How can there be a better option?” he grouses bitterly. “After that incident with the ref, I’m probably going to get kicked off the team. At the least, I’ll be suspended for the rest of the season.”

“You’re not getting kicked off the team,” I say with assurance. Yeah, I don’t know that for sure, but I’m reasonably confident Brienne and Callum will look at the totality of the circumstances here. “You might be suspended for the rest of the season, but at least you’ll still be part of this team. And then you can regroup. Take some time to figure things out. Go to fucking therapy, go on a trip, get your head together. You cannot be making life-altering decisions to flush your career when you’re clearly suffering from some tough psychological shit.”

Coen glances away from me, shoving his hands into his pockets. I’m encouraged by his silence rather than an immediate denial of anything rational.

Stone steps forward. “I’m sure you’re going to have to meet with Callum about this sometime today. My bet is suspension. Appeal it if you want, or don’t. Accept it and take the rest of the season to get your head on straight.”

Coen’s gaze moves to Stone, as if this might be a reasonable solution.

Emboldened, Stone says, “Brooks left me a cabin in Potter County. It’s a bit northeast of here, very isolated, a good place for you to get away from it all. Head up this weekend and check it out. Stay as long as you like.”

Tipping his head, Coen admits, “I’d love to get the fuck out of this city.”

“Cabin is yours for as long as you want, but you can’t quit. That’s the price for staying. If before next season starts, you still feel the same, fine. But no quitting this season.”

It’s silent as he ponders Stone’s offer, and while I want to urge him to take it, I don’t want him to reject it out of anger with us. For right now, he’s fairly calm.

Pivoting toward the door, Coen opens it, glancing first at me, then eyes resting on Stone. “Let me think about it. I’ll let you know.”

My heart sinks. He’s not going to take the cabin—I can tell by the stony expression back in place as he waits for us to exit.

With a sigh, I walk past him out the door, followed by Stone. Turning, I face him before he can shut the door on me. “I’m here for you anytime you need or want to talk. I’m not giving up on you.”

Coen gives a curt nod and shuts the door. I wonder if that’s the last time I’ll ever see him.


CHAPTER 14


Jenna

The knock on my apartment door nearly makes me jump out of my skin. The mixture of excitement, nerves, and a bit of fear has me on edge. My hands shake slightly as I remove my apron and stuff it into a cabinet. I tell myself to calm down, but my heart is pounding, and I’m afraid at any minute, I’ll be drenched in anxiety sweat.

Let’s face it.

It was a big deal I went on a dinner date with Gage. The first man I’ve even considered giving time to in so very long.

It was an even bigger deal that I went on a second date, and at the end, easily succumbed to the early draws of passion with him.

But to invite Gage to my apartment so I can cook for him?

Well, that goes beyond anything I thought myself capable of.

It crushes the walls I’ve built up, and it’s taught me that I might want something more for myself.

Many would say that’s a big fucking deal.

It’s so much more intimate spending time together in the privacy of a home, and cooking for someone is one of the greatest acts of care you can do, whether it’s a simple meal for your family or wanting to put good food in the belly of a man you like in an attempt to please him.

Given the last kiss we shared on the banks of the Allegheny River under the illumination of the Pittsburgh skyline, I think about how we’re going to have utter privacy in a romantic situation. I’d like to tell myself that’s ridiculous thinking, but I’m the one who purchased candles for my little card table where we’ll be eating the roasted chicken, potatoes au gratin, and fresh asparagus. Gage is bringing wine.

Of course, romance is part of this setting, and he’s made it abundantly clear he’s attracted to me. And while I may not have been as forthright in my feelings for him, he’s a perceptive man. He knows I’m attracted to him.

More nervous excitement flutters in my belly as I move to the door. I take a deep breath and look down at the outfit I chose for tonight—a pair of skinny jeans with a long-sleeved lightweight sweater that actually has an open V-neck.

I’m putting myself out there.

No turtlenecks.

No scarves.

Granted, I’m wearing my long hair down and pulled forward, but I’m still exposing myself to Gage. I’m choosing to believe that my scars don’t bother him in any way, so I’m not going to hide them.

At least the ones on my jaw and neck.

I let my breath out and open the door, my eyes immediately drinking him in. It’s that flash I’ve experienced a few times already—when I first see him and have that blip of doubt as to how this can be real. He’s gorgeous, dressed in jeans and a button-down shirt, a bottle of wine in one hand and a white bag with handles in the other.

How can someone as beautiful, accomplished, and genuine as this man be interested in me?

But as I watch his own eyes travel over my body, not skipping or stuttering over my face or neck, coming back up warm with appreciation, I know I can’t doubt his feelings. It’s there, utterly stripped and naked in his expression that he likes what he sees. I flush with pleasure from that knowledge.

“Hi,” I say with a smile.

“Hi yourself.” He doesn’t move from the hallway and instead says, “I’m curious if you have anything for me?”

I tilt my head in puzzlement.

His eyes flash mischievously. “Oh, I was thinking maybe along the lines of a hello kiss?”

I can do that.

Why wouldn’t I want to do that? Open invitation to put my mouth on his? Sign me up.

As I step across the threshold, I’m acutely aware that his hands are full and he won’t be reciprocating any touch.

My hands go to his chest, and I rise on tiptoes to kiss him. Because he’s so tall, he graces me with a slight dip of his head to meet my lips, and the minute they touch, tingles erupt all over my body. A rumble sounds from Gage—a sign that he’s as affected by the brief kiss as I am.

I pull away and step back. “Come on in.”

He moves past me, straight to the kitchen as I close and lock the door.

Inhaling deeply, he says, “Something smells incredible.” He sets the wine and the bag on the counter, walking right to the oven to open it and peer in.

Makes himself right at home, and I love it.

“That looks delicious,” he says with a side-eyed glance as he closes the door. “Is it ready?”

Laughing, I move to his side and push him out of the way with bump of my hip, reaching for oven mitts. “It is, but the chicken needs to rest for a few minutes. Want to pour some wine?”

To my surprise, Gage wraps his arms around me from behind, crossing them over my belly. He pulls me back into him, wrapping me with a warm hug as he bends down to nuzzle my neck.

I stiffen slightly because he’s on the scarred side. But he merely presses his lips against my hair that buffers the scars and whispers, “I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.”

And just as quickly as it happened, he releases me and turns for the wine bottle.

A flash of deeper intimacy is what he just gave me, and my pulse jackhammers in my veins. He kept it brief, making it comfortable for me.

To give me time to adjust.

A rush of affection hits that he would be so considerate. Even though we’ve only known each other a few weeks, I’m so touched that he’s taking the time to understand me.

My hand shoots out and grabs the sleeve of his shirt. His neck twists as he looks back at me over his shoulder, eyebrows raised quizzically. “You’re like a dream.”

A slow smile makes his gorgeous face breathtaking. “You’re making me blush.”

I laugh and roll my eyes. Releasing my hold on his sleeve, I reach for the oven mitts again.

Except I don’t get my hands on them because he’s jerking me into his body, and his mouth is on mine, kissing me so passionately, my knees buckle. His arm around my back holds me up, pressed to his body. His other hand cups the side of my face.

When he pulls back, he looks down at me with a smile so tender, I don’t expect it after such a sizzling kiss. But my heart—protected by high, thick walls—melts when he says, “You’re like a dream too.”

I’m so dazzled, I don’t even think to protest when he lets me go and reaches for the mitts. “I’ll get the food out. You look in the bag… I brought you a present.”

A present?

I take the white bag, peek inside, and pull out a teddy bear. It’s wearing a Titans jersey, and when I flip it, I see it has Gage’s name and number on the back.

“Oh my gosh… where did you get this?” I ask, as I’ve not seen this in any of our merchandising.

He glances at me briefly as he puts the roasting pan on the stove top. “A man can’t reveal all his secrets. Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I say, giving it a squeeze. I don’t admit it to him, but I’ll sleep with it tonight.

The smile he gives me says he already knows that’s what I’m thinking.

♦

The food was good, but the dinner conversation was better. Gage insisted on cleaning the kitchen, and I was ordered to watch and keep him entertained.

I’m not sure there’s anything sexier than a man so comfortable at the sink, washing dishes with a towel thrown over his shoulder and his shirt sleeves rolled up. Those forearms… so strong and—

“… he’ll get a second opinion, of course,” Gage says, and I shake my head to focus on his words. What were we talking about? “But I think this is going to put him out for the rest of the season.”

Oh yeah… Jesper Keane, our goalie who was injured yesterday during the game. “How do you treat a groin injury?” I ask.

Gage glances over his shoulder and offers a wicked smile. “Unfortunately for him… lots of rest and no strenuous movements.”

I snicker and sip my wine.

Gage returns his attention to the roasting pan. “Losing Jesper and Coen is going to hurt.”

“It’s also bad press for the team. Brienne had a call this morning with the director and producers about being delicate in handling the Coen situation.”

“I’m surprised she didn’t pull the plug on it,” Gage says, rinsing the pan under the tap. “Although it’s not like it’s a secret. All the TV cameras there caught every bit of it.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” I say. I’ve gleaned a solid understanding of this woman and the way she thinks over the last few weeks. She’s as transparent as they come. “She didn’t want Coen bothered with this. Doesn’t want them chasing after him. But she also didn’t tell them to avoid the subject.”

“Yeah… it’s the last thing Coen needs.”

Gage snags the towel from his shoulder and dries the pan. He glances at me and I nod toward the cabinet where he tucks it away.

“Have you heard anything about what’s going to happen with Coen?” I ask.

Gage shakes his head as he pulls the plug on the water and the sink drains. “Not today, but I know he met with Callum. I’m assuming he hasn’t been kicked off the team as we haven’t heard anything, plus Coach Keller was in an extremely pissy mood at practice. I’m guessing it’s because Coen’s still a Titan.”

I wrinkle my nose in distaste. “I still can’t believe Keller yelled at him in front of the whole team. It’s one thing to have those feelings, and I’m sure there have been coaches who’ve felt that way about players throughout the history of hockey, but that was so uncool to handle it like that.”

“Very uncool,” Gage agrees as he sprays down the sink and rinses out the dish sponge. “I’m just hoping Coen takes our suggestion to give this some time. Take a step back and think about it. Best thing might be for him to get suspended and be forced away from the team.”

That probably would be for the best. “Well, you handled the questions about Coen very well. You’ve got a natural gift when it comes to genuine talk.”

Today, the filmmakers interviewed Gage for the documentary. One of the producers asked the questions off camera, and it was directed in such a way to appear Gage wasn’t being interviewed but rather telling a story. They asked about a lot of the players on the team, including the incredible journey Baden has undertaken from paralysis to coach. When they asked Gage about Coen and the fight in Detroit, he deftly couched it in general terms about trauma, suffering, and healing.

There but for the grace of God go I is how he ended it, prompting no follow-up questions to delve into sordid details.

Gage turns away from the sink, drying his hands on the towel before tossing it on the counter. “All done.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” I admonish with a teasing smile.

“But I wanted to. You cooked such a great meal, I wanted to do something for you.”

I take another sip of my wine and study him over the rim. “You know the age-old rule, he who cooks does not do the dishes, and he who eats, does? That relies on the concept of fairness. Equality. A partnership.”

Gage settles against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’m not following.”

I shrug. “You didn’t say you did the dishes because it was fair. You said you did the dishes because you wanted to do something nice. It’s a world of difference.”

Gage chuckles and nods. “I suppose it is. I like doing things for you.”

“I like doing things for you too,” I murmur almost shyly, ducking my head for another sip. The wine is relaxing me.

“I didn’t mention it earlier, but I really like your sweater. It’s pretty.”

The blush comes hot and fast, and I almost choke on my drink as my eyes fly to meet his. While his gaze stays level with mine, I’m sure at some point he took notice of the V that doesn’t dip quite low enough to show cleavage but it’s close.

“It means a lot that you’re sharing yourself with me,” he says softly.

And he’s not talking about cleavage or the style and fit of my clothing.

He’s talking about the fact I’m not covering my scars.

I smile, very much okay with him bringing up the subject. After all, I intentionally wore this sweater without a scarf to show I feel comfortable enough with him to do so.

“It’s hard,” I admit with a small smile. “But you’re the first person outside of Emory to not let me hide. To force me to examine things about myself and take risks.”

“I’m glad that you trust me enough to do so.” Gage uncrosses his arms and presses his palms on the edge of the counter beside his hips. “Listen, my sister Marianne and her husband are coming in week after next to visit and catch a game. I’d really like you to meet them.”

Wow. Okay, that’s big. And fast. And yet I’m so flattered, I want to cry.

To ensure the tears don’t come, I make a joke. “I’d love to. I’m glad you find me worthy.”

Gage pushes off from the counter and stands before me. I straighten but still have to tip my head back to meet his turbulent expression. “It’s got nothing to do with you being worthy.” He takes the wineglass from my hand and sets it on the counter without breaking eye contact. “It has everything to do with me being worthy.”

“Excuse me?” I say, my voice hoarse with emotion.

“You… sharing yourself with me, scars and all, means you find me worthy to be let in. That means something to me. It means enough that I want to share something back with you, and the most important thing is my family.”

Cupping my face with his hands, he peers down at me. “I’m going to kiss you now.”

A quavering breath escapes my lips, and my heart kicks into a staccato drumbeat of nerves, excitement, and… desire.

Yes, desire.

Gage touches his mouth gently to mine. I push off the counter and rise up to meet the kiss, my hands going to his chest where I can feel his own heart thrumming under my fingertips.

The gentle pressure of his mouth becomes more insistent, and I let him in. Gage tilts his head and kisses me harder.

No… he claims my mouth with his. Shows me just how hungry he is.

I get swept away in a maelstrom of sensations and emotions, and my eyes flutter closed. One of his hands curves around the nape of my neck to grip my hair. It’s a move of domination, and an ache forms between my legs.

Tugging on my hair, he forces my head back, allowing him to layer kisses over my jawline and neck.

On the left side—the side that’s normal. His lips move over my smooth and unblemished skin, eliciting goose bumps. My fingers dig into his chest muscles.

Gage lifts his mouth and my eyes open. I find him staring at me with such intensity, I want to bolt. With his right hand still lightly cupping my head, he slowly—almost reverently—brings up his left hand toward my face. I watch with wide eyes as he tucks the hair on my scarred side behind my ear.

My breath catches, but I don’t tense up. I force myself to have patience to see what he’ll do, inherently trusting this will be okay.

That he will be respectful of me.

Gage’s eyes move from mine to skim across my cheekbones and then down to my jaw and neck. His index finger traces the scarred flesh so gently, I can barely feel it.

And then he dips his head and kisses me right at the corner of my jaw.

That damaged skin doesn’t have the same nerve sensitivity as the rest, and yet I feel the touch of his lips as clearly as I did on the other side. Blood racing and heart slamming, the ache between my legs intensifies. Gage brushes his lips down my neck, and it’s crazy because I know I shouldn’t be feeling it in such exquisite detail, but I do. The softness of his mouth and the rush of his breath over the scars… a tiny moan slips from my mouth.

It’s that sound that does it.

Gage growls, hauls me up with one arm around my back and the other under my ass, and spins me toward the living room. My legs encircle his hips and my arms go around his neck to hold him tight as I kiss him hard.

For a minute, I think he might veer into my room, and I’m not opposed to that. Scared and nervous, but not opposed.

Instead, he goes to my couch, presses one knee down on the cushion, and lowers me to my back. My legs loosen from around his hips as his hands press down into the cushions above my shoulders. He hovers over me, looming large and intense. Gage’s face is flushed, and I don’t have to look down between our bodies to see the erection straining at his pants. I felt it as he was carrying me.

“We need to slow this down a little,” he says.

“But we haven’t done anything,” I point out, breathless.

“We will if you keep kissing me like you just did,” he grumbles and then gives me a mischievous grin. “I’m absolutely not having sex with you tonight, no matter how much you beg me to take your virtue.”

I laugh and reach up to tug playfully at his shirt. Smiling, I whisper, “I want you to know, it’s incredibly sexy that you’re so careful and respectful of me.”

Gage’s expression sobers. “I want you to know you’re not just a hookup. And if we do have sex, I’m not going to disappear on you. It will be meaningful because I’m already invested in you, and I think you’re invested in me too.”

“See,” I say in mock exasperation, “you say things like that, and all it makes me want to do is have sex with you.”

Those full lips curve upward. “How about we cuddle instead?”

It’s relief that I identify as my main emotion at his words. Granted, slight disappointment because his kisses have flared to life a part of me I thought long dead. But I’m also so scared at being rejected at some point—despite trusting Gage’s intentions—that I’m glad he’s slowing things down.

“I’d never pass up a good cuddle,” I reply with a smile.

“Cuddling it is.” Gage hauls me up, turns us on the couch so he’s sitting and then pulls me into his side. “I won’t stay long. We have a big day tomorrow.”

“Big, indeed,” I say with excitement. Because it feels natural to me, I lean my head on his shoulder and wrap my arm around his stomach. His arm around my back gives me a squeeze.

Tomorrow the team flies to Arizona for a game against the Vengeance. The documentary crew will be attending and traveling on the team plane to shoot footage. Tying in Baden’s origin story about when he was the Vengeance backup goalie is paramount to telling his story. I’ve been told they’re going to interview one of the detectives who investigated the assault that left Baden paralyzed as well as the district attorney who prosecuted the men arrested.

This all means great things for me since Brienne has ordered me to be present during all the filming. I get to see my sister and niece, which is a treat since I didn’t think we’d be able to see each other until the season ends.

Moreover, I get to spend more time with Gage.

“What’s your schedule like while we’re in Arizona?” he asks.

“I’ll be with the film crew the entire time, but after the game, I’ll hang with Emory and Felicity.”

“You need that,” Gage observes. “I know you miss them.”

“That I do,” I say upon a sigh. “We’re probably going to have drinks at the hotel after the game, if you’d like to join us. I’d love for you to meet Felicity.”

I hold my breath, ready to cringe if he says he can’t, because while he might have a legitimate reason, my abused and battered ego expects the worst.

“I’d love to,” he replies. Although I can’t see his face in my current position with my head against his shoulder, I hear delight in his voice. “I was hoping I’d get to spend some time with you.”

I force myself to release my breath slowly and easily. Once again, Gage has shown by his actions that he’s almost too good to be true. I know I should accept and enjoy, but part of me can’t help but feel like the other shoe is about to drop.

“Do you think this is weird?” I ask.

Gage jerks a bit, pushing me back so he can peer down at me. “Think what is weird?”

I feel my face flush warm, but I want to be honest. “Just… this seems like an old-fashioned courtship. You’re the epitome of the perfect gentleman. Far kinder than most men I’ve known, except for maybe my dad. You’re so careful and respectful of me. And here I am, after only having been on three official dates with you, only knowing you for three weeks, cuddled with you as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. It’s just… weird, right?”

“It’s unusual,” he admits with a chuckle, pulling me tight against him. “But if it helps you to know, I have plenty of thoughts about you that aren’t gentlemanly. I definitely want to take this to another level when you’re ready.”

