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      LEVI:

      My relationship with Juniper is all fun and games until my heart enters the equation.

      I’m a rookie pro hockey center who’s touted to be a future star in the league. I have a rep to uphold as a player on and off the field. Along comes Junie. She’s six years older than me, and there’s something to be said about older being better. She’s unlike any other woman I’ve dated, but therein lies the problem. I’m not relationship material. When my battered heart becomes involved, I cut and run. Call me a coward, and you’d probably be right. Caring about someone gives them power to do irreparable damage, and I vow to never again allow anyone that kind of control.

      JUNIPER:

      Ever since the divorce from my abusive husband I’ve been playing the field—and loving it. I’m not interested in a relationship, only a good time. Levi and I have a casual situation that suits us both until out of the blue Levi ends it. I’ve always been able to bounce back and move on, but this time, I can’t stop thinking about him and how good we were together. Regardless, he did me a favor. I’m starting a new career as the team chef. I can’t afford distractions, and he’s a huge one. Now I’m forced to see him every day. When he suggests we get back together, I’m resistant on the surface, but deep down I want him so badly I can’t think straight. Still, I have other problems to tackle. Someone’s sabotaging my position with the Sockeyes, and I’m certain I know who it is.

      Despite my convictions to steer clear of Levi, I’m too weak, and we’re barreling toward our fate at light speed. I’m not sure we’ll survive the crash.

    

  


  
    
      To Dennis, my heart, my soulmate, my everything. Thank you for being on life’s journey with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            BREAKING UP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Levi~~

      

      

      I love you.

      Oh my god, did I say those forbidden words out loud?

      I’ve never told anyone I loved them, not even family members, who don’t deserve it anyway. Fear grips me and spreads like a contagious disease wreaking havoc on my body and soul. I tamp down my panic and rein in the urge to run like hell. Running away is my MO when my life gets a little too hot to handle.

      Seconds ago, we shared one of our countless orgasms together. In the heat of the moment, I may have blurted out a declaration I didn’t mean.

      I study Junie’s beautiful face. Her bright eyes are still unfocused and dilated from our recent physical experience. As I study her closer, I see no indication that I uttered the scariest words in the English language out loud. Satisfied she didn’t hear my blunder, I sit up on the side of the bed with my back to her.

      I’m the guy who never settles down with one woman, never gets attached, never allows anyone to get past my defenses. Juniper and I had a good deal going. We’re nonexclusive, and it’s all about the sex. We’ve been together off and on since training camp last September. I’ve tried my damnedest to walk away for good, but like an addiction I can’t shake, I keep coming back for more. As does she.

      Being with Junie threatens to break down my carefully constructed walls and open up my most vulnerable places.

      I have to get out of here and regroup.

      I love you.

      She may not have heard, but I did. Even if my revelation is brought about by the emotions of the moment and not real feelings, even thinking them scares the ever-loving shit out of me. I can’t let my damaged soul be exposed to further suffering at the hands of those who should care for me. Been there, done that. Not going back again.

      A shrink would claim my family did this to me, made me afraid to love, and they’d be right. I don’t need a professional to tell me so. Their criticism plays over and over in my mind at the worst times. I’ve gotten good at controlling the negative talk, but shutting it out completely is impossible.

      You’re worthless. No one will ever love you.

      You’re going to be alone your entire life.

      You don’t deserve this family or any other one.

      You’re just like your father and not good boyfriend material. Take pity on the poor women, and don’t lead them on like the selfish asshole you are.

      All this crap and more has been said by my mom, sister, or stepfather. The worst thing about all the damaging advice is that I’ve taken it to heart. It’s integrated into my psyche as if it’s an organ I can’t live without. I believe them. I’m not worthy of a healthy relationship, nor am I capable of being a good partner to any woman.

      Junie knows all this. We’ve had lengthy after-sex discussions about our personal fears. It’s weird that I’ve been able to bare my soul to her somewhat, but I always pull back before I reveal too much. Exposing my most vulnerable moments is too painful and dangerous.

      Junie taps me on the back, and I involuntarily stiffen. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” My tone is curt, and I hate that I’m being an ass, but it might be the only way.