The man is dangerous, for with a few words, he makes me want him fiercely in all ways.

“I can’t explain what this is, Jenna.” Gage once again pulls back and cups my jaw with his hand so I look up at him. “Honestly, I don’t want an explanation. I just want to trust in my instincts with you, and my gut is telling me that fate has been holding you in reserve for me. That I’ve been waiting for you to come along. And maybe, you’ve been waiting for that too.”

I get sucked into the naked truth brimming in his eyes, and a moment of clarity comes over me. I’ve never been a romantic believer in soul mates, but I think that might be because I’ve never come close to feeling what that might be like.

It’s soon. It’s fast. It’s not love at first sight, but it is a deep connection building very quickly.

It will be a roller coaster for my emotions. Mere weeks ago, I’d shy away from something so volatile to my little bubbled world, but somehow, this man has picked me, and I realize now this is a gift I cannot ignore or push away.

With my hand on his stomach, I push up so my mouth meets his. Within my kiss, I seal a vow that I’m going to bare myself to him in all ways that I can and trust in what this is and has the potential to be.


CHAPTER 15


Gage

I’m not sure what it says about me as a leader on the Titans, but we just got our asses handed to us by the Arizona Vengeance, dropping us another position in the playoff standings. And yet, I’m more excited to spend time with Jenna and her sister and niece than I am bent out of shape about the loss.

I’m slightly ashamed because tonight I wore the C on my jersey, having been elevated to team captain. Coen’s league suspension was handed down this morning, as expected, and he is captain no more. Coach Keller was almost giddy tonight. Although he’d never admit to it being because Coen wasn’t with us, we all knew differently. Callum spoke with the team before our flight took off, the entire thing recorded by the documentary crew. He gave an impassioned speech about needing to balance consequences—which were deserved—and grace to have understanding for the circumstances.

As it stands, Coen’s suspension is for ten games, and Callum has said he’s not going to appeal. I suspect it’s because everyone expected a much larger suspension, given Coen decked a ref, but I’m assuming there’s been some compassion coming into play for what he’s been through. As it stands, his suspension will carry us past the end of the regular season. After tonight’s game, there are only five games left.

Five games to hang on to a playoff spot, and we are clinging on by our teeth now without Coen and Jesper.

But that worry is for tomorrow. It’s not going anywhere.

Tonight is for Jenna.

Or rather me, who will be graced by Jenna and her family.

I’m swept up in this whirlwind of discovery with her, and it’s so crazy. I should be leery, but I’m not. I’m riding the wave and despite it being a bit scary, it’s fucking exhilarating.

I exit the team bus, along with the rest of the players, upon arriving at our hotel. The mood is dour because while we lost, we fought hard. That makes losses tougher as opposed to easier because we gave it our all and it still wasn’t enough. I doubt many will be going out tonight.

I head to the restaurant/bar where Jenna will be waiting. She took an Uber from the arena to meet Emory and Felicity as their time is limited.

The hostess podium is empty since the restaurant portion is closed, but the bar is still open. Glancing around, I spot Jenna in a booth near the back, cuddled next to a little girl with raven-black hair like Emory’s. No doubt that little cutie is her niece Felicity.

Emory sits across from them, a glass of wine before her, and the women talk animatedly. I wonder if I’m being intrusive and should let them have some alone time, but the selfish part of me doesn’t want to miss a single second with Jenna. I also don’t want to miss any opportunity to learn more about her.

Emory sees me first as I approach, and then Jenna’s head swivels my way. The smile she offers is brilliantly happy, and my bucket fills to the brim, all the drainage from the game loss recouped.

I return the smile, and so as not to disturb her space with Felicity, I slide into the booth next to her sister. “Hey, Emory,” I say, and she smiles back. I look at Felicity. “Hi.”

She smiles shyly, and Jenna squeezes her. “This is my friend, Gage. Can you say hi?”

Felicity doesn’t say hi, but to my surprise, she bursts into an extended monologue. “I’m going to be eight in a few weeks, and after the hockey season is over, I’m going to Pittsburgh to visit Aunt Jenna. And she also told me to be nice to you since your team lost to the Vengeance tonight, but Jett plays for the Vengeance, so I have to cheer for them. But tonight at the game, Aunt Jenna screamed really loud for you.”

Laughing, I cut a brief glance at Jenna before bringing my attention back to Felicity. “You know, I thought I heard her at one point.”

Felicity nods somberly. “She was really, really loud.”

“I see you’re wearing Jett’s jersey. I could send you one of mine to wear.”

She wrinkles her nose. “No thank you. Jett’s my favorite.”

Christ, she’s fucking adorable. I twist my neck mid-laugh to look at Emory. “I assume Jett is with the guys celebrating their extraordinary butt-kicking tonight?”

Normally, I would’ve termed it a “fucking ass-whooping,” but I’m supersensitive to kids’ delicate ears, given my passel of nieces and nephews. I’m forever switching to clean speech when around them, so I’m pretty good at it.

“Actually, he’s joining us,” Emory says, looking fondly across the table at Jenna. “He wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Throughout the time Jenna and I have spent together, including late-night phone calls, I’ve learned that she and Jett became exceptionally close after he started dating Emory. I don’t know him that well, but I know I already like him just from Jenna’s platitudes. He made her feel comfortable around him. She thought it was sweet that he didn’t want her to move to Pittsburgh but to stay here with him, Emory, and Felicity. Not because he didn’t want her to stretch her wings or push herself outside her comfort zone, but because she’s part of his new family and they’d miss her too much.

“Well, thank you for including me in the family get-together,” I say. A waitress appears and I order a beer, note that both sisters’ wineglasses are half full, and order another round for them. I look across the table at Felicity. “What’s that you got there? Judging by the color and cherries floating in it, I’m guessing a Shirley Temple. Want another?”

“Yes, please,” she says sweetly, and I order her another one. She looks up at Jenna. “Can I play on your phone?”

“Sure,” Jenna says, pulling it out of her purse. She unlocks and hands it to Felicity, who is clearly a tech pro. She navigates to a game and is soon immersed.

“And now the adults can talk.” Emory laughs, then nudges me with her elbow. “Okay… you’re seeing my sister. We have limited time, and rest assured, Jenna has told me everything about you.”

“Not everything,” Jenna declares, looking at me guiltily.

“Most everything,” Emory corrects. “So now you tell me something that Jenna doesn’t know about you. Something that will help me get to know you on a deeper level.”

Well, damn. That’s actually hard because Jenna and I have shared so much. All our conversations are long and deep.

My brain whirls as I try to think of something… anything.

Then it comes to me. I smile at Jenna before giving my attention to her sister. “When I was thirteen, I got arrested for shoplifting at a gas station.”

Emory laughs, and Jenna’s jaw drops. “No way,” she exclaims. “What did you take?”

“A pack of gum and a candy bar.”

“A real hooligan.” Emory quips, leveling a smirk at her sister. “Not so perfect now, is he?”

Jenna’s eyes are round as saucers. “You were arrested?”

“Well, I wasn’t actually arrested. But I was caught and the owner called the cops. The responding deputy knew my parents well, talked the shop owner into letting me off with a warning, and then drove me down to the station. My dad had to come pick me up, and I was so scared, I thought he was going to kill me.”

“Clearly, you survived,” Emory says, enjoying the story.

Chuckling, I nod. “I was grounded for a month and had to go every weekend to the gas station and clean up around the area, including the bathrooms. I’d have rather gone to jail.”

“Just wow,” Jenna says, shaking her head. “I did think you were perfect until now.”

“Come on,” I tease, giving a tiny push with my foot against hers under the table. “You appreciate the bad boy in me, don’t you?”

Jenna snorts, and Emory cackles.

“Did I miss something funny?” We all turn to see Jett approaching. Felicity flies out of the booth, flinging herself at him. He catches her, lifts her high in the air, and then gives her a hug before settling her on his hip.

“You were great, Jett,” she babbles. “Best player on the ice. I told Gage that.”

Jett kisses her cheek, and I can see their bond is strong. He moves over to me, balancing Felicity on his hip and extending a hand to me. “Good to meet you. Tough game.”

“I’ll agree with the little girl,” I say as we grasp hands. “You played great. Congrats.”

Jett lowers Felicity to the ground and says, “Scoot in close to Aunt Jenna, and I’ll sit with you.”

“I actually have to pee,” Felicity announces, and Jenna starts to slide out.

“No,” Emory says, holding up her hand and nudging me out of the way. “I’ll take her.”

I slide from the bench so Emory can take her daughter to the bathroom, and Jenna moves out so she can hug Jett. I note he holds the hug for a few seconds as he murmurs, “Man, have we missed you.”

“Missed you too,” she says as they pull apart and smile at each other.

“Here,” Jett says, indicating the seat Jenna just vacated. “You two sit together.”

I like that indeed, and I follow Jenna back into the booth, sliding in close so our legs press against each other. As Jett settles in, I pick up her hand and squeeze it, pulling it over to rest on my thigh. She squeezes me back.

Jett looks toward the bathrooms where Emory and Felicity disappeared and then quickly back to Jenna. “Not a lot of time, but I need to run something by you.”

“Shoot,” Jenna says, leaning forward.

“I bought a ring to propose to Emory,” he says. “And—”

“And you wanted my blessing,” Jenna says with a dreamy sigh.

Jett frowns. “No. I already know I have your blessing.”

“You can’t know that,” she insists.

“Do too,” he retorts, and it sounds like me and my siblings when we squabble.

“Whatever,” she mutters.

“Anyway… I’m going to ask your dad’s blessing officially, although we both know he’ll give it because he adores me—”

“Whatever,” she mutters again, and I snicker.

Jett ignores her. “But what I really want to know is how do I incorporate Felicity into the proposal? I obviously want to talk to her first, but this is going to be a big fucking deal because I’ll become her stepdad and…”

He frowns again and tips his head, a look of panic on his face as he regards Jenna. “Oh no you don’t. Don’t you start crying.”

My head whips to the left to see her eyes brimming. My arm goes around her as she dashes at the tears. “Why do you have to be so sweet?” she asks Jett.

He glances with worry toward the bathroom. “Dry those tears, damn you, and give me advice?”

Jenna laughs as she takes a cocktail napkin and dabs at her eyes. “Okay… just take Felicity aside and tell her your intentions.”

“But what if she doesn’t want me to be her dad?” Jett whispers, glancing again at the bathrooms.

“You’re already a dad to her,” Jenna points out. “And trust me… she’ll be thrilled. Especially if you bring her in and make her part of the surprise.”

“That’s what I want to do,” he says quickly. “I was thinking of us all taking a trip—you, too, of course—maybe Colorado or something. Emory loves it there. We’ll have a special dinner and—”

“They’re coming back,” I cut in, and Jett’s mouth snaps shut.

“Act natural,” Jenna demands, pasting on a false smile. Jett matches her look.

“Jesus,” I mutter. “You both look like you’re hiding a big secret.”

So to hide their inability to play it cool, I lean over and kiss Jenna, hard and long enough to wipe the faux smile off her face. Jett snorts, and I pull back.

Jenna looks dazed, and Jett snickers.

Emory is oblivious, merely giving her sister a fond and knowing smile while Felicity slides into the bench next to Jett.

“What did we miss?” Emory asks as she slides in next.

“Oh, nothing,” Jett says with a sly wink at Jenna. “Just your sister getting her socks knocked off by that guy kissing her senseless.”

“So I noticed,” Emory drawls.

“That’s how Mommy and Jett kiss sometimes,” Felicity adds, and we all laugh.

♦

Our time together is cut short when Felicity yawns repeatedly—it’s late for her. I pay the bill, and Jenna dishes out multiple hugs to everyone. Jett and I shake while Emory gives me a hug and whispers in my ear, “You’re good for my sister. That makes me happy.” Felicity offers me a fist bump and grudgingly says she’d wear a jersey of mine if I sent her one.

I hold Jenna’s hand as they disappear out of the hotel, a family already who will be official soon enough.

“You’re gaining a new sibling,” I say as I squeeze Jenna’s hand.

She looks up at me and nods with a silly smile. “I’m so happy right now.”

“That makes me happy, then,” I reply. “I’ll walk you to your room. We have an early flight.”

As we ride up the elevator, I ask Jenna, “Where’s Felicity’s dad?”

“Out of the picture currently,” she replies. “He’s an addict and has let her down so many times, in and out of rehab. Emory has full custody, and she’s letting the courts set the limitations on his visitation. But he’s not shown any interest lately. Jett has been there for her in all ways a father can be, though.”

“He’s a good man.”

“Like you,” she says.

The elevator stops on her floor, and I let her lead the way to her room. At the door, she roots around in her purse for the key card. When she pulls it out, I take it from her and press it up against the pad to unlock the door. I push it open and hand the card back to her.

“Thank you for letting me hang with you and your family,” I say.

“Thank you for wanting to,” she replies softly.

My hand goes to the back of her neck, and I lean down to kiss her. It’s meant to be just a gentle kiss good night, maybe with a hint of promise for our future.

But the second our lips touch, something strong ignites in me, and I can’t be gentle at all. Not when a breathy moan slips from her, and fuck, lust rages through me.

I walk her backward into the room, kick the door shut, and spin her around so her back is against it. “I’m not staying. Just going to kiss you a bit longer, away from prying eyes.”

“Okay,” she whispers, arms going around my neck and drawing me back down to her mouth.

Goddamn, she tastes good and as she presses her body against me, she feels even better.

You’re not having sex with her. You’re not having sex with her. You’re not having sex with her.

I repeat this over and over, feeling deep in my bones that I still need to take things slow. That it’s too soon in our relationship because I don’t want her to think that’s all she is to me. Although I want her to be that, I want her to know she’s so much more.

I jolt in surprise when Jenna presses her entire body against me, her hips tilting… seeking. My hand has no control, moving to her ass to press her tight so she can feel the evidence of just how much her kiss arouses me.

Jenna makes a mewling noise… it sounds like need to me and her hips rotate in a wordless plea for more.

Then she voices it, tearing her mouth from mine. “Gage,” is all she says. Just my name, but it’s sounds like it’s a craving.

I lean into her, sandwiching her body between me and the door. Tilting my head, I murmur as I drag my lips across her cheek. “We’re not having sex.”

“Ridiculous,” she mutters before crushing her mouth to mine again.

Shit.

Is it ridiculous to wait?

Fuck, I want it to be special, but I don’t want her to think I’m avoiding it either. I want nothing more than to have leisurely hours to explore her body and make her come over and over again until she grows hoarse from crying my name.

Jenna’s hips gyrate again, and I groan. My hand drops lower and pushes between her legs from behind, and I grip her hard.

“Oh God,” she moans, her head falling backward until it hits the door. Her eyes bore into mine, frenzied and wanting.

And fuck… I have to give her something. I personally need to give her something so she knows how much I adore every bit of her.

I kiss her again, moving my hand to the front of her pants… a pair of denim leggings stretchy enough to let my fingers snake down the front. She jerks, then moans when I probe through her slick folds—already so damn wet—and I silence her with a punishing kiss.

Jenna’s hips thrust into my hand, and I meet her demand by sliding a finger in deep.

“Yes,” she hisses in relief. “More.”

“God, you’re so fucking sexy,” I growl as I lift my head to stare down at her.

She’s gone, eyes closed, teeth digging hard into her lower lip as she feels what I’m doing to her.

I use my fingers skillfully, thrusting one, then two. Gently circling her clit. Building her up slowly until she’s practically thrashing for release.

And when she orgasms, it’s with unfettered abandon as her eyes spring open and pin on me. She moans, “Gage… oh, damn… I’m coming.”

She didn’t need to say it. I feel her clench around my fingers as pleasure ripples through her. She clings to my shirt as she rides the power of the orgasm, and when she’s empty, she falls forward into me.

I ease my hand out of her pants and wrap my arms around her, kissing the top of her head. “That was fucking beautiful.”

“That was transcendental,” she gasps as she tries to catch her breath.

She pushes away from me and tips her head back as her hands go to the buckle of my pants. “Let me—”

I still her hands with my own and shake my head. “It’s never tit for tat with me. Sometimes I’ll want to pleasure you just to give it to you, and I will never want anything in return. I’m sure there will come a day when you’ll do the same for me.”

“But not tonight,” she guesses, and she sounds downright put out.

I smile and lean down to kiss her. “Jenna… I adore you. I care for you. I admire you.”

She makes a frustrated noise.

“I also want to fuck you very much.” She gasps at my crude words, eyes flashing hot. “Hard and for long hours, and I will. We will.”

“When?” she asks in a quavering voice.

“I’m not going to plan it out. When it happens, it happens.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m seriously frustrated right now.”

“How can you be frustrated when I saw and felt you break apart in front of me?” I tease before giving her a swift kiss.

“Ugh,” she grouses, gripping onto my shirt and giving me a little shake. “You’re an awful man.”

“No, I’m not,” I reply, taking her hands and pulling them to my mouth. I kiss one set of knuckles, then the other. “And you adore me too.”

“Do not,” she mutters.

I move her to the side and step around her, opening the door. “Yes, you do,” I say with a grin.

Jenna crosses her arms over her chest, cocking an eyebrow. “I get it now. You’re the alpha. You need to be in charge.”

“Maybe,” I reply with a shrug. But really, I want to take my time, draw this out, and savor every fucking moment.

She shakes her head and smirks. “You’re annoying.”

“And you love it.” I step backward into the hall.

“I do,” she says simply and turns her back on me before I close the door. I’m laughing as I walk back to the elevator.


CHAPTER 16


Gage

My sister, Marianne, isn’t the closest to me in age, but she’s the closest to me of all my siblings. I think it’s because she’s a teacher, like our mom, and I’m incredibly close to our mom. She’s got the complete package of kindness, humor, and such a flexibility to roll with the punches. Not to say that my other siblings are uptight, because they’re all easygoing. It’s just that we all have those we’re closest to, and for me, it’s always been Marianne. Her husband, Daniel, is like a brother to me. He and Marianne have been together since college, and he’s fit into our family seamlessly.

We’re currently in my kitchen, putting the final touches on dinner. Or rather, Marianne is finishing up the salad while Daniel and I sit with our beers at the kitchen island giving unsolicited advice on how to chop vegetables. Jenna will be here in about half an hour, and I keep looking at my watch. I’m so excited about her meeting my family and spending a nice night together.

The past ten days since coming back from Arizona have been super busy, and I haven’t been able to see Jenna as much as I’d like. Among the perils of professional athletics are the inconsistent schedules, since we travel nearly every week to ten days, depending on away games. It’s difficult to be involved with a professional athlete as we’re gone fifty percent of our life during the season.

I didn’t even have the benefit of Jenna traveling with the team on the last two away games. One was in Columbus, and Brienne nixed any idea about them filming the team on the first trip back. It was going to be emotional and stressful, given that the plane crashed on the way home from a game in Columbus, and I’m glad she made that call. We had enough spotlight on us and didn’t need additional pressures.

As it happened, we ended up playing brilliantly, despite being down Coen and Jesper, and pulled out a hard-fought win. On the downside, we traveled from Columbus to DC to play the Breakers and lost that game resoundingly. On the further downside, Jenna didn’t go to that game, either, since we went straight there from Columbus.

In all, I’ve only seen her for any appreciable time on three occasions. Once I took her out to lunch when our practice schedule lined up with her schedule, once we went out to dinner, and the third time, we went out for drinks after a home game.

Lunch was fun, mainly because I was sitting in her office waiting for her to finish up before we could leave when Brienne walked by. She halted upon seeing me, backed up, and peeked her head in. I didn’t miss the knowing smirk she leveled at Jenna before turning to me in greeting. Wasn’t surprised, though, as I knew Jenna and Brienne were actually developing a bit of a bond, and I assumed that meant I was part of their conversation. I’m actually glad for it—Jenna deserves a strong support group around her. Moving to a new city is tough.

The two nights we had together were equally fun, but they ended up not extending past good-night kisses. I didn’t even go into her apartment after dinner but cut the evening short at the door. Of course, there was the passionate kiss first, which could’ve easily led to more, but I didn’t let it. Truth be told, I’m feeling a bit of guilt over how far we went in Arizona.

Or rather, how far we didn’t go.

It’s confusing. I thought I was doing the right thing—the respectful thing—by not dragging her off to bed. But then I’ve wondered in hindsight if it was disrespectful to finger her to an orgasm up against the door and not let it progress further, especially because I think she wanted it. I’ve been wondering if I have the right to decide where this goes based on my own moral code where Jenna is concerned. I feel very overprotective of her and want to make intimacy with her special. I feel like she needs special treatment, but I could be wrong.

“Gage… that’s the fourth time you’ve checked your watch in about four minutes,” Marianne says as she peels a cucumber. “You said Jenna would be here at six, so why are you checking?”

I blink at my sister. “I honestly hadn’t realized I was.”

Truth is, I’d gotten lost in thoughts about Jenna, which happens more often than not.

Marianne tips her head and gives me a sappy smile. “You really like this woman, don’t you?”

“Have you known me to introduce you to anyone else?” I counter. I mean, it should be obvious because of that alone.

“No, and when you talk about her, you get a dopey look on your face.” Marianne laughs.

Daniel nods. “Totally dopey. I think our boy is in love.”

Most men I know would deny such a thing because love is often considered weakness. I don’t deny it, but I don’t confirm it either. I don’t know what this is I feel for Jenna, but it’s incredibly strong, and I suspect she’s the one.

Maybe that’s why I’m taking things so slow. Because she’s the one, and I want it to be right and memorable and done perfectly and—

Daniel snaps his fingers in front of my face, causing me to blink. I bat his hand away as he snickers. Throwing his thumb at me, he says, “You see that, honey? He’s totally got his head in the clouds. I cannot wait to meet this woman.”

I glance at my watch again.

Twenty minutes.

“Let me ask you both something,” I say, leaning my forearms on the counter. Marianne’s knife stills as she gives me her attention, and Daniel rests an elbow on the counter, angling toward me. “How do you know…”

I stop, because this is hard to frame.

“If you want to make sure…”

No, that’s not quite right.

“If you’re starting a new relationship, and you want to…”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Gage, spit it out,” Marianne demands, waving the knife dramatically.

I’m not sure why this is so hard. Marianne and Daniel are family. Close, tight, bonded family. I can talk to them about anything, but I’m feeling all kinds of silly that I’m not sure how things should be progressing with Jenna.

Because I’ve not told them much about Jenna, other than I’m dating someone I really like and want them to meet, I figure I better give them some background.

“Okay, here’s the deal about Jenna.” I fill them in on our first meeting, how sensitive she was to her scarring, how I handled that and we became friends, and that I then wanted more. I tell them a bit about the fire and how Jenna was leery to trust, but that I felt I had it now.

I tell them that feelings between us grew quick.

“So, what’s the problem?” Daniel asks. “You’re not worried about this moving too fast, are you? Because you should trust your gut.”

“I’m not worried about it moving too fast. Not the feelings part. That’s genuine and locked solid. It’s how things are moving in other respects.”

Daniel blinks at me, waiting for more explanation. Marianne smiles knowingly. Daniel looks at Marianne, notes the smile, and then his eyes widen. “Oh, you’re talking about sex.”

“No,” I exclaim, way too quickly and loudly. Then with a lower voice, I admit, “Yes. I mean, sort of. It’s been slow going.”

“Is it a trust issue?” Marianne asks, setting her knife down and picking up her wineglass. “You said she was leery at first but that she now trusts you. Are you taking things slow because of that?”

“I don’t know anymore,” I say with a frustrated sigh. “I think at first, yes. Then it became about wanting to be respectful of her. And I keep telling myself to wait to make it special.”

“That’s a valid way to progress a relationship,” Marianne says.

“Right, I know that.” I pick up my beer bottle and take a sip. “If both people want to take it at a slower pace. But now, I’m not sure we both want that.”

“You want more now?” Daniel guesses.

“I mean, I always want more. I’m a dude. But actually, I think I might be going too slow for Jenna.”

“And how does she feel about this?” Marianne asks, but the question isn’t meant to have an answer because I’ve already made it clear that I’m guessing at things. I’ve failed to discover exactly how Jenna feels.

“Clearly, we’ve not had that discussion, or else I wouldn’t be asking your opinion,” I grumble at my sister. “Just pretend you’re a woman in this situation where a guy was taking things super slow. Even though you may have had some intimate moments, you want more, but he’s still going slow.”

Daniel chuckles and swats me with a backhand. “Your sister never had that problem with me.”

I twist my neck slowly to glare at my brother-in-law. “Don’t really want to know that stuff about you and my sister.”

Marianne snorts, and I look back to her. “You want to know how I’d feel? I’d wonder if there was something wrong with me if you were taking it too slow.”

“Why?” I exclaim. “Jenna knows my feelings are deep.”

“And yet the natural progression in any relationship is sexual intimacy. And frankly, these days things move fast. People are far more sexually open. You don’t have to be in love to share your body and to share passion.”

“That’s the truth.” Daniel snickers, and Marianne rolls her eyes. I ignore him, or else I might punch him.

“The point being,” Marianne drawls, leveling one more look at her husband that he should keep his mouth shut before he gets his ass kicked by her and not me. She then returns her attention to me. “If you go too slow, she’ll wonder if there is something wrong with her. And if she’s already dealing with confidence issues because of her scars, you could be doing more harm than good by taking things slow out of respect.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, scrubbing my hand through my hair. Jenna’s confidence waxes and wanes. I hope I’ve not done anything to make her doubt herself or my attraction to her. If she could see me every night taking myself in hand to images of her, she’d know exactly how strongly I want her.

“No matter how much attention and sweet words you shower her with, don’t ever give her one small reason to doubt your interest.” Marianne’s last words are good advice.

More than anything, I need to have a candid talk with Jenna. I need to make sure we move forward together and not stall out because I have some romantic notion about how the pace should be set due to my overprotective nature or because I want to make things so special, I might end up killing what makes us special in the first place.

The doorbell rings, and I practically jump off my stool, having been so thoroughly invested in this conversation. For a few minutes, I completely forgot about Jenna coming over.

But now that she’s here, on the other side of the door, I know exactly what I need to do so this thing between us flourishes.


CHAPTER 17


Jenna

I’m laughing so hard, my ribs hurt.

I don’t remember laughing like this in, well… forever.

I’m curled up next to Gage on the couch, sipping a bottle of water. We had wine with dinner, but I’m driving home so I don’t want to drink any more. Marianne and Daniel are on the love seat perpendicular to us, and we’ve been talking for well over an hour, having the best time.

“I shit you not,” Daniel exclaims, waving his hands for emphasis.

“You’ve got to be making that up,” I gasp, wiping tears from my eyes.

“I’m not,” he insists. “She literally thought she was a mermaid and that if water touched her, she’d morph into one.”

“Dude, you are so lucky you met my sister.” Gage chuckles.

We’ve been telling horrible date stories, and I thought Gage had a good one with a woman who started referring to herself in the third person halfway through dinner, but Daniel’s date freshman year in college with a woman who thought herself a real mermaid takes the cake.

“It just goes to prove,” Marianne says with a nudge into her husband’s side, “that Jenna and I are far better judges of character than you two buffoons.”

“I take offense to being called a buffoon,” Gage says. “I’m not the one who used to stuff her bra with so much toilet paper when she was twelve she looked like Dolly Parton.”

Marianne gapes before chucking a pillow at him. I lean right and the pillow bounces off Gage’s head. I laugh again. These two remind me of my relationship with Emory, which is always full of teasing, rivalry, and easy affection.

Glancing at her watch, Marianne turns to Daniel. “We really should get going.”

“You’re not staying here?” I ask as they stand from the love seat. Gage lives in a very nice house with plenty of room.

“They’re too good to stay with me,” Gage teases as he, too, stands and pulls me off the couch. “They’d prefer to stay in a luxury hotel downtown. Snobs.”

“Not true,” Marianne says, looking directly at me. “But the kids are with my parents, and this is sort of a date weekend, so we are treating ourselves to a romantic weekend at a nice hotel.”

“Means we can have loud sex without disturbing Gage,” Daniel adds with a wink.

Marianne doesn’t deny it.

“I should probably head out too,” I say, feeling like that’s what Gage would want me to do. Besides, I’ve got to be at the arena early as Callum finally pinned Coach Keller down, and we’re doing his documentary interview tomorrow before he starts his game prep.

Gage reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “You’re not going anywhere.”

He releases it just as quickly, and I almost think I didn’t hear him right. Marianne and Daniel don’t seem like they heard his proclamation, not that it meant anything. Maybe he just wants to talk.

Gage walks them to the door, and I follow. Marianne gives me a warm hug and whispers in my ear, “I’m so glad Gage found you.”

Daniel and Gage do a one-armed side handshake with a half back slap. “Drinks are on me tomorrow,” Daniel proclaims. “We’re going to be celebrating hard after you defeat the Brooklyn Wolves.”

“You know it,” Gage agrees. If they win tomorrow, even though there’re two more games in the regular season, the Titans will clinch a playoff spot.

Tomorrow is a pivotal game, and I don’t know how Gage feels, but I’m nervous about it.

Gage and Marianne hug and then they’re out the door. Gage shuts it, locks it, and pivots to me. “We need to talk.”

I frown at him, finding it weird he locked the door. Finding it more than odd we were just laughing, having a good time, and now he’s somber.

But rather than say a word, Gage moves into me. His hands come to my face, and he kisses me—soft at first but then taking it deeper. Far more than he’s given me the last two times we’ve kissed at the end of an evening. It’s thrilling, the prospect of more tonight, and I can’t control my tiny moan in response.

Gage lifts his mouth, and I’m disappointed and concerned that my reaction turned him off. But he drops his forehead to mine. “I would really, really like you to stay the night.”

“Oh,” I murmur in surprise, pulling back so I can look at him. “I just… I was starting to feel like…”

“That we were stalled?” he provides.

“I was a little worried that perhaps you were having second thoughts,” I admit. Because one thing I’ve learned with Gage is that no matter how uncomfortable it might be, I can be honest with him.

“I was afraid you might be thinking that,” he says, taking my hands in his. “But that is the furthest thing from my mind. I was trying to take it slow to show you that I’m serious about you. Maybe in hindsight, that was a mistake, but I thought you might need it to be slow.”

“If I wanted it to be slow,” I say with a cocked eyebrow, “I would’ve never let you put your hand down my pants.”

Gage grins, knowing I’m teasing.

“I appreciate everything about what you just said,” I continue. “Yes, I probably did need it a bit slow at first. You’re the first man who’s kissed me since…”

My words trail off, and I think Gage takes it that I’m hesitant to bring the fire into this because he opens his mouth. I quickly raise a hand, putting my finger against his lips. “No, that’s not quite right. It’s got nothing to do with you being the first man I’ve kissed. It’s that you’re the first man who’s made me feel this way.”

“And how is that?” he asks, dislodging my finger.

“Exhilarated. Scared. Needy. Hopeful. Dozens of other feelings on top of that. I’ve never felt this much, and while it can be daunting, it also represents… hope.”

“Christ,” he mutters, and I think I’ve offended him, but instead he pulls me into a hard hug. “It’s humbling to know I cause all that.”

I wrap my arms around his waist, turn my head so my ear rests against his heart, and listen to the steady beat.

It’s one of the things that attracts me to him the most—how steady and strong he is. It makes me wonder what my life might’ve been like had Paul been this type of man after the fire.

Of course, I’m glad he wasn’t. Because then I would’ve never met Gage.

I pull away slightly and tip my head back. “You said you want me to stay the night.”

“It’s what I want,” he says, bringing his hand to the side of my neck and caressing my cheekbone with his thumb. “But only if you want to. Only if you’re ready. And I don’t care what we do or don’t do. We can just go to sleep and cuddle all night. Or you can let me make you feel good. Or…” Gage bends down, brushes his lips across my mouth as he growls low, “You can let me have you.”

My knees almost buckle, so I grip onto his shirt. My voice quavers with pent-up desire. “Last option. I choose the last option.”

“Thank fuck,” he mutters and then kisses me hard.

I groan as his tongue invades my mouth, my arms winding around his neck. He lifts me, and my legs wrap around his waist.

Gage spins and moves me through his house, but I don’t watch where we’re going. I concentrate on kissing him.

Next thing I know, I’m being lowered onto a bed. I break the kiss, looking around. Gage’s room is simple in its style with a sleigh bed, two heavy cherry side tables, a large dresser on one wall, and an armoire on another. There’s no art but rather boxes shaped as such that they clearly hold art pieces. He notices and says, “I haven’t had time to unpack.”

“I can help with that,” I say, my gaze returning to him. I’m jolted back to the reality that I’m in Gage’s bed, and we’re about to have sex.

He’s got one foot planted on the floor and his knee on the mattress by my hip. I about swallow my tongue as he reaches down to the hem of his T-shirt and pulls it over his head.

Oh, he’s beautiful. Golden skin, rippling muscles, and a light smattering of hair on his chest with a separate trail leading down into his jeans. His abs flex as he pulls the shirt free but then relax as he tosses it to the floor.

Gage puts his hands on the mattress, bending to kiss me again, but my hand presses against his chest. I glance at the lamp softly glowing on the bedside table. “Do you mind flipping that off?”

His smile is soft and reassuring. “Of course I don’t mind.”

I breathe out a sigh of relief. Because while I’m ready to take this step with Gage, I’m not ready for him to see all of me yet.

Rather than simply leaning over to turn off the lamp, Gage rises and straightens. “Let me get my clothes off first. Make things a little easier.”

I don’t even think to avert my eyes or give way to modesty. Gage is in no way ashamed of his body and is removing his clothes so that I can see he’s sharing himself openly.

Gage stares at me as he sheds it all. I stare back, but not at his face. I look at everything.

He stands there and lets me get my fill.

“You’re beautiful,” I breathe out, wanting to reach out and touch him.

“As are you.”

I want to argue with him that not all of me is beautiful. That he hasn’t seen the parts that are quite ugly. But he gives me no chance because he’s dousing the lamp and crawling onto the bed.

Gage moves over me, settling on the other side and turning me into him. His arms go around my waist, and he kisses me and it’s so soft, I feel instant frustration. My hands move over his body, savoring the warmth of his skin and the prickle of his hair. Gage’s hand slips up my shirt and cups my breast, his thumb finding my nipple. The contact is electric, and I jerk in his arms.

“Wait until my mouth is there,” he says with a chuckle.

“Oh God,” I mutter as he pinches it lightly.

My eyes have adjusted to the darkness, and the living room light provides a bit of glow near the doorway. Not enough to show details, but enough so I can see the outline of his body. I’m assuming that’s all he can see of me.

“Let’s get you out of these clothes,” he says.

“Okay,” I whisper, and through a series of maneuvers, I let him help me disrobe. My clothes are tossed to the floor, and when I’m as naked as he is, we kiss again. He pushes me to my back, resting part of his weight on me.

And then as promised, his mouth is on my breast, his tongue swirling around my nipple. One of his hands strokes down my ribs, and he starts to wrap his arm around me to draw me closer.

“Don’t,” I mumble, grabbing his wrist to stop the journey.

Gage freezes, lifts his head. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s just… my back is damaged.” I scoot a little away from him, and he makes it easy by releasing me instantly and rolling to his side. It’s so dark, he can’t see anything, but I feel exposed.

“Jenna,” Gage says, his tone calm and reassuring. “We can stop if—”

“No,” I rush to say, pressing my hand to his chest. Not to push him away, but to touch my skin to his. “I don’t want to stop. I’m just nervous.”

“I’d like to tell you not to be, but that would be a ridiculous waste of breath. Just know that when you’re comfortable enough to share the pieces of you that you hate, I want you to know that I won’t hate them.”

“How can you say that?” I blurt out, almost in an accusing manner.

“Because I don’t care about your scars, Jenna,” he replies gently. God, he sounds so sincere.

“You haven’t seen them,” I point out.

“I don’t need to see them to know that.” His hand comes to the back of my neck, and he pulls me forward for another kiss. To reestablish our intimacy. His lips are soft and gentle, and the kiss is brief. “The only way to prove it to you is to move forward, and then you can watch me not run. You’re the one who has to take the risk, Jenna. You’re going to have to see it for yourself to believe it.”

My breath comes out in a choppy mess of frustration, and I’m ashamed for putting Gage through this. He’s never once made me feel anything but beautiful.

I force myself to relax and scoot closer to him on the bed until we’re face to face, mere inches between us. Though I can’t see him well, I can feel his heat.

Reaching out, I take his hand, and before I chicken out, I draw it over my body and press his palm to my back. A blast of icy fear rushes through me, and I swear my heart stops as I await his reaction.

For a heartbeat, he does nothing, but then ever so slowly, he glides his fingertips up my spine. The sensation is dulled from the thickness of the scars that no amount of skin grafting could fully repair to make my skin perfect again.

But what I can’t feel through the nerve endings, I feel in the clench of my chest—from both fear and hope.

Gage’s fingers stop between my shoulder blades before he flattens his hand again to slide down my back. He curves it over an ass cheek—equally scarred—and squeezes my globe.

Hard.

And then he pulls my body into his so I can feel his erection pressing into my stomach. Thick, hard evidence of arousal that’s as affirming to me as any verbal promise he could make.

Gage’s hand moves to the back of my thigh—also scarred—and hikes my leg up over his hip. My breath hitches as his hand moves over my ass and between my legs. He draws me in closer, lengthening his reach, and presses a long finger inside me from behind.

I moan, deliriously aroused by the surety in his desire for me. Gage’s mouth is back on mine, and he’s kissing me hard. I kiss him back, and our teeth gnash as my own hand moves to his ass. I wiggle closer to him, hitching my leg higher to bring my most intimate parts against his.

At this moment, I want nothing more than for him to slam inside me.

Gage pushes me to my back, rolls on top of me, and I think… this is it. I need him inside me now, and he’s going to give it to me. Instead, he presses a hand into the mattress and rises above me. His shadowy outline seems monstrous, and while I can’t see his facial features, I feel the burn of his eyes as he looks down at my darkened form.