      “No, you’re not. We just had legendary sex and suddenly you’re withdrawn, and your defenses are up. Red flags everywhere.”

      “Baby, I’m a field full of red flags.”

      “Don’t I know it,” she says wryly. I clutch the side of the mattress to hold myself back. I want to hug her, let her comfort the unloved little boy inside me, but I won’t do that. I’ll never do that.

      Junie moves to sit next to me. She drapes one of her shapely legs across my thigh and leans into me. I don’t react as I normally do and stare straight ahead. I’m afraid if I look her in the eye, my resolve will self-destruct.

      And I am resolved.

      I need to end this thing between us once and for all. I’m no good for her, and she’s the one woman who’s hazardous to my heart. I won’t subject myself to the pain that comes from caring about someone more than yourself.

      “I think we need to take a break,” I blurt before I have a chance to back out.

      “What? Why? I thought you liked our arrangement.” She tenses and scoots away from me. I chance a glance in her direction, and my stomach sinks at the hurt in her gaze.

      “It’s not working out.”

      “Not working out? What’s not working out? We’re friends with benefits. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      Easy for her to say. Judging by what ran through my mind earlier, I’ve dipped one of my toes into the not-just-friends-with-benefits zone.

      I’m not boyfriend material.

      “I feel we need to end this arrangement. I need to concentrate on hockey.” I try again. By Junie’s expression, she’s not buying my lame excuse.

      “But why? You told me it relaxes you and helps you play better. It’s just sex. Great sex.”

      It’s not just sex to me. Not anymore. But I’m not telling her that. I have trust issues. As in, I don’t trust anyone. It’s easier this way because I don’t get disappointed or let down. I guess I trust my teammates on the ice. Maybe.

      I need to come up with an excuse that protects my truths but pushes her away for good. I might hurt her in the short term, but cutting ties with me will be the best thing for her in the long run. She’s going to hate me, but I have to do this for both of us. Junie deserves so much better than a damaged guy like me can ever give her. I suck in a deep breath and gather my courage. I might be a conceited ass at times, but I hate harming someone I truly like and respect. Junie regards me with those emerald-green eyes clouded with suspicion. She has trust issues too. I force myself to say the words that’ll bring a permanent ending to our “friendship.”

      “You’re too old and boring for me.” There, I said it. A total lie. There’s a six-year age difference between us, which has never been a big deal. And Junie is far from boring.

      Her face falls, and I resist the urge to immediately deny my words. She believes me, and I know she’s better off hating me than falling for me the way I’m falling for her. I’m unworthy, and I’m irreparably damaged. I can’t look her in the eye any longer and stare instead at the floor. Junie hugs herself and rocks back and forth. She’s not saying anything, which is alarming. Junie always has plenty to say about everything.

      After what seems like a torturous lifetime, she clears her throat. I lift my head and force myself to meet her gaze.

      “I’m glad you said something. I’ve been fretting over how to tell you the same thing. You’re too young and immature for me. I want things you can’t give. I’m glad we’re in agreement that we aren’t good for each other.”

      I nod, but I’m sick inside. Does she really think I’m immature? If so, she might be right.

      “I have one question. Does this have anything to do with Celeste?”

      I blink several times before I process her question. “Celeste? Oh, fuck no.”

      Junie scowls, not buying my line of shit. But it’s not a line. Celeste has slept with every single guy on the team at least once and probably some of the married ones. She’s a gold digger looking to get her claws into a pro hockey player. Most of us have been there, done that and avoid her because she’s not a pleasant person to be around. In fact, she’s catty and vindictive. I’m not proud to say that she and I have had some hot nights together, but she doesn’t compare to Junie.

      Junie narrows her gaze, clearly skeptical of my answer. I’m not going to convince her, and it doesn’t matter at this point. We’re through. I sincerely hope she’s being honest about wanting to end it with me, too. My conscience might rest easier because of it.

      But probably not.

      “I should go.” I dress quickly, while Junie watches me from her perch on the edge of the bed. She doesn’t try to stop me. In fact, her expression is unreadable. I start to walk out the bedroom door but stop and turn. “This is goodbye then?”