He slides a hand down my stomach, between my legs, and touches me like a man who knows how to make a woman scream.

“Jenna,” he murmurs.

“Yes,” I gasp as he sinks a finger inside me.

“Are you on birth control?”

Two fingers. I moan and lose my mind.

“Are you?” he asks.

“Am I what?” I gasp as his fingers graze along my clit again.

Gage chuckles. “On birth control? I’ve got condoms, but… honestly, I want my skin against yours. If we’re safe, I want to feel all of you.”

“Safe?” I mutter, unable to concentrate.

His hand disappears, and it shakes me out of my stupor. Gage kisses me swiftly, rubs his nose along mine. “I’ve been tested for STDs, and I’m negative. We have to do it for our team physicals, and I’ve always had protected sex. So I’m safe in that respect, but I very much can get you pregnant, so…”

“I’m currently on the Pill to regulate my periods,” I rush to assure him. “And I always used condoms with Paul…”

“Don’t want to know the details about him,” he cuts me off.

“I’ve always been safe, but I’ve never been tested.” My face flushes hot over this conversation. “Shit, this is embarrassing, but I was only ever with Paul, and it was always protected.”

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Gage croons, brushing his lips against mine. “It’s a conversation everyone should have. Not overly romantic, I’ll give you that. It’s just that… I don’t want anything between us. I want every piece of you.”

It could later be argued that this was the point I fell in love with Gage Heyward. His proclamation that he wants to feel every part of me, much the way he touched my imperfect skin, made me feel that I belong fully to him.

My answer is given by touch as my hand drifts down and wraps around his thick shaft. Gage groans as I squeeze and stroke. “I don’t want anything between us either.”

Then there’s nothing but beauty. His mouth on mine, his fingers back between my legs, the heat of him in my hand.

Gage covers me, spreads my legs, and pushes into me gently. It’s dark in the room, but I see stars. Beautiful, blinding stars caused by pleasure that is so great, I want to weep from joy.

“You feel so good, Jenna.” Gage’s voice is reverent, almost mystified. “Never going to get tired of this.”

He moves inside me, hips flexing deep as he continues to kiss me. His hands are everywhere… in my hair, along my neck, my breasts, my back. He touches perfect skin and marred skin and I can’t distinguish the difference anymore.

It all feels so good.

I raise my knees, spread my legs a little wider, and he settles in deeper.

Ragged breaths and whispers and even dirty words… all of it sends me spinning with pleasure, completely out of control. My orgasm starts to brew, and I gasp as he thrusts in deep. “I’m so close, Gage.”

“Me too,” he grunts, slamming into me again, over and over.

Gage presses his face into my neck, and I wrap my arms around him and hang on as he fucks me like I’ve never been fucked before.

Not ever.

I cry out hoarsely as my orgasm slams into me, my body bucking against him. “Yes,” he growls in triumph, tunneling in deep one last time as he growls out his release. “Oh fuck, Jenna.” His head rises, only to fall back so our foreheads touch. His entire body shakes, and I wrap my legs all the way around his back, pulling him close.

Gage shudders in my arms as my muscles contract around him. It seems to rumble on forever as I pant through the intense pleasure.

Rolling to the side, Gage takes me with him, but his hand goes to the back of my leg to keep me pressed tight. He stays planted inside me, wrapping strong arms around me. Pressing his lips to the top of my head, he mutters, “Jesus… I came so hard, I thought my heart stopped.”

I giggle and snuggle into him. “My toes are tingling.”

Gage chuckles, nuzzling the side of my head. “There’s definitely one part of me that’s tingling.”

We both laugh before falling into an easy silence as our bodies settle and our breathing slows.

And I realize Gage’s hand is stroking my back. I hadn’t even noticed as I was so relaxed.

Still am, for that matter. His touch feels like comfort.

“What happened to your boyfriend?” Gage asks. “You said his name was Paul, and that he was a paramedic, but you never said anything else about him.”

All sorts of dark feelings well up inside me. I try to push them down… banish them, because I don’t want them tainting what’s between me and Gage.

“He… um… didn’t stick around after the fire,” I manage.

“He abandoned you,” Gage says, his voice heavy with disdain.

“Emory said he visited for the first few weeks, but I don’t remember. I was too heavily sedated. And the visits got shorter, then fewer, until he stopped coming.”

“All before they woke you up?” he asks in shock.

“I only saw him once after the fire.” I remember that awful day like it happened yesterday. “He came to the hospital to break up with me. I mean, he cried and begged forgiveness but just said he couldn’t handle any of it.”

“Couldn’t handle what?” Gage growls. “That you saved his daughter’s life? That you almost died?”

“He couldn’t handle the burns… the disfigurement.”

“He said that to you?” Gage asks, aghast.

“No,” I reply softly. “But he couldn’t look at me while he was talking. Not once could he look at me. Kept his gaze averted. So I knew what it was he couldn’t handle.”

Gage gathers me in closer, one hand still pressed to the scars on my back. “Fucking pussy.”

That makes me laugh. “He was definitely weak of character.”

“You’re much nicer than I am,” Gage growls, but then he asks tentatively, “What about his daughter?”

I swallow hard. “That was the worst out of all of it. Worse than Paul not being able to stomach looking at me, and even worse than the burns themselves. I lost Chelsea.”

“He wouldn’t let you see her?”

“Well, I didn’t want her to see me in the burn unit. It would’ve been too traumatic. But after I got out of rehab, I texted him. Asked if I could see her. He said no.”

“Why the fuck not?” Gage demands.

“He said she didn’t remember me and that it would be too hard on her to bring back all that nastiness. That’s what he called it… nastiness.”

“I swear to God, Jenna, as soon as this season is over, you and I are flying to California, and I’m going to beat his ass into the ground.”

“You’re sweet to offer,” I say, leaning in to press a kiss to his jaw. “But I’d rather you not go to jail just to avenge me.”

Gage is silent for a long moment, but then he says, “I’d never hurt you like that.”

While this man has proven over and over how genuine he is with his words and actions, I can’t know for sure that he won’t one day hurt me. The perilous downside to abandonment and rejection is that you tend to look for it around every corner.

Still, I say the words I think he expects to hear. “I know you wouldn’t.”

I’m not sure I really believe that, but I want to.

I want more than anything for Gage to be exactly what he appears to be, because unfortunately, my heart is completely lost to him, and I don’t want it broken again.


CHAPTER 18


Gage

It’s game day, and it’s by far the most important game for this new team. A win today over the Brooklyn Wolves secures our playoff spot—a feat no one in the hockey world would’ve thought possible two months ago when the plane went down. After all, that should’ve been the end of the season.

While this new team has scraped and clawed for every point, none of it would’ve been possible without Brienne Norcross’s belief in this organization. She pulled off what might be considered one of the greatest Cinderella stories of all time, and that will be true even if we lose tonight. The new Titans have nothing to be ashamed of this season.

The arena is bustling, even though the game is still four hours away. Most of us have been here for a few hours already. Home game days are about a lot of things. There’s the usual preparation, including mental prep for the task at hand, and every player has his own ritual he goes through. It could involve a light workout, stretching, or functional therapy. It almost always involves nutrition, and appropriate foods are always on hand in the team lounge throughout the day.

For some players, it’s about hanging out and bonding.

Some like being alone with music.

For me, it’s all of that. Just being at the arena, among the hustle of pregame prep, puts me in the right frame of mind. I make my rounds, talking to teammates. I eat what I’m supposed to eat. I’ll hit a warm-up bike or sometimes take a lazy skate as the custodial team readies the arena. Often I’ll hang out in the lounge, watching TV or engaging in a game of Mario Kart with teammates. Sometimes, I’ll read a book or flip through a magazine.

No matter what I do inside the arena, I always start outside by sitting on a riverside bench and taking in the city. The yellow bridges crossing the Allegheny, the football stadium to my right, and the baseball stadium to my left. The downtown skyline made of steel, which the city was founded on, and shiny glass to represent the new era of medicine and banking that keeps this city booming.

This quiet ritual means that when I walk into the locker room, I’m ready for what’s to come.

I’ve just finished taping my sticks, and I take a quick peek at my phone. Nothing new from Jenna.

She arrived at the arena far earlier than I did as she needed to meet the documentary crew and set up for filming. She’d stayed the night, of course. No way was I letting her out of that bed after what we shared, and we stayed up way too late talking. But I’d set my alarm for earlier than necessary with the sole intent of starting my day by making love to her.

It was a bit of a disappointment to find the bed beside me empty.

I found her, instead, in the kitchen—fully dressed, also to my disappointment—and making coffee.

She looked awkward and unsure of herself. I’m pretty sure she wanted to get dressed before the light of day to avoid me seeing her scars. It was a huge deal for her to let me touch them last night, and even more to talk about the pain they caused her physically and emotionally.

And I understood her need to reveal herself to me slowly.

I offered plenty of reassurances simply in the form of us sharing a cup of coffee and talking about the day ahead before she left. The one promise I did get from her before she departed was that she’ll be spending tonight in my bed.

I shoot Jenna a text. You okay?

I talked to her about an hour ago, and she sounded flustered. Keller hadn’t shown up for the interview, although he’d graced her with a text that he was running late. He gave no time when he’d be there, even though Jenna asked him. His reply was, I’ll be there when I get there.

Jenna and the entire film crew had been cooling their heels waiting, but Jenna was pissed.

As she should be.

She texts me back. Keller is on his way and should be here soon. Crew is set up in his office. I’m grabbing a quick coffee in the lounge.

Well, isn’t that just perfect? I’m feeling like a cup of coffee myself, and perhaps just a slice of Jenna’s time.

Grinning to myself, I set my stick in my cubby and head out of the locker room. In the hallway, I catch Stone and Baden talking.

“What’s up?” I ask them.

“Just shooting the shit,” Stone replies. “Where are you going?”

“Lounge. To grab a coffee.” And hopefully a kiss.

“That sounds good,” Baden says. “I’ll join you.”

“Me too,” Stone adds.

Part of me wants to be selfish and have a few minutes of privacy with Jenna and tell them both to take a hike. But the greater part knows I’ve got her for the rest of my life, so I don’t chase them away.

And yeah… already thinking about the long-distance future with this woman. That’s how damn perfect she is for me.

“I was telling Baden that I heard from Coen yesterday,” Stone says, and I glance at him in surprise as we traverse the corridor that leads to the lounge. “He’s accepting my offer to stay at Brooks’s cabin for a while.”

“That’s great,” I say with enthusiasm, because of the many offers made to Coen, it’s the only one that he’s actually accepted.

“He’s coming by to get the keys tomorrow morning.”

“He seem okay otherwise?” I ask.

Stone shrugs. “He was Coen.”

That means standoffish, sullen, withdrawn.

As we pass the set of coaches’ offices, Keller walks out and nearly runs into us. “Heyward,” he says, clapping me on the shoulder and falling into step. “Just the man I was hoping to see.”

“What’s up, Coach?” I ask genially.

Keller’s hand squeezes my shoulder. “I just wanted you to know that I really need you to step up to the plate tonight.”

I glance over at Stone and Baden, the expression on my face revealing exactly what I’m thinking. What the fuck does he think I’ve been doing since I joined this team?

Baden rolls his eyes, and Stone shakes his head.

“Now that we’ve cut the poison from the team,” he continues, “your role as captain is more important than ever.”

I bristle over him comparing Coen to poison, and I’m about to tell him so when we reach the lounge doorway. Just as we step inside, I’m prepared to let him know my feelings when Keller’s eyes go wide at something across the room. He puts his fist up to his mouth and pretends to bite a knuckle before saying, “Damn. Who is that hot thing there, and why have I never been introduced?”

I frown, confused, and look in the direction of his gaze.

It’s Jenna, standing at the coffee machine with her back to us. I’d recognize that body anywhere, looking fashionable in a pair of black skinny jeans with high-heel ankle boots, a fitted turtleneck in the exact shade of Titans purple. Her long, golden hair hangs in waves to her mid-back, and I alone know exactly how soft it is. Long after she fell asleep on my chest last night, I sifted my fingers through it.

She’s got the top pinned back in a barrette, and while such details of a woman’s hair would normally be lost on me other than to note that it’s pretty, I understand that by pulling it back, Jenna’s exposing the scars on her jaw and neck not covered by the turtleneck. It’s an intentional effort to put herself out there. To be her true self because those scars are part of what makes Jenna, Jenna now.

“Will you look at that ass?” Keller says, his tone salacious and creepy, and I’d forgotten that it was his comment that caused me to look Jenna’s way in the first place.

The fact he’s got his eyes on her ass causes something dark and ugly to surge inside me. Rooted in possessiveness, coated in protectiveness, rage rises so fierce that the edges of my vision go black. My head whips his way, my voice low and deadly. “What did you say?”

Keller is oblivious, eyes pinned on Jenna. “Who in the hell is that woman, and why have I never seen her here before? I mean, that ass… am I right, Heyward?”

My hands curl into fists as I glare at Keller. And then I note his eyes go round, his lips curling with distaste. “Oh, shit… forget I said anything. Can’t look past that face no matter how fine the ass is.”

I glance back at Jenna. She’s turned partially our way, blowing over the steam coming from her coffee to cool it down. Her scars are visible to anyone who would look upon her, and it’s the biggest act of bravery I’ve ever seen.

My heart would absolutely melt in adoration if it weren’t so consumed by hatred for Keller.

I whirl on him, grab the front of his shirt with both hands, and push him out the door and into the hallway.

I barely register Stone’s voice as he mutters, “Oh, shit.”

My forearm comes across the coach’s neck as I barrel into him, nearly lifting him off his feet to slam his body into the cinder block wall. His mid-back catches the majority of the impact, and breath whooshes out of him. My arm presses into his throat, cutting off his ability to suck oxygen back in, and his face immediately turns bright red.

Leaning into him, I growl, “You better learn to watch your fucking mouth. It can get you killed.”

“Fuck,” Baden hisses as he and Stone each grab an arm and try to pull me off Coach Keller.

But I’m fueled by rage and adrenaline rushing so hot in my veins that I’m impervious to their strength. I press my arm harder, noting his skin tingeing purple now and his eyes bugging out.

Jenna appears at my side, but I don’t look at her, keeping my fury directed at Keller as he struggles to breathe. “Gage… let him go,” she says.

“I should knock your teeth down your throat,” I whisper to Keller, “and let you choke on them, you lowlife piece of shit.”

Baden and Stone pull hard on me.

“No one would cry about it either,” I say to the man as his eyes start to roll into the back of his head.

“Gage,” Jenna says, her hand tugging on my arm across Keller’s throat. “Please… let him go.”

And just like that, I release him.

Because Jenna’s touch instantly reinstated my sanity, and she said please, and I wouldn’t deny her a single thing.

Keller sags to his knees, clutching at his throat, coughing and choking. Baden squats beside him, and Stone pales with shock.

I look down to Jenna, standing before me. She lifts a hand to my face to comfort me.

Reaching up, I take her wrist and pull her away from Keller. I lead her down the hallway as Keller rasps out, “Who do you think you are?”

I glance over my shoulder at him as Baden and Stone help him to his feet. He’ll be all right, more’s the pity.

We hang a left down another hallway that leads toward the physical therapy room, and as soon as we are out of sight, I spin on Jenna and pull her into me, a hard hug followed by a swift kiss.

“Are you okay?” she asks as I loosen my hold on her.

“Fine.” I kiss her again. “You look beautiful today.”

Jenna frowns at me, hands pressed to my chest, and she probably thinks I’ve lost my mind. “What just happened?”

“He said things about you I didn’t like.”

Jenna’s hand goes to her scarred jaw, her gaze lowering.

I pull her hand away, lean down, and kiss her there. “He made a lewd comment about how great your ass looked.”

Her eyes spring back up to me, going wide with astonishment. “Oh.”

Squeezing her hand, I don’t keep the truth from her. “But he also made a comment about your scars, and I lost my shit.”

I brace for her to shut down, but instead, her brow creases with worry. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

“I really don’t give a shit if I do,” I reply without an ounce of remorse. “But there’s something I need to do, and it can’t wait.”

“You’re not going after Keller, are you?”

“In a manner of speaking.” I pull her hand to my mouth and kiss it. “I don’t want you near him.”

“But we’re supposed to be filming in his office in half an hour,” she says, worrying her lower lip.

“I’ll be back before then,” I assure her.

One more kiss, this time on her lips, and I turn from Jenna as I pull out my phone. I walk away dialing Callum Derringer’s number. He answers on the second ring.

“Where are you?” I ask.

“My office. Why?”

“It’s urgent I talk to you,” I reply, heading toward the elevator.

“Come on up,” he says and disconnects.


CHAPTER 19


Gage

The executive offices are deserted. It’s a Saturday, and most of the people who work in this department handle the Titans’ administrative arm and therefore follow a mostly normal work schedule.

As the general manager, Callum has a nice office overlooking the skyline but on the far end of the building from Brienne’s office. Sort of like two pillars holding up the team.

Callum is wearing a well-cut, tailored suit. I showed up at the arena in a suit, as it’s not only the custom but a requirement, though I’ve since changed into workout clothes for comfort.

As I enter his domain, he doesn’t stand from his desk but merely asks, “What’s up?”

I don’t sit. This won’t be a lengthy conversation. “I need you to know that I just attacked Coach Keller.”

Callum is a cool cucumber as he cocks an eyebrow at me. “You’ll have to give me more than that to know just how pissed off I’m going to be.”

I tell him what happened, focusing solely on the comments Keller made about Jenna and my swift reaction.

“Who was involved?”

“Baden and Stone. They tried to pull me off.”

“And is Keller injured?”

I shrug. “Don’t really care.”

Callum sighs and leans back in his chair, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “What do you want me to do about it?”

I blink at him in surprise. I had expected him to chew me out. Fine me. Possibly suspend me. It’s what any reasonable general manager would do.

“You’re the boss,” I reply. “Not my call. But you and I both know Keller lost the respect of this team long ago. If you want me to, I’ll play my heart out tonight. I’ll do it for you, for Brienne, for this team. But I won’t be doing it for that piece of shit.”

Callum stares at me with a shrewd expression, considering my words, before standing from his chair. He moves past to his office door. “Follow me.”

Silently, I trail behind him as he heads to the opposite side of the building toward Brienne’s office. We pass by Jenna’s, darkened and empty.

Although Brienne’s office door is wide open, Callum knocks before entering. Brienne is at her desk, head bent over a sheaf of papers, marking with a red pen as she reads.

Her eyes lift and she frowns to see us. “Come on in.”

We enter her office, Callum first and me hanging slightly behind. “We have a situation,” he says, hands tucked in his pockets as he recounts my story.

I watch Brienne’s expression carefully. It goes from mild shock to alarm to anger.

I have no clue who that anger is directed at until her gaze comes to me. “He said that about Jenna?”

“He made a crude comment about her ass and then an inhumane comment about her scars. It was the comment about her scars that made me go after him.”

“Did Jenna hear any of it?” Brienne asks with worry.

I shake my head. “But I also didn’t hide what he said when she asked. I don’t lie to her.”

“No, of course not,” Brienne murmurs as she stares out the window for several long moments.

Finally, she pivots to Callum. “Get Keller up here.”

Without hesitation, Callum pulls his phone from his pocket and calls the coach. Brienne looks to me. “If you’ll wait outside, I’d appreciate it. I’ll want to talk to you after.”

“After what?” I ask.

“After I fix this mess,” she says coolly, and I’m effectively put in my place. I nod and move out of her office, choosing to go sit in Jenna’s rather than loiter outside the door. I don’t wish to have another run-in with Keller. If he looks at me wrong, I’m liable to go after him again.

I flip on the light and settle into Jenna’s desk chair to wait. I leave the door three-quarters of the way open so I can easily see Brienne’s office door. Keller will see me sitting in here if he cranes his neck all the way around after passing, but hopefully, he’ll keep walking.

It doesn’t take long before Keller arrives, and he walks right past Jenna’s office with his shoulders thrown back and his chin lifted defiantly. He knows why he’s being called in, and I have no clue what he’ll say to justify his comments.

Callum greets him at the door silently. Keller enters, and the door closes.

I note the time on my phone and settle back to wait. I shoot off a text to Baden, Stone, and Jenna. I told Callum and Brienne what happened. Keller is in with them now.

Jenna texts back immediately. We’re in the lounge waiting for you. I’m sorry this happened.

Sweet woman. Worried about me and not herself. She’s so upset about possible repercussions, I don’t think she’s had time to process the hurtfulness of Keller’s words.

Don’t you dare be sorry. That asshole had it coming.

Jenna doesn’t respond, but Baden does. He absolutely had it coming.

Stone pipes in. Honestly, we weren’t even really trying to pull you off him.

I laugh and type that exact emoji in response. Then I text. Hang tight. I’ll be down soon.

Raised voices from within Brienne’s office catch my attention, and I strain to hear specifics but cannot. Keller is the loudest as he rants and rails about something, and I hear him mention my name as well as Coen’s. Not sure what he has to do with any of this, but then it goes very quiet.

Several minutes pass and then to my surprise, two men walk by Jenna’s office. Two big, burly men dressed in dark suits.

Security.

Oh, shit.

They knock on Brienne’s door, and I lean to the right to see clearer. Callum opens it wide, and Keller is standing right there.

“Gentlemen,” Brienne says as she stands from her desk. “If you’ll escort Mr. Keller to his vehicle. He’s no longer welcome at this arena.”

Holy fuck.

The men step to the side as Keller walks out of the office. His face is pinched in anger, his cheeks tinged cherry red. The security guards don’t touch Keller but step in closer as they start walking my way. I don’t even try to hide, instead staring at the coach.

Well, ex-coach, it seems.

Keller’s eyes come to mine, and he growls as he walks by, “Fuck you, Heyward.”

I don’t respond and actually jolt when Callum calls me. “Gage… if you’ll come back in.”

Brienne moves around her desk and meets me just inside the doorway to her office. Arms folded over her chest, she says, “I’ve terminated Keller’s contract. I’ve also agreed to pay the full contract price to him in exchange for him signing a confidentiality agreement not to talk about this incident nor disparage the team in any way. I know Jenna would be extremely uncomfortable if he were to run his mouth so I’m sure the money and confidentiality agreement will keep her protected. We’ve agreed that the press release will cite he’s leaving by mutual agreement, to keep disruption at a minimum. Keller has also agreed not to press criminal charges against you. Do you have any problem with the way this was handled?”

“Absolutely not,” I reply without hesitation. I’m shocked. I thought I might be fired, but never did I think they’d cut Keller loose over this. I’m relieved he won’t involve the police because as it stands, I assaulted him. I want to feel guilty about that—outside of a legitimate fight on the ice, I’ve never been moved to violence before. But I’m grateful Brienne negotiated with him not to press charges.

My respect and admiration for Brienne—quite high to begin with—soars for her quick and decisive action. Although Coach Keller has done many things that have rubbed people wrong, it was his comments about Jenna that prompted Brienne to action.

Callum nods at the door. “Go get your head ready for the game.”

“Thank you both,” I say, not sure if that’s appropriate. I have no desire to talk about this further, and it seems I’m getting a pass for now. I turn on my heel and leave.

Jenna, Baden, and Stone are in the lounge, standing in the corner talking with worried expressions on their faces. It’s Jenna who sees me first as I approach. “What happened?”

“I told Callum, and he got Brienne involved. They called Keller up and fired him.”

“Oh, shit,” Baden mutters. “I better see what’s going on.”

Lots and lots of fallout, I suspect, but what it means is anyone’s guess.

As Baden walks away, Jenna’s phone rings, and she fishes it out of her back pocket. “That’s Brienne.”

She connects the call and listens for a few seconds before saying, “I’ll handle it.”

Jenna’s eyes come to me. “She wants me to cancel the filming with Keller. Said to send the film crew up to the owner’s box.” She moves before me, rises on her tiptoes, and gives me a quick kiss. “Again… I’m sorry this happened.”

My hand goes to the back of her neck. “Not your fault. This is all on Keller, and then me.”

“It’s on Keller,” she corrects. She kisses me again and walks away, my eyes following her until she’s out of sight.

“So,” Stone drawls lazily, “you and Jenna… clearly together.”

“What gave you that impression?” I ask dryly.

Stone laughs, which is totally inappropriate. “Oh, the fact you attacked our coach over her. Also, the kissing part.” He claps his hand on my shoulder. “Would have done the same fucking thing if that had been Harlow.”

Our phones chime with texts, the simultaneous nature indicating they’re probably the same message for both of us.

We pull out our phones, and I see it’s a team text thread used to communicate important info. Team meeting now. Locker room ASAP.

Stone murmurs as he looks up at me. “It’s going down.”

“Jesus, this all happened so fast.” Like so fucking fast, my head is spinning.

♦

Because players are scattered throughout the arena, it takes a few minutes for everyone to congregate. Callum walks in with the other coaches on his heels—Baden, assistant coach Bill Perry, and the two associate coaches, Maurice Dupont and Sam Thatcher. The coaches all stay by the door, but Callum walks to the edge of the half circle formed by the team cubbies. It’s where a coach would normally stand to deliver a pregame talk.

“Effective immediately, Matt Keller has been released from the organization. I’ve named Bill Perry as the interim head coach for the remainder of the season. I know this is a shock, and while I won’t share details, just know it had to be done as expeditiously as possible. Brienne wanted me to convey to you all her confidence that you’ll handle this as the professional and tenacious players she knows you to be, and asks that you treat this situation as a chance for the team to bond even closer. I know I speak on behalf of Brienne when I tell you that we both want you to go out there and hand Brooklyn their asses.”

The men collectively roar their approval, and I wonder how much of that excitement has to do with the fact that Keller—who has rubbed everyone the wrong way since day one—is gone.

“Good luck tonight,” Callum says and walks out.

All eyes move to Bill Perry, now our head coach. He nods in my direction. “Gage… as captain, anything you want to say?”

I’m surprised he’s throwing this my way. Bill is a respected coach who has always been the calm, rational counterbalance to Keller’s wild mood swings.

No one knows what went down other than me, Baden, Stone, and Jenna. Not one of us would dare recount what happened because it’s no one’s business. So I want to make it clear to the team we are done with this chapter of Titans’ history. “You heard Callum. We have a game to win. It’s do-or-die tonight to get that playoff spot. It’s been our goal all season, and we’re not going to let anything stand in our way. Am I right?”

“Yeah,” the men echo back.

“Are you ready for this?” I call out.

“Fucking right we are.”

“Then let’s go out and make this city proud,” I say before giving my regard back to Bill. He merely smiles, nods at me, and walks out.

He’ll be back before the game for the usual rundown of strategies and pep talk. The other coaches follow him.

Stone comes up to stand by me. “Brienne and Callum do not fuck around.”

“That’s an understatement,” I mutter. Because in less than twenty minutes, the true cancer was cut out of our team, and I, for one, feel the weight of it gone. I just hate it happened at Jenna’s expense.


CHAPTER 20


Jenna

I have to say, watching a game from the owner’s box is a treat. The view is unparalleled and the seats are sumptuous, plus they serve all the high-end liquor and gourmet food you could consume. But too nervous to eat, I’ve been sipping on water the entire game.

It’s the start of the third period, and I’m sitting alone in the front row corner of the box. Most of the guests are standing behind the five rows of private seats, mingling and talking while keeping an eye on the game via several large-screen TVs.

The documentary crew packed up after the first period. Brienne invited them up to minimize the damage from canceling Keller’s interview. The director, Teli Gibson, I’ve found to be an easygoing man, and he treated this change of plans as more of an intriguing adventure than an inconvenience.

When Brienne joined us in the box before the game, she set the tone right away. Off camera, she said, “Teli, we’ve unfortunately had to release Matt Keller from the organization today, and Bill Perry will be the interim head coach. I’ll be glad to set up some time with him, if you’d like. While I can’t tell you any details, I will say there was a difference in core values that precipitated these events, but his exit was based upon a mutual agreement.”

She then invited them to stay during the first period to film the activity that happens at the executive level during a game.

I’ve learned it’s a lot of socializing. Brienne or Callum extend invitations to visiting team owners, league VIPs, and even celebrities. Tonight I was a little agog that Joslyn Meyers and her husband, Kynan, were in attendance. She’s only my favorite actress, and she was so kind and gracious.

Turns out to be quite the small world as Kynan apparently owns a security company here in Pittsburgh, and he asked me if I knew Sophie. His company installed her security system, and one of his employees has two brothers who play for the Carolina Cold Fury. We chatted for a bit between the second and third periods, but now that the game has resumed, I’m back in my seat, watching anxiously.

While the Titans are ahead, it’s only by one goal. My eyes are pinned to the action, or rather, to Gage most of the time. I’m worried about him. While he seems to be playing just fine—stellar, even, as he has a goal and an assist so far—I know that what happened with Keller bothered him deeply. Gage is such a good man, I was a little shocked to see that level of violence from him. For a few terrifying seconds, I was afraid he’d kill Keller, and there’s no doubt in my mind it could’ve gotten a lot worse.

On the flip side, I can’t comprehend the feelings he stirred within me knowing that he was protecting me.

Avenging an insult directed at me.

It definitely shows that Gage’s feelings are deep, which is a relief. Mine are the same.

Regardless, I can’t help but feel guilty for causing all this. I mean, I was at the core of Keller’s reaction. I chose to wear my hair away from my face. I chose to be my authentic self, and the first time I did it, it led to something horrible.

The rational part of me knows that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with Keller being an asshole.

The scared woman inside me says I’m meant to stay in the shadows, and I shouldn’t have taken that risk.

Fortunately, since meeting Gage and receiving his repeated affirmations, I choose to listen to my rational side. I shake off the dark thoughts and instead concentrate on the bright spot in my life that is Gage Heyward.

Leaning forward, I watch the second line take to the ice. I’ve gotten to know the players and lines well, and I recognize a tiny wobble in the cogs of the second line since Boone Rivers moved up to Coen’s place on the first line. Still, they hold their own, and luckily, Patrik Stenlund is solid tonight.

It’s the first line that’s on fire, though. Stone, Boone, Gage, Kirill, and Camden are gelling so well, it’s hard to believe there’s been so much discord the last few days. They only need to continue playing as they have been for the first two periods, and they’ll skate away with a win.

Gage’s line moves onto the ice, and I lean forward in my seat until I’m nearly at the edge. My hands grip the metal rail before me that would keep me from pitching over if I leaned much farther.

The puck moves back and forth over the center line, switching possession from one team to the other. Gage skates fluidly and with such power and confidence. He sends a clean pass to Boone who carries it into the Brooklyn zone, and the rest of the team follows.

Boone shoots it over to Stone, who dekes around a player only to make a short backhand pass to Gage who is crashing the net. He takes a quick shot, but the Wolves goalie grabs it out of the air, and the ref blows the whistle.

I yell in frustration, having come out of my chair in excitement.

“You’re cute as all get out,” Brienne says as she moves down the row to take a seat next to me. I startle to hear her voice and give her a sheepish grin.

“I should’ve videoed you just now and sent it to Gage so he could see how excited you get for him.”

A double entendre, offered intentionally if I’m correct in reading Brienne’s playful smirk.

I sit again and mutter, “How can you be so calm?”

“I’ve had two bourbons on the rocks,” she says, holding out her hand. “Not even shaking a little.”

I laugh and settle into my seat as the red light comes on for a TV time-out.

“Are you okay?” she asks, her tone now serious.

She’s talking about Keller. My stomach rolls slightly at the memory of how it all went down. “I’m fine.”

“I know you’re worried about Gage,” she says.

“He didn’t mean to do that,” I blurt quickly. “Please don’t punish him for his reaction. He regrets it.”

Brienne snorts. “He most certainly doesn’t regret it, and besides, I don’t punish people.”

Relief courses through me, and I sag into the chair.

“But I am going to fine him,” she says with a twinkle in her eye. “I can’t allow precedent that it’s okay to assault coaches.”

I manage a smile and nod. “I respect that.”

Brienne looks over her shoulder to see if anyone is near us before leaning close to whisper, “But between you and me—and I’ll deny this if you ever repeat it—Keller had it coming. He’s been horrible for this team from the start, and I was looking for one good fireable offense to take him out.”

My mouth drops in shock at such an admission, but I cross my heart. “That secret dies with me. Was he mad?”

“Furious,” she says with a dramatic wave of her hand. “But he can’t complain when I paid the full price of his contract rather than litigating it. He broke enough organizational rules I could fight him on it, but I just want him to go away. The attorneys are ironing out a confidentiality agreement now, but he’s got no problem keeping his mouth shut in exchange for me paying him out.”

“What if he breaks the agreement? What if he lies about what happened and tries to get Gage in trouble?”

“He won’t,” she replies. “That would only make him look bad for the comments he made that led to Gage attacking him.”

My face flushes hot at the reminder it was my scars that disgusted him, and Gage defended me. Brienne notices and makes a good guess as to the source of my angst. “You cannot feel bad about any of this. Keller is a pig, and it’s as simple as that.”

Subconsciously, I pull a lock of hair over my shoulder. I’d kept it in the barrette based on principle, but maybe I need to unclip it.

Not be so obvious.

Brienne swats my hand away, and it surprises me so much I let out a little yip. “Don’t you dare cover up, Jenna Holland.” Brienne glares fiercely at me. “You be you, and you are lovely. If you can’t see past the fact that Keller is a douchebag, try to remember the dozens of people who you talked to today who didn’t have a single negative reaction to your scarring.”

My gaze drifts down to the ice where I see Gage leaning against the board, waiting for the time-out to conclude. He’s laughing at something Boone is saying.

It really only matters what Gage thinks, but Brienne has pointed out something important. I was around a ton of people today, and other than Keller, not a single person even looked at my scars. People here in the box I’ve met for the first time… not one person reacted.

Had that all been in my head before?

Had I imagined that people were put off by me?

Was I just far too sensitive?

I look back to her as I flip my hair over my shoulder to hang down my back. “You’re right. No one made me feel uncomfortable.”

Brienne nods knowingly.

“And Keller is a pig.”

Brienne grins.

“And I’m kind of glad Gage put him in his place,” I add. Brienne holds her fist out, and I bump it with mine. I can’t help but laugh conspiratorially. “You should’ve seen the look on Keller’s face. I’d not be surprised if he peed his pants a little.”

Chuckling, Brienne looks over her shoulder briefly. “I should get back to schmoozing and hobnobbing. I’m glad you and Gage have something real going.”

“I think it’s the most real thing I’ve ever had in my life,” I murmur.

Brienne’s eyes roam over my face. “I like your hair that way… pulled away from your face. You shouldn’t hide all that beauty.”

I blush, and Brienne chuckles again. “God, you’re cute. I’ll see you in the office Monday.”

“Okay,” I say as she stands and moves out of the row. “Have a good weekend.”

She waves over her shoulder, and I turn to watch the game.

Or rather, Gage.


CHAPTER 21


Gage

We did it.

We fucking earned a playoff spot tonight by defeating the Wolves 4–2. And while I rode the wave of euphoria along with the rest of the team, I’m much more excited to be spending alone time with Jenna this evening.

Oh, we did the obligatory partying after. Everyone packed into Mario’s for drinks. Marianne and Daniel joined us and got to meet some of my teammates. It was a joyous occasion, and not only did I have a great time, but so did Jenna.

We didn’t stay long, only for two drinks. Hugs to Marianne and Daniel, fist bumps to teammates, and we were on our way to my house.

I pull into the garage of my Churchill home just east of the city. It’s only about a twenty-minute drive to the arena outside of rush hour, so the location is ideal for me. I could’ve chosen something closer to the arena, but honestly, these days, I prefer quiet to bustle.

My house is small by professional hockey player standards, particularly one such as me who’s spent a lengthy career with lucrative contracts and endorsement deals that I’ve wisely invested. I could’ve easily plunked down five million on a house if I’d wanted, but I didn’t. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be here, and besides, that’s a lot of damn house for one guy.

I like this contemporary, multilevel I found with the help of a good Realtor. It has tons of large windows and eleven-foot ceilings. Some features don’t mean much to me—like the European-style cabinetry and quartz counters that the Realtor was very keen to point out—but honestly, I don’t need much.

If I stay in Pittsburgh, this house will do just fine. If I leave, I could sell it or keep it for rental property. Admittedly, I’ve been feeling all kinds of unsure about leaving this city, though, because Jenna is here. Maybe I could play another season, assuming they offer me a contract.

Switching off the car, I glance at Jenna in the passenger seat. She turns my way and tips her head with a smile. “What?”

“Nothing,” I reply with a shrug. “Just like looking at you.”

“You’re quite the charmer,” she replies dryly and opens the car door.

I’d ordinarily get out first to open her door, because that’s how my mom raised me, but we’re still working out some kinks in this very new relationship.

Jenna rounds the front of the car and meets me at the door that leads into the house. We head into the kitchen where I open the fridge for two bottles of water. “You were a little quiet on the ride here,” I mention. “You okay?”

“I can’t stop worrying about what Keller might do to you,” Jenna says as she sets her purse on the counter.

I uncap a bottle and give it to Jenna before opening the other for myself. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. It was a scuffle. He wasn’t hurt. And now he’s gone.”

Jenna regards me with a mixture of admonition and amusement. “It was a bit more than a scuffle. You practically crushed his voice box.”

I roll my eyes and place my water bottle on the counter, moving into her. I take her bottle and set it down as well.

My hands go to the sides of her neck, and I peer down at her. My voice is low, husky. “Tell the truth… You found it sexy, didn’t you?”

She smirks and refuses to answer.

I bend down and nuzzle her ear, causing her to squirm. “Admit it… I made you hot and bothered, and you want nothing more than for me to take you to bed right now.”

Jenna snorts, and I chuckle. My mouth moves to hers for a long, slow kiss. Jenna sighs in pleasure, and her body yields.