      “Goodbye.” Her tone is cold, but I detect underlying pain.

      I hesitate before answering. “Goodbye, Junie. I’m sure I’ll see you around since we travel in the same circles.”

      She waves her hand to dismiss me as if she’s royalty, and I’m merely a servant. I almost laugh but wisely don’t. Instead, I drink her in one last time. She’s naked and isn’t trying to hide her lack of clothes. Junie has always been secure in her own body, and it’s a magnificent one. I’m going to miss exploring every inch of that body.

      Turning, I square my shoulders and hold my head high as I leave her apartment. Before I get into my car, I can’t resist one backward glance. She’s standing on the landing to her apartment, now wearing a bathrobe, as she has so many times before. Only this time is different. I’ll never again see her like this. For a brief moment her guard is down, and I see the devastation I’ve wrought. I hate myself for it. She quickly recovers and glares haughtily in my direction.

      Once I’m in the driver’s seat, she disappears into her home.

      It’s over, and I should be relieved, except I’m not.

      I drive to my condo, park in the garage, but don’t take the elevator to my floor. Instead, I exit on the lobby level and out the front door, nodding at the doorman as I leave. I walk down the street to a local bar and proceed to get shit-faced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE WINGWOMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Juniper~~

      

      

      What sucks about being a wingman, or wingwoman, is that you often get left out in the cold. Not intentionally, but it’s still hard all the same. My life plan didn’t include being alone at twenty-eight, yet here I am, just that.

      It’s been four years since I dropped everything and moved away from the only life I’ve ever known to follow my bestie, Caroline Black, to Seattle. Now she’s married, and I’m without my partner in crime.

      I have a long track record of picking the wrong guys, ranging from abusive assholes, drug addicts, con artists, criminals, and outlaw bikers, to the one I married, who’d been all of the above. Our union only lasted about a year and ended over eight years ago. He’s currently serving time in prison for beating his next wife so badly she almost didn’t live. But the damage he did to my life has been irreparable, including his complete destruction of my relationship with my family. They’ve had nothing to do with me since.

      My sour mood is directly related to my dalliance with my on-again-off-again hookup, Levi Widmer, which came to a screeching halt a few days ago. More upset than I should be considering the nature of our relationship, I called in sick to work on Monday and Tuesday, which isn’t exactly a mature thing to do.

      To save face, I pretended that I’d been considering breaking it off with him, as we were going nowhere. Truth of the matter is that I’d been toying with suggesting we take our relationship to the next level. Obviously, I wrongly interpreted his actions and assumed he was on the same page. Instead, he dumped me with very little explanation. My faith in my ability to read people has been decimated. When I gazed into Levi’s eyes these past few weeks, I could’ve sworn he was developing the same feelings for me that I was for him. Only he wasn’t.

      I have to work today, even if my heart isn’t in it. I go through the motions of getting ready for work and head out the door with fifteen minutes to spare. Being late after missing two days wouldn’t be a wise thing to do.

      My phone rings as I pull out of my apartment parking lot. It’s Caro, who also happens to be the wife of Seattle Sockeyes hockey player Easton Black and Levi’s teammate. I’ve been avoiding her since Sunday after Levi and I split. I haven’t been in the mood to discuss how I feel with anyone, even her.

      With a resigned sigh, I answer the phone via my hands-free system in my car. “Hey, how are you?” I fake a forced cheerfulness that she’ll immediately see through, but I have to make the effort to sound normal.

      “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been worried sick, and you really don’t want to piss off a very cranky, very pregnant woman.”

      She’s right about that. “I’ve been licking my wounds and didn’t want to talk about it.”

      “What? Why? What’s going on?” she demands.

      “My life sucks right now.” I shouldn’t be starting a pity party thirty minutes before work, but I can’t help it.

      “Spill, woman, and don’t leave out any details.”

      I do just that, giving her the entire rundown of my last Sunday morning with Levi. “I’m humiliated to admit he dumped me, but even worse is when he said I’m too old and boring.”

      “You? Old? Boring? What the fuck is wrong with that guy?”