“I’m going to take that as a yes,” I proclaim smugly.

“I’m not going to argue,” she replies.

I take her hand and pull her through the living room and down the hall to the master suite. She follows willingly, which is fitting, because I would gladly follow her anywhere.

My bedroom is exactly as I left it this morning. Sheets and blankets rumpled from last night. The single bedside lamp glowing, shining like a beacon on the bed where we’ll end up.

I turn around and pull Jenna into me, putting my mouth on hers for a ravaging kiss. The chemistry between us is volatile, and she immediately deepens it, hands going straight to the buttons of my shirt. She works them loose and growls her dismay to find a cotton T-shirt under it.

The muscles in my chest leap as her hands snake under my clothing, and I kiss her harder. My hands go to her ass, pulling her into me, and I squeeze the firm globes. Jenna gasps as she pulls and pushes at my two shirts, trying to get them off. I’m a good guy, so I help her out, and when I’m naked from the waist up, Jenna boldly leans back to take a good long look.

I work hard in the gym and I follow a fairly healthy diet. I do so for peak performance on the ice, but damn if a side benefit isn’t having a woman like Jenna look at me the way she is right now.

As if I were an ice cream cone she wants to lick.

Rather than maul me, she steps in and presses a kiss right where my heart rests on the left side of my chest. The tenderness of her lips touching my skin is erotic, and a bolt of lust shoots straight to my dick.

My knees almost buckle when Jenna drags her lips over my nipple and rolls her tongue there, eliciting a deep growl. Then she fucking nips it with her teeth, and I about lose my fucking mind.

Mindless with need, my hands pull at the hem of her turtleneck tucked into her tight jeans. I tug it upward, but it snags on her arms, which don’t raise to give me access to strip her.

Jenna lifts her gaze to mine, and I’m pained by the uncertainty in her eyes.

“The lamp,” she whispers, nodding at it behind me.

I have no clue if this is the right move, but I want to push her. I shake my head. “No. I want to see all of you, Jenna.”

Those honey-brown eyes swirl with fear and desire. Two competing emotions battling for control.

“I want to see you,” I repeat softly. “I want every part of you.”

“I’m scared,” she whispers.

“I know.” I take her hands in mine, bend down, and brush my lips against her forehead. “All I can do is promise you a few things. I’ll never be disgusted or turned off by your scars. I’ve felt them. I think I know what to expect. I can’t deny I won’t be a bit shocked, because you know I will be. And I’m sure I’m going to be angry at fate for making you go through this. I’ll probably feel empathy, but never pity. Most of all, I’m going to revel in the way you share yourself with me, and I will admire you all the more for your courage. Your scars are evidence of a battle you’ve won, and they make you more beautiful than you will ever know.”

Jenna’s eyes bore into mine, still clouded with doubt. But her arms relax, and then rise, and she lets me pull her shirt up and over her head.

I stare down at the lacy black bra she purchased for the sole purpose of being sexy and spurring my lust. It’s working.

With my fingertips, I drag just one cup down and over her nipple, scraping it along the way. It puckers before my eyes.

Using both my hands, I undo the front clasp and allow her breasts to spill free. I slide my fingers under the straps and push the lacy material to the floor.

My palms cover her breasts, and I gently squeeze them. “You are so fucking beautiful,” I say reverently as I rub my thumbs over her nipples. I smile at the responsiveness, the tight little buds shriveling from the barest touch. “So sensitive.”

I bend down and suck one into my mouth, and I’m not gentle about it. Jenna moans, her hands sliding into my hair to hold me there.

I pull away with a pop and give the same treatment to the other nipple. “Gage,” she gasps, jerking at my hair.

My hands work the button and then the zipper of her jeans. I slide my hands inside at her hips, straight under her panties, and push the pants down her legs, squatting as I go.

“Hold on,” I say gruffly as I lift a foot to pull off her boot. Next comes the sock as she balances with her hands on my shoulders. Jenna’s breath comes faster, and I feel it blowing over the top of my head.

I tug her jeans the rest of the way off and then lift my head to stare up at her. Her eyes are shadowed from the lamplight, so I don’t know how she’s feeling. My palms go to her ass, feeling the welted skin as I press my face into her sex. “I am going to destroy this with my mouth.”

I give her a long lick to show her what’s coming, and Jenna cries out.

But before I go down on her with the sole intention of making her come hard, I stand back up and take her face in my hands. I kiss her softly on the mouth and then lower my hands to her shoulders.

“Turn around for me,” I murmur.

Her breath stutters and she swallows hard, but her chin lifts. Ever so slowly, she pulls on her immense bravery and relies on the trust she has in me.

Jenna gives me her back.

I gather her long hair and rest it over one shoulder so I can see everything. The red, mottled skin seems to have been pieced together like a patchwork quilt, extending over most of her back, buttocks, and thighs. My heart aches for the physical torment she must’ve endured during her recovery. For the emotional toll it has taken.

Jenna’s body is stiff, and she’s holding her breath. With my fingertips, I start at the back of her shoulder and trace the various scarred lines. Leaning in, I brush my lips over each one.

“This one right here,” I whisper, kissing just below her left shoulder blade. “I’m going to call this one fortitude.”

A shudder ripples through Jenna’s body, and I don’t know if it’s from desire or angst. But I don’t stop.

Tracing the skin almost over to her ribs, I circle an area with the pad of my finger. “This area I’ll call strength, vulnerability, and triumph.”

Jenna’s breath comes out in a rush, a sound of pent-up pain within. My heart clenches, but I keep going.

Drawing my hand down over her ass, I palm one cheek. The skin is pinkish with a rough texture. “Your ass is slamming, Ms. Holland.”

I squeeze and bend my lips to brush over her shoulder, and Jenna actually giggles. I smile against the scarring there.

Stepping into her backside, Jenna can’t doubt how much I want her by my hard length pressed into her. I wrap an arm around her chest, palming one breast. I move my other hand around to her stomach and slide it down so my fingers play between her legs. Jenna tries to squirm away and then leans into the pressure I’m creating. Her head falls against my shoulder, and she mewls with need. I’m so aroused by her trust and her beauty—scars and all—that I’m afraid I’m going to embarrass myself.

Afraid I’ll blow the minute I sink inside her.

I spin Jenna around to face me, crushing my mouth down on hers and hauling her against my body. I pick her up under her ass, only to take two steps toward the bed to toss her onto it. She gasps as my hands go to her ankles, and I pull her to the side of the mattress until her butt is hanging off the edge.

She struggles up to her elbows to watch me as I drop to my knees. Her eyes widen as I drape her legs over my shoulders and spread her apart. I glance up her body, my eyes locking with hers. “You might want to lie back and get comfortable,” I advise with a sinister smile. “I’m probably going to be here awhile.”

“Oh God,” she mutters and flops against the bed. I grin as I put my mouth to her, quelling her body with my hand to her stomach as she jerks and writhes.

I settle in, ready to show Jenna just how much I adore every part of her.

Jenna bucks under my tongue, and I make her come hard, just as I’d wanted. Then I do it to her all over again until she’s begging me to fuck her.

I’m insane with need by the time she quiets from her last orgasm, and she’s as loose as a rag doll as I flip her on the bed. I haul her to her hands and knees, crawl onto the bed behind her, and drive into her wet warmth with a groan of relief.

Jenna’s back arches. “Oh God, Gage… that’s… that’s…”

She can’t finish the thought as I move in and out of her, hands gripping her hips. Her head bows as she pants through the pleasure, and I stare at the network of scars on her back.

Running my hands along the imperfect skin that I find incredibly beautiful, I slam into her harder and harder. Her absolute trust in me and the way she’s submitting herself for my perusal makes me feel almost feral in my need to have her.

As my orgasm builds, I wrap my arms around her stomach and lift her up before bracing a hand on the headboard. I hold her tight to me as I drive into her over and over until I unload into her body with a roar of satisfaction. Jenna cries out again, and I feel the tremors of pleasure flowing through her as we share this beautiful connection.

I fall down to the bed with her, rolling us to our sides. Still planted inside, I gather her close.

I am fucking lost to this woman.


CHAPTER 22


Jenna

I wake up slowly, not wanting to leave the cocoon of warmth and safety I feel in slumber. The bright light coming through the wooden blinds refuses to let me fall back asleep, and I realize I’m spooned in front of Gage, his arms wrapped around me. His breathing is deep and steady, and I’m so comfortable that I want to drift off again.

Last night was pivotal.

I showed Gage my scars, and he cherished them.

Not only that, he was as attracted to me as ever, if the things we did were any indication. He was insatiable, but so was I. He made me feel so comfortable in the butterscotch glow of the side table lamp.

Gage stirs, his arms tightening around my midsection. We’re naked, having fallen into an exhausted sleep in this very position. His chest pressed to my scarred back, pelvis to my scarred bottom, and legs threaded through mine. I feel the hairs on his legs on my unmarred flesh, though not on the damaged parts.

“You awake?” Gage murmurs, pressing his lips to my shoulder.

“Yeah,” I whisper, snuggling back into him.

Lifting his arm, he brings his watch closer to his face for a look. “Ugh… I have to be at the arena in an hour and a half for a team meeting.”

Gage had been told after last night’s win that there would be a mandatory meeting this morning to discuss logistics of moving forward into the playoffs, especially given the upheaval after the termination of Matt Keller.

Shifting and adjusting the covers, pulled up over my shoulder, Gage flips me so I’m facing him. “Good morning,” he says with a smile, leaning in to kiss me.

The kiss is chaste, just a brush of lips. “Good morning,” I murmur.

His arms are around me again, this time his palm running over my back. I can’t help the slight flinch upon first touch. Not sure I’ll ever get over it, but it’s a struggle to push down thoughts of embarrassment and shame, even if we had moments last night where Gage looked at my scars. That was so sweet and beautiful, in the dark of his room with only ambient lamplight.

But here in the bright light of day, my eyes puffy from sleep and mouth stale with morning breath, I’m exceedingly self-conscious.

I don’t know whether he feels my tension, but Gage doesn’t press me for anything, instead asking, “You hungry?”

“I could eat,” I reply. I’m an early riser by nature, and we slept in a bit, so my stomach is ready.

“All right.” Gage kisses me again, this time quickly but fiercely, leaving me breathless. Then he’s rolling off the bed, in the process pulling at the covers that are hiding me. I grab them back, tuck them around me, and watch with pure pleasure as a naked Gage Heyward moves without an ounce of shame.

He’s a work of art. Perfection of body.

His soul far transcends that beauty.

Moving to his dresser, he pulls out a pair of sweats and steps into them gracefully. Looking over his shoulder as he ties the drawstring, he asks, “Eggs and bacon?”

I nod. “And coffee.”

“Get up, lazy butt.” He beams at me and walks out the door, grabbing his cell phone from the nightstand on the way.

When Gage is out of sight, I roll from the bed, taking the sheet with me. I don’t have the guts to walk naked around the bedroom in broad daylight to get my clothing. Just as I’m bending over to pick up my panties, Gage walks back in. “How do you want your eggs?”

I yelp as I straighten, clutching the sheet at my chest. I feel heat flame my face, and Gage freezes. All within a single glance, he takes me in—wild-eyed and looking uncomfortable—and his expression softens. “Sorry… didn’t mean to catch you unawares.”

“No,” I exclaim, rushing to assure him. “It’s not that…”

Gage stares at me.

“Okay, it is that. I’m still not entirely comfortable with you seeing all of me.”

“A little too bright?” he guesses.

I nod in agreement. “Last night was very romantic. Soft light, sweet words. Right now, I’ve got horrid breath, I really need to pee, and it’s too bright. I’m just not ready to have you see me like that.”

“I love you, Jenna,” he says, and I’m so startled, the sheet slips a little.

“What?” I gasp.

Gage walks to me, cupping my face in his hands. “I love you. Simple as that. I love you just as you are, even your neurotic side that is still coming to grips with your budding confidence in putting yourself out there. If you only want me to see you now in ambient light, that’s fine. I can wait until it’s right for you to be bright. But just know that I love you completely, and it’s never been more apparent than it is right now.”

My shoulders sag with relief that he not only understands without me uttering a word, but accepts me as I am.

But more importantly… he loves me?

“Gage,” I whisper, overwhelmed by his words, and there’s not a single piece of me—even that part that’s still terrified and insecure—that doubts him.

“Shh.” He brushes his lips lightly over mine. “Not a word needs to be spoken. Now tell me how you want your eggs.”

“Scrambled.”

He kisses me again and then smacks me on the butt. “Get dressed and come eat.”

When he walks out, he shuts the bedroom door behind him, a clear signal he’s respecting my need for privacy.

Rather than be thrilled over the words he just shared, I drop onto the edge of the mattress, disappointed in myself. I don’t think I let Gage down because I trust him when he says he’ll wait until I’m comfortable, but I feel like I’m letting myself down.

The thing with Keller last night bothered me more than it should. I made a conscious decision to put my hair back… expose more of the scarring along my jaw, although I still wore a turtleneck to cover most of it.

It was a baby step, and while Brienne is right—most people didn’t bat an eye—the truth is the one person who reacted horribly to it at first had ogled me.

I went from a sexy, desirable woman to being repulsive, and it’s hard to reconcile which is the true me. Maybe I’m both, but if that’s true, how can Gage even look at me?

Glancing at the firmly closed door, I drop the sheet. I trust Gage to give me complete privacy. I use the bathroom to dress, brushing tangles from my hair as best I can with my fingers. Staring at myself in the mirror, I try to see the new woman I’ve become over the last few weeks.

Brushing my hair back, I study the scars on my jaw and neck. Imperfections that most people don’t pay attention to but visibly repulsed Keller to the point he commented about it. Unfortunately for him, he made the comment to the man who happens to… love me.

How did that happen? I move my face, study it from different angles. He loves Jenna Holland, scars and all.

Why did it happen? It’s a marvel to me.

I smile at myself, accepting the reflection smiling back. If Gage can love it, so can I.

In the kitchen, I find Gage with his back to me, moving a spatula around a pan of eggs. The broad expanse of his back is gorgeous, his hair mussed from sleep. He hums a low, snappy tune that I can’t place, bopping his head along with it.

I could sit here and stare at him forever—a perfect combo of male beauty and down-to-earth goodness.

“What are you singing?” I ask, moving to the coffee pot.

He glances over his shoulder at me and grins. “‘Are You Gonna Be My Girl?’”

“By Jet?” I ask with a laugh.

“That’s the one.” He tips the pan over a plate and fills it with a huge pile of eggs, far more than I can eat.

I grab my coffee, refill a cup for Gage, and we settle at the kitchen table set in a round cubby with windows overlooking a backyard heavy with shade trees just finished with their spring unfurling.

Gage provides two forks and hands one to me for us to share from the same plate. It’s quaint, cozy, and intimate.

“I love you too,” I say just as he dips his fork into the fluffy eggs. His head snaps up, eyes boring into mine. “How could I not?”

A slow smile spreads over his face, and he lifts from his chair, leans across the table, and captures my mouth for a short kiss. As he sits back down, he says, “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

“Isn’t it weird?” I stab some eggs and hold them before my face. “How we’re just having a casual conversation about it? I thought most declarations of love came on the heels of massive orgasms or romantic, moonlit kisses.”

Gage laughs. “I can’t even speak after one of my orgasms with you, much less form coherent thoughts. But it would’ve been a nice memory to have told you under a bright moon.”

I shake my head emphatically. “No. The way you said it was perfect. The timing was perfect. It’s when I needed it most.”

“Yeah, it’s really only you who was weird about it… tossing it across the plate of eggs,” he teases.

“I’ll have to work on my romance, then.” I take a bite and note the eggs could use some salt, but it’s not important enough to leave this conversation to get it.

“I got a text from Darius Cermak this morning. He and his wife are hosting a cocktail party tonight at their home to celebrate us making the playoffs. It’s a good time to have a party since our next game is at home day after tomorrow.” While the Titans secured a playoff spot, there are still two more regular season games. “Figured it would be a lot of fun for us to dress fancy and kick up our heels a bit. What do you think?”

My fork freezes halfway to my mouth as I stare at him. “Aneta is his wife?”

“Yeah,” he says with his mouth drawn down in distaste. “But there will be so many people there, we can avoid her. Plus I’ll be at your side—”

“I don’t want to go,” I blurt out, dropping my fork to the plate.

Gage frowns, putting his own utensil down. “Why not?”

“I just… that’s not my type of thing. I don’t enjoy big parties, and I’m not really part of that scene…”

“That scene?” he repeats.

“You know… all your hockey teammates and their wives. That’s sort of a family thing.”

“Girlfriends are invited,” he says. “In fact, a plus-one is invited, so it can be a wife, girlfriend, fuck buddy, or a friend. It’s a party. A time to celebrate.”

My eyes drop to the plate briefly before I glance back up again. “I don’t feel comfortable.”

I expect Gage’s expression to melt into soft understanding, but instead, his gaze remains steady and reserved. “Why wouldn’t you feel comfortable? I get that Aneta is a snob and not someone you’d ever hang out with, but you’ll be with me. Sophie will be there with Baden, so you’ll know them.”

I shake my head. “I just wouldn’t. That’s not my thing… dressy parties, fancy food, small chitchat.”

“But it’s my thing,” he says quietly. “I mean… not necessarily the fancy food and chitchat, but hanging out with my team is part of building and maintaining camaraderie. Including significant others is part of it. And you’re significant.”

Panic swells within me. The pressure to live up to his expectations to be his arm candy.

No, wait… that’s not what he said.

But that’s what it is, right? People will be looking at me in that light.

“Gage,” I whisper, feeling slightly nauseated. “All those beautiful, perfect people. You’re beautiful and perfect, and… I’m not. I don’t want to be an object of curiosity. I would be embarrassed.”

Anger clouds his eyes, and his teeth grind. “I think you’re beautiful and perfect. Isn’t that all that matters?”

“I thought so,” I admit honestly. “But what Keller did yesterday… there are so many more like him. Aneta and her friends are like him. I don’t want to be subjected to that, and I would think you’d understand.”

Gage rubs his face in frustration before crossing his forearms on the table. He leans toward me. “What I understand is that I love you. I want you to be by my side as a partner, and that includes supporting me and being with me at team events. This isn’t the first and it won’t be the last. What I’d expect of someone like you, with your courage and determination, is to figure a way to get past those fears and truly own up to who you are. I saw a bit of that yesterday when you were brave enough to pull your hair back—”

“—and it freaked Keller out—”

“—and when you let me see your body last night,” he continues. “The trust you put in me—”

“—with dim light, not in the brightness of day.”

Gage sighs, and it’s heavy with disappointment. “I get your fears, Jenna. I empathize with them. And I love you. I really do. But I’m not going to hide in the shadows with you. I’m going to live my life the way I have been, and I want you by my side. But if you can’t, then I’ll try to deal with it. My guess is that this won’t be sustainable. That once we get past the newness of what we have and all the ways we’re discovering things about each other, I’m not going to be able to accept that parts of our lives will be led separately, with me in the light and you in the dark. I’d bet money right now, it will be our demise.”