      I shrug even though she can’t see the gesture. “Yeah, what the fuck?” Sure, there’s a six-year age gap between us, but that’d never bothered him before.

      “Did Celeste put those ideas in his head? She’s been vying for his attention since he made the team out of training camp.”

      “I don’t think so, but who knows? I did shoot back by claiming he’s too young and immature, which is a tragically hilarious accusation considering the source.” Most people consider me immature for my age. I’ve yet to outgrow the partying lifestyle of my early twenties. But maybe this is just the thing I need to grow up. After all, I didn’t go out and hook up with a random after he dumped me.

      “Well, at least you gave him a little of his own medicine. You’re better off without him, Junie. You deserve so much, and Levi can’t give you what you need.”

      “I know.” I’m very aware that Caro didn’t approve of my relationship with Levi, or whatever it was we had. But then, she hasn’t approved of any of the guys I’ve dated, probably for good reason.

      “Well, good riddance. Next time, let me pick the guy.”

      “You?” I laugh because Caro and I have completely different taste in men. She prefers the stable, homebody type, and I prefer the irresponsible, go-out-and-party-all-night type. Now that I think about it, maybe I should let her choose. I’m not getting any younger.

      “Yes, me.”

      “You’ll probably do a better job at it.”

      “You’re damn right.”

      “Hey, I need to wrap up this convo. I’m almost to work.”

      “Speaking of work, how’s it going?”

      Caro’s fully aware I’m having issues at my dead-end job I’ve held at a car dealership since I came to Seattle four years ago. The manager is a pig who disrespects women. I’m one of the few women who works there, and the only one under fifty. He’s been sexually harassing me. Finally, last week I went over his head to a member of the ownership group. Their response encouraged me, and I’m hoping for good news when I show up this morning at work. Caro’s aware of all this.

      “I’m embarrassed to admit that I called in sick the last two days.”

      “Junie—” I hear the chastisement in her voice, and I deserve it.

      “You know the situation. And with the Levi thing, I couldn’t face going into that crappy place.”

      “You’re pretty upset about Levi, aren’t you?”

      “I guess. He did me a favor. I was getting too attached, and you know disaster strikes whenever I do that.”

      “Only because you don’t pick the right guys.”

      “I know, you don’t need to remind me. I have to go. I’m here.”

      “I love you, my friend. Let me know how it goes. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “You will. I promise.”

      I park my ancient car in the back lot and hurry into the office. I do the grunt work here—whatever the guys don’t want to do or consider beneath them. I stay because the benefits are good compared to other jobs I’m qualified for such as waitress and bartender. In other words, I’ve spent the majority of my adult life enjoying myself rather than getting an education to further my nonexistent career.

      My butt is barely in my chair when my boss calls me into his office. His expression is grim, and I know I’m in deep shit. Perhaps going over his head to the owner wasn’t such a good idea after all.

      “After careful consideration and discussion with the owner, we believe it’s best you seek employment elsewhere.”

      “But I’ve been here four years and never had a bad review.”

      “Pack your things, and I’ll have Ron escort you out.”

      “But—”

      “Your employment here is at will. We aren’t obligated to provide a reason. That’s all.”

      It’s not in my nature to take unfair treatment sitting down, but I’m still recovering from the Levi shock and don’t have it in me to fight. He stands, and Ron, the security guard, appears in the doorway. I shoot one defiant glare in his direction before stomping off. Ron follows me as if he thinks I’m going to steal everything that’s not nailed down. As he hovers over me, I throw my belongings into a car part box.

      The other employees avoid me as if I’m contagious, but I feel their judgmental eyes on me. I didn’t particularly like this job. It wasn’t rewarding or challenging, but it was a steady paycheck with steady hours and weekends off. That’s hard to find with my limited qualifications.

      Shit. And I’m down a roommate, which means the rent is 100 percent my responsibility, though Inga did insist on paying half of next month’s rent. I argued against it, but now I’m grateful I lost that argument.

      Tonight, the Sockeyes play their next playoff game, and I’m supposed to attend with Caro and sit in the WAGs suite. I’m not in the mood, especially if Celeste and her band of bitches are there. If she knows about Levi and me, she’ll be sure to rub it in.

      There’s nothing like playoff hockey, and I need to go no matter what disasters life throws at me. If we win tonight, we advance to the second round. If we lose, our season is over.

      I won’t let Levi and Celeste keep me from the sport I love. Damn it.

      I’m going. I’ll have fun, and I’ll worry about how to pay my bills tomorrow.

      Besides, Levi truly should mean nothing to me. He’s a good fuck, and that’s it. We didn’t have a future, and we both knew it. I’m the one who walks away from guys without a backward glance, and I’ll do that with him. I’m not sure why I’m dwelling on him. There’re tons of other hot guys in the sea, or in this case, on the team. I’ve never been a one-guy woman, except for my defunct and dysfunctional marriage. Why start now and with someone as immature and irresponsible as Levi?

      I’m better off without him. Hell, I’m probably better off without any man in my life. All the males of the species have ever done is cause me grief. Getting two cats is looking better every day once I can afford cat food.

      For now, I need to work on me. Two doors might’ve closed, but the window of opportunity is still open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            NONE OF THEM ARE JUNIE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Levi~~

      

      

      It’s game seven of the first round of the playoffs, and I’m understandably nervous. Tonight, our season ends, or we advance to round two of four. Hockey playoffs are a long, exhausting grind, but it’s what we live for. Every hockey player’s ultimate goal is to win the Cup. I’m no different. I’ve dreamed of hoisting it over my head while I do a circuit around the ice to the cheering of adoring fans. The Sockeyes won the Cup four years ago, and some of my teammates were on that team. I’ve listened to their stories and how they felt after that final buzzer. I want that feeling. Hell, I crave that feeling.

      With renewed determination, I park my car in the underground parking garage in the bowels of the arena and walk briskly down a long hallway toward the locker room. Before entering, I take a detour into the players’ lounge. I’m early, and it’s empty except for our goalie Vick Marshall. He’s been incredible during this playoff run after stepping in when Brick, our number one goalie, sustained a season-ending injury.

      “Hey, my man, how’s it going?” I slap Vick on the back and grin to hide my nerves, coming off as if I haven’t a care in the world. This is my usual MO, and it serves me well. The people around me assume I’m an unserious party boy who cares only about women and hockey. That’s partially true, but there’s more to me than anyone will ever know.

      Well, except for one person. Juniper. I still feel like a shit for how I ended it. In order to live with my actions, I’m telling myself she’s like me and didn’t want a relationship either. She took it well except when I insulted her age. She’s six years older than me, but truthfully, it’d never really mattered. Lying about my reasons was not one of my finest moments, but my rudeness also guarantees we’ll never start up our relationship together again. Protecting my secrets and weaknesses is essential to my mental health.

      Celeste, a former fling of mine, must’ve gotten the word, as she’s putting on the pressure more than usual. She doesn’t give a damn about the real me, only that I am a hockey player and have money and a modicum of fame, especially in the Seattle area. She’s been around the block and is great in the sack, but her personality leaves a lot to be desired. She’s also clingy, demanding, and high maintenance.

      I’ve always been a guy who plays the field. I’m not into having one girlfriend. Celeste is pushy and persistent, but I ignore her for the most part. I’m concentrating solely on the playoffs and don’t need her special brand of drama.

      I sigh heavily as I remind myself that the sex with Juniper had been epic. Celeste or any other woman would never be able to measure up.

      “You okay?” Vick cocks his head and studies me.

      “Uh, yeah. I’m fine.” I scramble to gloss over my obvious frustration. “Just nervous about the game.”

      “Aren’t we all?” Vick manages a grin.

      “How’s it going with Inga?” Vick’s girlfriend was married to a former teammate who’d been abusive and controlling. He helped her get out of that situation, and they fell in love. They’re both good people, and I’m a little bit envious of their closeness, even though I don’t want the same thing.

      “Fantastic. She moved in over the weekend.”