I consider his words. My heart squeezes painfully at the thought of losing him. “Is this an ultimatum?”

“No,” he replies quietly. “I don’t believe in those. I believe in trying to work things out, and I will try to accept it.”

Sure sounds like an ultimatum to me, and it makes me bitter. But I also understand where he’s coming from. He’s watched me make so much progress, but that thing with Keller threw me back a bit.

“Can I think about it?” I ask.

He smiles. “Sure. I’m going to the arena for a workout. I’ll drop you off at your place, and you can let me know what you want to do.”

♦

Breakfast was awkward, and after we finished eating, Gage threw on some clothes and drove me home. He pulled up in front of my building but didn’t get out of the car. Not that I expected him to. I don’t need him to walk me up, but I was put on more tenuous ground when he didn’t tell me he loved me before I got out.

Is it possible he’s already lost that feeling because I didn’t want to go to a stupid party tonight?

It’s more than a party, my conscience reminds me.

It’s a relationship. It would mean commitment.

Inside my apartment, I head straight for my bathroom. I soak under a hot shower and try not to think about the way Gage touched me last night until he was acquainted with every square inch of my skin, smooth and ragged.

Once in my robe, I make another cup of coffee and move to my couch. Curling up on one end, I call Emory.

To my surprise, Jett answers in a robotic voice. “I’m sorry, Emory can’t come to the phone right now as she’s currently making me breakfast.”

Laughing, I say, “You go take over cooking duties and let me talk to my sister.”

Jett chuckles, and Emory comes on the line. “Hey.”

“You’re cooking breakfast for him?” I tease. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

“Oh, he started my morning off very right,” Emory whispers into the phone, and I can tell she’s walking out of the kitchen as I hear Jett and Felicity laughing about something in the background. “So let’s just say I owe him. He can finish it up, though.”

“I don’t want to bother you—”

“You’re never bothering me, and since you’re always so busy and we never get to talk, I’m not passing this up. I’m in the bedroom now, so let’s gossip.”

“Gage told me he loves me.”

“Holy shit,” Emory shrieks. “I knew it. I knew this was coming. I could just tell and—”

“—I don’t think it’s going to work,” I cut in.

Emory falls into dead silence, and it’s so heavy, I wonder if she’s gone. “Are you there?” I ask hesitantly.

“Why wouldn’t it work?” she demands.

“Because I can’t be what he wants.”

“What?” she growls. “Is he making unreasonable demands on you?”

“He wants me to go to a team party tonight with him.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, and I envision her nodding in encouragement. “Tell me more.”

“And, well… that’s it. He wants me to go to a party, and I don’t want to go.”

“And he’s saying if you don’t go, then he’s breaking up with you?” she asks.

“No, he’s not. But the implication is clear… if I can’t be part of his life all the way, does this really have a chance of working?”

“Okay, back the hell up, Jenna. I am so lost. You have a gorgeous, kind, successful man who loves you, and he wants you to be on his arm at a team party—the team who is basically family—and you don’t want to go because I’m guessing you don’t want people looking at your scars?”

“Right,” I reply emphatically. She gets me. I knew she would.

“You’re an idiot,” she hisses into the phone.

“What?” I gasp.

“An idiot. You have a real chance at love here with a man who is, by all accounts, the real deal. He adores you and wants to be with you. Going to that party isn’t about him showing you off, but about being with you. And there’s no reason you shouldn’t do it.”

But there is. I tell her about what happened with Keller and then Gage going berserk.

Emory sighs. “Oh, that’s hot he did that.”

Agreed. It was. Not the point. “You don’t understand, Em. Some of these women are so into themselves and so nasty that it’s going to be really uncomfortable.”

“So.”

“So,” I drawl, trying to lead her to the conclusion. “I don’t feel like being the subject of whispered discussions. I don’t want Gage to have to be in a position to defend me.”

“That’s a lame excuse,” she says.

“I don’t want him to realize at some point he made a mistake,” I finally say, drilling down to my deepest fear.

“Oh,” Emory says, falling silent again. When she speaks, her voice is soft and measured. “You know he’s not Paul. He’s not going to abandon you.”

“I hear you say that with such confidence. I hear Gage say he loves me, and it feels truthful. But… I thought Paul loved me. I thought he’d never abandon me, and yet he did. How do I know Gage won’t do the same? How do I know my heart won’t get broken again?”

“You can’t know for sure,” she says. “It boils down to trusting your heart and hoping like hell the risk pays off. It’s always a risk, Jenna. Are you brave enough to take it?”

It’s weird how just a few words can put something in perspective. I’m looking for an absolute guarantee that this will be my forever with Gage, and I’m already looking for ways for him to wiggle out of it. That’s based solely on experience, disregarding everything I know to be true about him.

It undermines the trust we’ve built between us.

I’m letting my feelings about Paul project onto this thing with Gage, and I’m the one who’s going to ruin it if I’m not careful.

“So it’s all about risk,” I mutter.

“No reward is worth it if there’s not risk involved. Is Gage worth it?”

“Of course, he is,” I reply without thought.

“Are you good, then?”

“Not really. Still scared. The thought of going to that party gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“Get used to it,” Emory says with distaste in her tone. “There will always be women who want to tear others down. That only means you have to find your people—those women who will be your support. You have Gage, obviously, but you need to find those within the team’s circle who are like you.”

“Sophie,” I murmur. “She’ll be there. And Brienne, although I doubt owners come to things like this.”

“Possibly. Dominik Carlson attends a lot of casual events with the Vengeance players. He doesn’t hold himself apart. But bottom line, there are a lot of nice women on the arms of some of the players. You’re going to find the same thing there. You will build a strong network of new friends. Trust me on that.”

And… it will make Gage happy. For me to be a part of it.

“Okay. I think you talked me into it.” I shore up my spine and resolve to slay this fear just like I have others.

“Don’t let your demons ruin this for you, Jenna,” Emory says, her voice somber. “You deserve every happiness in the world, and right now, I think the only thing that can sabotage it is you.”

I hear her loud and clear. Now I just have to dig deep and decide what type of woman I want to be going forward.


CHAPTER 23


Gage

“When are you going to decorate this office?” I ask Baden, running a finger along an empty bookshelf and finding it dust-free.

“Oh, I don’t know,” he drawls from behind his desk as he types on his laptop. “Probably never.”

“He’s got a picture of Sophie,” Stone says lazily from his perch in one of the guest chairs. “What more does he need?”

True enough… Baden has a sole picture of Sophie framed and sitting front and center. We’re waiting for him to finish typing up notes to work on for next practice with his goalies. We’ve just finished a light workout, and we’re about to grab lunch.

Stone leans back in his chair, legs stretched in front of him as he tosses a hockey puck up in the air, catching it skillfully as gravity pulls it toward his face. “The media wasn’t overly critical this morning,” he muses as he tosses the puck.

The story of Matt Keller’s dismissal before the game that would clinch a playoff spot spread like wildfire, but the reporting has been remarkably tempered. It must’ve been Callum’s vaguely benign statement that “Matt Keller and the organization mutually agreed to part ways for unspecified reasons.” News outlets have speculated about possibilities, of course, but no one has said a negative word about anyone.

Keller, so far, is upholding his end of the confidentiality agreement, as is everyone on the Titans. No one wants to gossip about what a douche he’s been, and there’s no way in hell the three men in this office will talk about what went down.

As far as everyone is concerned, it’s in the past.

Except for Jenna. She’s holding on tight to Keller’s reaction to her, and it makes me want to hunt him down and kick his ass again. But I can’t expect her to banish all her insecurities overnight. All I can do is encourage her to fight them, and hopefully, she can do it.

I wasn’t bluffing earlier when I told her I can’t hide in the shadows with her. I love this woman, and that means I want to do life with her. Doing life with her means she does life with me, which involves supporting me in my career. Delving in deep with me. I can’t be with someone who hides all the time, but more than that, I know she has it in her to be so much more than she is right now. She’s made such positive steps already in exposing herself to the world and being more comfortable in her own skin.

Baden groans and leans back, shutting his laptop. “The goalie situation is going to kill me.”

With Jesper being out the rest of the season, Baden has had to scramble. Patrik moved up, and while he had a great game last night, he’s not a net minder we can count on for the same performance in the next game. He’s too erratic, and his backup is a player we pulled from a farm team who has yet to be tested in a pro league game.

Stone pushes up in his seat. “We’ve got so many things stacked against us going into the playoffs, you can’t take on too much weight of this.”

“I know,” Baden says, drumming his fingertips on the desk. “I’m just looking ahead to next year and trying to problem-solve before problems arise.”

“Maybe you can talk Drake McGinn into reconsidering the team,” I suggest. “New season, brand-new start.”

Baden shakes his head. “Oh, that ship has sailed. Drake burned that bridge with Brienne good.”

The story of Drake McGinn and how he was blacklisted is known throughout the league, but Baden was sure he’d make a great addition to our team as starting goalie. But Brienne and Drake butted heads when they met, and he stormed off after some nasty words to our esteemed owner.

At least that’s the short version of the story Baden shared. He didn’t elaborate.

“Let’s not even talk about our need for a new head coach,” Stone drawls. “That’s going to be harder to find than a goalie.”

“Callum and Brienne are meeting with a candidate this weekend,” Baden says.

“Who?” I ask, curious as to where their minds are going. Matt Keller seemed like a good choice on paper, but that didn’t work out well.

Baden looks past both of us to his open door, then lowers his voice. “Not to be shared, but I think they’re looking hard at Cannon West.”

“He’s young, but he’d be a good choice,” I reply, and Stone nods as well. I played with Cannon years ago on the Toronto Blazers. He left the game when his wife got breast cancer so he could care for her. After she died, he didn’t return to playing but instead went into coaching. He coached in Sweden for a while and was a minor league coach for one of the Titans’ own farm teams, the Greenville Mudcats.

He’s been a coach to watch, transforming losing teams into winners with the unique, positive vibe he brings, including positive reinforcement and offering constructive lessons through review of on-ice mistakes. Lots of different coaching styles, but his has proven results. Brienne has shown she’s willing to take risks on players, so why not coaches?

“Now if we can only get Coen straightened out, the team will be golden next year,” I say with a laugh. My gaze moves to Stone. “Any idea how he’s doing?”

“Nah,” Stone says somberly. “He texted that he arrived at the cabin and all looked good.”

“I sure hope he’s able to figure his stuff out… get some help,” Baden says.

“Same, dude,” I reply. “He can be such an asset to the team. I think he can move back into a leadership position.”

“We’re just fine with you as the leader.” Stone claps me on the shoulder. “Everyone wants you as captain.”

“But I might not be here next year,” I point out. “I never intended to stay long term. Just help get the team going.”

“You could coach here,” Baden says, and both Stone and I blink at him in surprise. “I’m not a fortune-teller, but I think there’s going to be a shake-up of coaches for next season, especially if Cannon comes on board.”

“You don’t think the other coaches will respect him because he’s young,” Stone hypothesizes.

Baden shrugs. “They’re old school. Bill, Maurice, Sam… I think it would be tough on them, especially if they’re not considered for the position.”

That’s something to think about. Because while I’m not sure I want to continue playing, I definitely see myself staying in Pittsburgh. During the short time I’ve been here, I’ve come to love this city, but moreover, Jenna is here. She’s starting a career she’s enjoying, and I would never ask her to leave. There’d be nothing for her back in my small hometown, and I’m not all that tied to Seattle.

But those are thoughts for another day. While I hope to fuck I’m wrong, there’s a chance I could lose Jenna before I even had her. If she’s too afraid to step into this fully with me, there’s no way we can grow.

Regardless, I’m a patient man, and I’ll give her time. Love may have bloomed quick and strong between us, but it’s also an adjustment. For Jenna, she must learn to accept how I feel about her and understand that nothing else matters. For me, I must get used to the strength of these feelings and slow down on wanting everything right at this moment.

Again… patience, but it’s hard when I want to experience everything with her right now.

“Assuming you’re going to Darius’s party tonight?” I ask the guys as we head out of Baden’s office.

“Yeah, we’re in,” Baden says. “Sophie’s not overly excited to have to socialize with Aneta and her group, but she’s excited about dressing up. She’s been cooped up far too long in her house, and I dare say she’s sick of wearing comfortable clothes.”

“I can imagine.” Stone chuckles. Sophie had her own demons to conquer after the attack she and Baden suffered last year, but she’s slowly coming out of her shell. That means there’s hope for Jenna.

“Harlow and I are going,” Stone says.

“First major outing as a couple,” I remark. “It’s good… the team getting to know our significant others. It’s just another way to strengthen bonds.”

“Speaking of couples and significant others…” Baden playfully punches my shoulder. “I assume you’re bringing Jenna?”

“I don’t know,” I admit glumly. Baden and Stone stop in their tracks to turn toward me.

“Why not?” Stone inquires.

“She’s still pretty bothered about the thing with Keller.”

Baden frowns. “The comments he made about her?”

“Yeah. It’s made her more self-conscious and unsure of herself. She’s got to work through it.”

We start walking again, heading for the exit to the parking garage. Baden says, “She knows we’ve all got her back, right? She obviously knows you do and trusts you, but she has to know Sophie and I are in her corner.”

“Harlow and I too,” Stone says.

“She knows it. Brienne has been really great too. She’s offered a lot of positive reinforcement. But it’s more than just Keller. A lot of people abandoned her after her injuries. Jenna’s learning to trust again, but it’s fragile. I think Keller just dinged it up a bit, is all. But I have faith in her.”

“You love her,” Stone says in a singsong voice, and I can tell he’s trying to embarrass me into denial so he can tease me further.

No denying my feelings, though. “Damn right, I love her. And she loves me too. What we have is some fated shit.”

Baden barks a laugh, and Stone claps me on the back. “Own it, dude. Love is some powerful mojo.”

My phone rings just as we push open the door to the parking garage, and my heart leaps when I see it’s Jenna. I left her at her apartment a few hours ago.

“Give me a minute,” I say to the guys as I stay by the door, and they continue toward Baden’s car. I connect the call. “Hey.”

“Hi,” she says, and I can hear her nervousness in that one word.

Being me, I want to swoop in and ease her suffering. “I’m glad you called. I missed the sound of your voice.”

She lets out a quavering laugh. “Charmer.”

“Always.”

“I wanted to apologize,” she gushes in a tumble of words. “I’m being stupid and overly cautious. Yeah, things are scary, but you’re the one person who has repetitively shown me how unscary the world can be when I open myself to it. I don’t want to disappoint you—”

“—you are not disappointing me—”

“—and I want to be everything you want me to be.”

“I want you to be what you want to be, Jenna,” I assure her.

She inhales, the sound coming through clear. When she lets out the breath, her voice is steady and calm. “I want to be yours, in all ways. I want to be by your side when you need me. I want to be there even when you don’t need me. I want to face my fears knowing full well they aren’t as scary because I have you, even if I falter, knowing you’ll be there to steady me. I thought a lot about what you said this morning.”

“I said a lot of things this morning,” I point out.

“A lot of good things,” she agrees. “But specifically, you told me you had expectations of me. You said you expected someone like me—who has courage and determination—to figure a way to get past my fears and own up to my true self. And, well… no one has ever really put an expectation on me like that. There’s been a lot of love, support, gentle encouragement. I’ve been led by the hand a lot of the way on this journey, but you actually put the ball in my court and said… I expect you to do this.”

“I didn’t mean that to come off so high-handed,” I rush to assure her.

“No, it wasn’t like that at all. It came across like you have the utmost confidence in me. That if I couldn’t move past those fears, I wasn’t letting you down, I was letting myself down. And that all sort of clicked and made sense. Plus, I called Emory, and she told me I was being an idiot.”

I chuckle at the exasperation in her tone. “I really like your sister.”

“Well, she really likes you, too, and doesn’t want to see me screw this up. So if the invitation is still there, I’d like to be your date for this evening.”

“The invitation to be my date is always there and will never be available to anyone else,” I say. “I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“No,” she says emphatically. “I’ll meet you there. Actually, Sophie and I are going this afternoon to shop for dresses, do the hair and makeup thing, all that. We’ll meet you and Baden at the party.”

For a moment, I don’t know what to say. My first reaction is to insist she not go to any great lengths as she’s perfect the way she is. But then I realize her voice is brimming with excitement about doing these beautifully girly things with Sophie, and I know it will be great for both of them.

“Okay, then,” I murmur in a low voice. “You know I’m going to be distracted all day, wondering what you’re going to look like when you show up. Do you think any of that shopping might include lacy undergarments?”

“Maybe,” she says coyly. “I suppose you’ll find out at the end of the evening.”

Laughing, I start moving toward Baden’s car where he and Stone are waiting for me. “I can’t wait to see you tonight. I love you.”

“I love you too,” she says and disconnects.

“Now that’s the dopiest look I’ve ever seen on your face,” Baden muses as I tuck my phone in my pocket. “Guessing that was Jenna.”

“Apparently, she and Sophie are heading out on a shopping spree to get ready for tonight. You and I are to meet them at the party.”

Baden’s eyebrows rise—that’s a big deal for Sophie too. She’s still leery about going places, especially shopping, since she was attacked in a shopping mall parking lot. “Seems like our girls are really turning into butterflies.”

“I’m here for it,” I reply with a grin. “Now let’s get some lunch. I’m starving.”


CHAPTER 24


Jenna

“Tell me our guys can’t do romance,” Sophie sighs as she settles into the leather seat across from me. She sips her champagne and crosses one leg over the other.

She looks stunning in an elegant black cocktail dress fitted through the bodice—the wide swing skirt gives it a ’50s vibe. It’s off the shoulder, and her spiked black patent pumps are ridiculously high.

Yes, our men know how to do romance. Sophie and I were advised via a text from Gage this afternoon that a limousine would pick us up for Aneta and Darius’s party. Champagne and strawberries awaited us inside the glamorous vehicle. We ignored the strawberries—who wants to risk dripping juice on party dresses or seeds sticking in teeth—but we risked leaving lipstick on the champagne flute rims, knowing we could apply more when needed.

“I’ve never been in a limo before,” I say as I scan the interior. It’s not flashy like some I’ve seen on TV with neon lighting but rather more refined elegance. The man driving is wearing a suit and cap.

“I rode in one when I was working in medical sales. A bunch of doctors took us out one evening in a limo and got so drunk, one of them vomited on the floor.”

“Charming.” I wrinkle my nose. My hand glides along the supple leather seat, wondering how it’s possible that Gage makes someone like me feel utterly princess-like. The bouquet of white roses sitting next to me was another lovely surprise.

Sophie got one, too, but I don’t know what her card said. Mine was simple: I can’t wait to see you tonight.

The feeling is mutual, and although a billion butterflies wreak havoc in my tummy and my nerves are sizzling, I can’t help but feel like tonight will start our relationship for real. I mean, we’ve already had sex, he’s seen my scars, and we’ve admitted our feelings for each other.

But tonight, I’m committing myself to be with him, in his world, no matter how uncomfortable that might make me. Like Emory said, there’s no reward without risk.

“Are you going to the first game of the playoffs?” Sophie asks, breaking me out of my thoughts.