      “I’m happy for the both of you,” I say, because it’s what’s expected. I’ll be the first to admit I’m a selfish guy and rarely concern myself with teammates’ personal lives. Inga was Juniper’s roommate. Now Junie is all alone in her apartment now that Inga has moved out. I wonder how she’s handling it at the same time I chide myself for worrying about her.

      “Things going okay with you?” He scrutinizes me carefully. I can only assume he knows the entire story since Inga and Juniper are besties.

      “Great.” My enthusiasm leaves a lot to be desired, but Vick chooses not to comment. A few more guys walk in, and I gravitate to the spread of food on the counter. It’s not up to the team’s usual standards for a pregame snack. In fact, it looks like one of the guys bought a bunch of stuff from a deli rather than our usual fare created by the team chef. I pop some carrot sticks in my mouth and chew.

      “Is Chef John sick or what?” Felix, my linemate, nudges me aside with an elbow.

      “Looks like it. He definitely didn’t cook this crap.”

      We share a laugh and quickly sober when our team captain, Ice, enters the room. I’m embarrassed to admit he scares me a little. Ice is the most intimidating defenseman in the league in my opinion. I’m grateful he’s on my team.

      “He’s gone,” Ice informs us.

      “Who’s gone? Chef John?” Easton Black enters the conversation. He’s a good guy, but I don’t know him well. He’s got kids and isn’t much of a partier, so our paths rarely cross outside of the rink. His wife Caroline is Junie’s best friend, but she’s never liked me much.

      “Yeah. He quit abruptly last night. Not sure why. Some kind of disagreement with management.”

      Ice doesn’t provide any additional information. Obviously, something went sideways, and now we’re stuck with this crap. A few guys grumble about how we need better nourishment than this in the playoffs. I don’t blame them. Everything the Sockeyes do is first-class, so substandard food is unexpected, and we’re probably all a little spoiled.

      “The team is working hard to find an adequate replacement as quickly as they can.” Ice leaves us and wanders over to a few of our battle-tested veterans. Due to injuries, this team has an unusually large contingent of young guys. Many of us are untested rookies when it comes to the playoffs.

      I gnaw on an overcooked piece of unidentifiable meat and toss it in the garbage, opting for a protein bar instead. At least they’re palatable.

      I leave my disgruntled teammates behind and exit the lounge, only to run into Juniper. She’s fidgeting in the hallway, obviously waiting for someone, probably one of the WAGs. I pause for a moment and drink her in. She’s stunning with her long auburn hair and tall, statuesque figure. She’s one of those striking women who turns heads wherever she goes. My heart gives a little thump against my rib cage. I hate my reaction, yet I can’t seem to control how she makes my body sing whenever I lay eyes on her.

      I nod as I walk by, treating her like a casual acquaintance when she’s anything but. I catch a whiff of her alluring perfume, and my dick is rock hard instantly. Junie does that to me. Ours was a hot and tempestuous relationship, the kind where one of us was destined to emerge with third-degree burns if it lasted long enough, which thanks to my cowardice, it didn’t.

      My feet stop moving, despite my best intentions. “How’re you doing, Junie?” I ask, keeping my tone neutral and hoping she doesn’t notice the boner I’m sporting. My gaze locks onto her lips, and I recall all the naughty things those lips have done to me.

      “Fine, and you?” Her tone is accusatory, and I snap my focus to her deep green eyes. She caught me red-handed, and my face heats with embarrassment. Junie smirks slightly before her expression falls, which isn’t like her at all, alerting me to trouble that goes beyond her and myself. After all, our final breakup was somewhat mutual, or so I tell myself. Besides, does it count as a breakup since we were never exclusive?

      “Good. You sure everything’s okay?” I might be young and cocky, but I’m not 100 percent an asshole, and I’m worried about her. Something’s very wrong.

      “Positive.” Junie waves her hand in the air to dismiss my concerns. Then she abandons me for a very pregnant Caro Black, who appears from the team family room.

      I smile and nod at Caro, and she returns the gesture but curtly. I’m pretty sure she’s blaming me for what happened between Junie and me.

      I watch longingly as the two of them walk toward the elevator. My gaze slides to Junie’s fine ass in those tight jeans. I swallow and close my eyes for a moment. My body wants what
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