While there are still two games left in the regular season, we’ve clinched a playoff spot. The first two playoff games will be on the road as we won’t have home ice advantage, based on our standings.

“I’m not sure,” I reply. “I want to, but that all depends if they’ll be filming and if Brienne wants me to go. But I want to.”

“I’m going,” Sophie says with a grin. “So if you want to travel together, that would be fun.”

I know Sophie still has some fears being out and about on her own, but she’s pushing past them. In fact, I couldn’t be sitting across from a better role model to learn from as I retake control of my life.

Leaning forward, I offer my glass in a toast. She taps hers against mine. “Here’s to us badass women being all adventurous and stuff.”

Sophie laughs. “Hear! Hear!”

I take a sip of the champagne, the bubbles tickling my throat as they slide down, sparking a blitz of unfettered happiness.

This is my life now. In a limo on the way to a party to meet my professional hockey player boyfriend who adores me—scars and all—wondering whether I’ll be able to join him at a playoff game to cheer him on. It’s such a far cry from my misery of just a few years ago.

I allow myself to consider Paul and Chelsea. It still hurts deeply that I lost her and that Paul never let me see her after I was out of rehab. I wonder if she remembers me at all. But where Paul’s concerned, I don’t feel much of anything. No sadness for sure. No bitterness for his weakness. Certainly no regrets because while it ended in pain, I’ll hold tight to the good memories I made with Chelsea.

That all seems like a lifetime ago. So distant, like dandelion fuzz blowing away on a hard wind. I don’t mind watching it fade.

The limo slows, and we’re pulling up a driveway lined with cars. The house—or rather, mansion—is ablaze with light, from the manicured landscaping to every single window. I see people inside mingling, and I wait for apprehension to take hold.

I feel nothing but excitement at seeing Gage.

The driver gets out, and we wait for him to open our door. Sophie and I put our champagne glasses on a small table ledge and leave the uneaten strawberries behind. We were notified that we’d all be taking the limo home after the party, which means we can have as many cocktails as we want.

It’s chilly out, but I eschewed a coat in favor of a black velvet and silk shawl wrapped around my shoulders and folded into the crook of my elbows. The beading along the edge matches the tiny black clutch in my hand that holds lipstick, a credit card, my driver’s license, and cell phone.

I manage to exit the car gracefully with the help of the driver’s hand. Sophie follows behind, nudging me with her shoulder. “Ready to do this?”

“Ready,” I affirm with a nod.

“We absolutely will not get sucked into conversation with Aneta or her friends.” She’s repeating a mantra we agreed upon as we shopped this afternoon.

“No conversation,” I agree.

“We will bail each other out if we get cornered by Aneta or her posse.”

“I got your back,” I vow.

“And I’ve got yours,” she says and holds out a pinky. “Promise.”

Laughing, I latch my littlest finger with hers, and we swear to be each other’s social wingmen.

It’s crowded inside, music piping through speakers in every room. It’s not too loud, but with the chatter of all these people, it’s a bit overwhelming.

My eyes search for Gage. In a normal crowd, he’d stand out due to his height, but among a bunch of other hockey players, not so easy.

“There they are,” Sophie says, craning her neck as she stands on her toes. And yes, I see Gage standing with Baden and Stone, along with a beautiful redhead I assume is Harlow. I’ve only heard a little about her from Gage as she and Stone have not been together long.

Sophie takes my hand, and we wind through people until the crowd parts and there stands Gage.

His eyes come immediately to mine, and a slow smile spreads across his face as he takes me in.

I know what he sees, for I stared at myself in the mirror for a long time tonight after I’d finished dressing.

My hair is swept to the side across my forehead and pulled back into a sleek ponytail that sits high on the back of my head. The tail end of it brushes my mid-back.

The makeup Sophie had done for me is far heavier than I usually wear but entirely appropriate for an evening cocktail party. Smoky shadow, dark cat-eye liner, and three layers of mascara, all designed to draw attention to my eyes.

The first thing Gage ever noticed about me.

Three different shades of blush highlight my cheekbones, making them far more pronounced than I could ever do, and she insisted I wear a bright cherry-red lipstick to match the color of the dress I picked.

It was a bold move on my part. I’ve always looked good in red with my tanned skin and golden hair, but it’s a color I’ve shied away from the past several years because red is an attention-getter, and I didn’t want people looking at me.

I’m making a statement tonight by donning such a flamboyant shade, but not so others will notice me.

Not even for Gage to notice me.

But for me to proclaim that I don’t care if others are bothered by what they see.

I walk toward Gage, and the rest of the room fades away. His eyes shimmer with a mix of pride and desire. They slowly move up and down, taking in my entire ensemble. While the shawl may cover my shoulders, the way I have it tucked into the crooks of my arms leaves the entire front of my dress exposed.

What little of it there is.

Oh, it comes down long enough, hugging my curves all the way to mid-calf with nothing but a side slit that allows enough room to walk. The silky ruching runs horizontally across my body. The top goes straight across my chest, molding my breasts, and revealing the barest hint of cleavage. It’s not a true strapless design, though, as thin spaghetti straps slink over my shoulders.

“Wow,” he says appreciatively as he takes me in.

I smile at him, shrugging the shawl from my shoulders. I fold it over one arm and then proceed to do a slow three-sixty so he can see the back. It’s not much different from the front, merely silhouetting my curves.

But what is different is that I’m not covering up the scars on my back. While the ponytail hangs down the middle, it does nothing to hide the network of patched scars visible from the tops of my shoulder down to where the dress covers them at mid-back. The skirt is long enough that you can’t see them on my legs unless I’m walking, but then there are slight peeks of the scars at my thighs.

When I face Gage once again, his eyes burn with fierce adoration. His voice is gruff as he steps into me. Hands going to my face, which has become his signature move to hold my attention, his gaze bores into me. “I’ve never seen you look more beautiful than you do tonight.”

An epic, sweeping feeling of warmth and love pulses through me, and I rise on my toes to brush my mouth against his. “This is for you and you alone. But if others see, I’m okay with that too.”

“That’s my girl,” he praises and then pulls me into his side. “Let me introduce you around.”

♦

We’re an hour into the party, and I’ve met almost everyone on the team, including their significant others. Brienne stopped by for a short appearance. She made the rounds, ensuring she spoke with every person before jetting off to another party she’d been invited to for one of her other holdings. Watching the woman actually makes me tired, how she’s always on the go.

Currently, we’re standing in a small group talking—me, Gage, Baden, Sophie, and the second lineman, Boone Rivers, who is dateless tonight. Stone and Harlow are off refilling their drinks.

The one person I haven’t talked to, and it’s not intentional, is our hostess, Aneta. I met her husband, Darius, who seems quite nice, but Gage kept steering me away from her and the gaggle of women hovering around her.

As Boone, Baden, and Gage talk about guy things—I think the current topic is sports cars—my gaze drifts over to Aneta. She’s stunning, of course, and holds court like a queen. She completely ignored me that first night I met her—when Gage rescued me from her cattiness.

It’s a sweet memory, but I don’t need rescuing now.

I push my drink into Gage’s hand. “Will you hold this a second?”

“Sure,” he replies, taking it without thought. He drops back into conversation with the guys, but Sophie tips her head in question.

“I’ll be right back. I just want to say hello to Aneta.”

Sophie’s eyes go round with shock, and while I thought Gage had been fully invested in his conversation, he apparently had some of his attention on me as his head turns. He scowls slightly, but I pat his arm. “It’ll be fine.”

I walk away from them, feeling the heavy press of Gage’s and Sophie’s eyes on me as I move toward Aneta’s crowd. The women are closed in tight, hanging on every word she says.

I have to tap a woman’s shoulder to move her aside, and she startles before giving me access to the circle. The movement catches Aneta’s attention and she plasters a smile in place as she takes me in.

She says not a word but tilts her head as if I’m nothing but a curiosity.

I hold out my hand to her. “Hi, Aneta. We met at a Titans party not long ago. I’m Jenna Holland, the media liaison with the Pittsburgh Titans.”

“Oh yes,” she says in her lilting Czech accent as her eyes rake over the scars on my jaw and neck. We shake hands, and her grip is cold and limp. “Of course I remember you.”

“I just wanted to take a minute and thank you for such a lovely party. I’ve had a wonderful time.”

“Oh,” she says, looking around at her friends before her eyes come back to me. “I hadn’t realized Darius invited the front office staff.”

“I’m sure he didn’t,” I reply smoothly. “I came with Gage Heyward.”

I glance over my shoulder and nod his way. His eyes are pinned on me, jaw clenched, ready to run in to rescue me should I look the slightest bit uncomfortable.

Aneta’s eyes widen in surprise as she looks at Gage watching us like a hawk.

“Anyway,” I continue, reclaiming her attention, “I was hoping maybe we could get together for lunch or coffee sometime. I think it’s important all of us women come together to support our guys.”

I watch her carefully. Up until this moment, I’d decided to give Aneta the benefit of the doubt. First impressions aren’t always accurate.

And to my delighted surprise, her smile warms. “I think that’s a lovely idea.”

We chat for a few more minutes. She introduces me to some of the other ladies who are gracious merely because Aneta decided I’m acceptable. Whether we actually ever do lunch or coffee is anyone’s guess, but I just ingratiated myself into the family branch of this team, and my offer was legit. I’m hoping I can make true connections with all the significant others.

When I’m back at Gage’s side and the conversation has shifted elsewhere, his arm comes around me. Leaning down to my ear, he whispers, “That was the most badass move I’ve ever seen a woman make. You walked right into the lioness’s den without a single regard to your own safety.”

“I knew I had you as backup,” I say lightly, blowing it off.

“Bullshit. You’d have killed me if I came in to rescue you if things went south.”

I chuckle, because it’s true. I wanted to stand on my own, and I did.

“How’d it feel?” he asks, and I tip my head to look at him. “Letting people see you as you are.”

I shrug, considering the entire exchange. “Honestly, it didn’t feel like much at all.”

“Then I suppose that’s the highest compliment you can pay yourself.”

“Because I felt… like myself.”

Gage leans down and brushes his lips against my temple. “You’re magnificent. That’s all I know.”

Leaning into him, I wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze. “I’ll admit… being with the hottest guy here is a bit of an ego boost.”

Gage laughs, squeezing me back. “And I get to leave with the hottest woman here. Lucky guy that I am.”

“And when might that be?” I inquire, looking back up at him with a sly grin. “Because I do have something under this dress that you might like.”

Heat flashes in his eyes as his hand comes to the back of my neck. Gage gives me a sizzling kiss, and my legs wobble. “I say we start making our goodbyes right now.”

“But Baden and Sophie,” I point out, since we’re sharing the limo home.

“Let them keep it,” he says, brushing his lips against mine again. “We’ll take an Uber.”

I giggle against his mouth. “I like it.”

“Like you like me?” he asks.

“I love you,” I correct him. “So much love.”

“I love you,” he says, taking my hand. “Now, let’s get out of here so I can get you in bed and prove it in other ways that have nothing to do with words.”

I follow willingly behind him, grinning like a fool, as he leads me through the crowd.

I’d follow him anywhere.
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Chapter 1


Coen

Since the crash, the atmosphere in the Titans arena has been nothing short of electric. Now that the playoffs are in full swing and the Titans have earned a spot, the energy put off by the fans is almost painful to bear.

Especially since I’m sitting in the upper tier of the arena and watching my team from afar.

I have no fucking clue why I’m here.

I’ve staked my position—I don’t give a fuck about hockey anymore.

And yet… here I am. Watching.

And cheering for my team.

Or, is it my team since I’m suspended through no one’s fault but my own? Before I attacked that ref, I knew it was the end for me this season. I can’t even claim heat of the moment, because I knew what I was doing, and I knew what the consequence would be before I did it.

Regardless, no one has recognized me. It’s been three weeks since I was suspended for that attack. I’ve grown my beard, not to act in solidarity to my other teammates who have their playoff scruff blooming, but because I don’t give enough of a fuck to shave.

Plus, living in Stone’s cabin in the deep woods, I’ve got this whole mountain man thing going on.

I’m wearing a hat pulled low and my glasses, not because I think they lend to a disguise, but because I didn’t order my replacement contacts in time and I’m without.

The whole look I’ve got going on allows me to sit up here among a throng of drunken fans too amped up on playoff energy and beer to pay me too much attention. But if someone does happen to recognize me, so be it.

I’m just a regular fan like them now.

It’s game three of this first round of the playoffs. The first two games were played against the New Jersey Wildcats who had home ice advantage. They soundly whipped the Titans’ asses both games.

I by no means think it’s because I wasn’t there to help. Yes, it’s been tough on everyone losing me as well as our primary goalie, Jesper Keane, but I wasn’t contributing all that much to begin with.

Outside of that, it’s just been hard for a team of players to come together after the tragedy of the crash and expect us to have much in the way of synchronization and connection on the ice. Playoff teams have had months to gel in all the ways needed to play at the highest caliber and the Titans just didn’t have that.

This isn’t shocking or unexpected.

The team’s chances of amounting to much this season after the crash were incredibly slim and it’s an amazing accomplishment to even make the playoffs.

They won’t be here long though.

Currently down three to zero with only five minutes left in the third period, this is going to go down as another loss and they’ll only be one game away from being eliminated.

I’m not sad for me, but I do feel pity for those guys down on the ice that are playing their hearts out, trying to eek out a win for the fans. They’re giving all they’ve got but it won’t be enough.

I consider heading out and beating the mass exodus once the buzzer sounds. I’ve got a little over a three-and-a-half-hour drive to get back to the cabin I’m renting from Stone. I moved in the day he’d given me the keys, and this is the first time I’ve left the small town of Coudersport.

Still not quite sure what possessed me to come to Pittsburgh to watch this game, but fuck if I could help myself.

It’s nothing but torture.

Self-flagellation.

Making myself watch what I’ve willingly given up.

And I have given it up, even though I’m here. I told Brienne and Callum the day they notified me of the suspension that was I done for good.

I was numb sitting in Brienne’s office that day. The cool as a cucumber heiress to the Norcross fortune and now sole owner of the Titans since her brother died in the crash, regarded me not with ice in her eyes, but a warmth and understanding I didn’t earn.

Yeah, she was mad I attacked the ref, which came on the heels of my arrest in New York for assault and drunk and disorderly. But without words, her gaze told me that she understood.

I’m glad she did, because I sure as fuck didn’t.

I didn’t understand a goddamn thing in this world anymore.

“Coen.” My name on her lips was both gentle and unyielding at the same time. “You certainly have the right to appeal this suspension.”

“I won’t,” I’d replied. “I’m done.”

Brienne was unnerved and exchanged a look with our general manager, Callum Derringer, before bringing her attention back to me. I braced, waiting for her to give me the same shit that Gage, Baden, and Stone had been throwing at me.

You’re too good to walk away from this.

This team needs you.

You can come back from this.

I braced and I waited, ready to deny Brienne’s pleas for me not to give up on this career.

But it never came.

Instead, she nodded. “I’m not going to beg you to stay. I’m not going to tell you that you’re throwing away a hall of fame worthy career. I’m not even going to tell you this team will suffer with you gone, because I’ll find someone to replace you.”

I was so stunned by her words and the matter-of-fact way she laid them out, I know my jaw sagged slightly.

“I won’t try to influence you in any way,” she continued on, her eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that punched deep. “But I won’t hear another word about you quitting or giving up until training camp starts in September. You want to leave this behind? Fine. But you are doing a disservice to yourself if you do it now. You need some time away from all of this. From the horror of the crash, the guilt I know is consuming you. and the pressures of trying to put you on the ice with a team that isn’t the team you want, nor the team you can have, since they’re all dead.”

I glanced at Callum, who I know was listening intently but had his gaze averted out the window to the Pittsburgh skyline across the river.

And then she made it impossible for me to not do as she was asking.

“I don’t know you at all, Coen.” Her eyes seemed to mist over a bit and she smiled sadly. “But my brother was a big fan of yours. He thought you were one of the greatest sports heroes this city had ever seen, and I know you both had mutual respect for each other.”

Fuck… that was just low because I owed my start in this career to him. Had he not been on that plane and was the one asking me to stay with this team, I would have been hard pressed to walk away.

“I’m asking you to honor Adam and not walk away from this team until you’ve had the summer to think things over.”

Ultimately, I promised her that, but mentally, I was sort of crossing my fingers behind my back. I knew in my heart of hearts I couldn’t go back on the ice because I don’t deserve that precious spot. If Brienne didn’t want my answer until training camp, I could hold my tongue until then.

The crowd erupts in a roar that I swear to fuck shakes the building and jolts me out of my memories. Thousands upon thousands of Titans fans jump to their feet, screaming as we just scored a goal.

I don’t even fucking comprehend what’s happened at first and have to look up at the scoreboard for the instant replay while the guys on the ice celebrate.

What do you fucking know?

Boone Rivers scored.

The guy who replaced me.

It’s a sweet move, a floaty backhand off a feed from Gage that toppled right over the goalie’s right shoulder.

Good for him.

The guy next to me pushes at my shoulder and I glance up at him. I’m the only one in this throng of Titans fans sitting down. He’s grinning like a fool and holds his palm out for me to high five.

I smile—not because I feel like it, but because I don’t want to draw attention to myself for not doing what any sane fan should be doing—and I slap my hand to his.

The man turns to look down at the ice from our nose bleed seats and screams, “Titans, Titans, Titans” along with the rest of the crowd.

I push up from my seat and inch my way past a handful of people to the staircase that leads down.

I’m genuinely happy that Boone scored. I’m glad for my teammates that they have this experience. Hell, I’m even proud of what has been accomplished.

But this has done nothing but reiterate to me that this isn’t my life anymore.

It takes me a good fifteen minutes to exit the arena and make my way to my Mercedes G-wagon.

Prior to the crash, this puppy was one of my pride and joys. I love luxury cars and in addition to this tank, I have a Ferrari and a Maserati.

Such stupid things to adore and I’ll be unloading these frivolities soon.

Won’t be hard given that nothing seems to bring me any joy these days.

Well, except one thing.

Stone’s cabin.

It’s tucked back on almost twenty acres of remote wooded land, just a few miles outside of the borough of Coudersport. The tiny town is the county seat in the very unpopulated Potter County. It sits in a valley surrounded by the Allegheny plateau, where the Mill Creek joins the Allegheny River and flows all the way to Pittsburgh. The town itself holds no more than a few thousand people and I’m enjoying the peace and quiet more than any man has a right to.

If there’s one thing I’d like to do with my money, it’s secure this peace.

I start my SUV but before I exit the lot for my long drive northeast, I shoot off a text to Stone. I don’t give him platitudes over the great game he played but cut straight to the point. Interested in selling me the cabin? I’ll pay top dollar.

Pulling up my iTunes, I select a playlist that’s mostly hard rock and metal. I crank the volume and blast the air conditioning. I haven’t been sleeping for shit and the long drive back to the cabin is going to be brutal. I could stay at my condo across the river, but I can’t stomach it.

This city isn’t my home anymore.
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