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        @HamiltonSteelhawks Happy birthday to our own personal Killer, defenseman Jayden Kelly! #GoHawksGo

        @killerwallofsex Si-i-i-i-i-i-i-gh. Hope you’re celebrating in style.

      

      

      Kelly’s Irish Pub, Stockwood, Ontario, May 7

      In an ideal world, Jayden Kelly would miss his birthday party. But the world was far from an ideal place, a lesson he’d learned young, and his hockey team, the Hamilton Steelhawks, had bowed out of the playoffs in round one. Although they’d taken Florida to six games, a week later, the defeat still stung.

      So, he plastered a smile on his face and strode into the private party room at the back of his parents’ pub to a chorus of birthday greetings from various friends and relations. Handshakes, slaps on the back, a few “sorry about the playoffs.” Jayden could only concur in his mind and grin a bit harder.

      His sisters had decorated with the usual balloons and streamers—in red, black for the Steelhawks, of course. A hand-painted banner complete with a metallic silver hawk with a hockey stick in its talons proclaimed “Happy Birthday” across the end wall. The bar in the main dining room kept everyone supplied with unlimited beer, and a giant slab of birthday cake complete with twenty-seven candles stood ready on a side table.

      His two kid sisters backed through the swinging doors from the kitchen bearing platters of nachos and chicken wings. While they set the bounty on the buffet table and hustled back to the kitchen, Jayden went to hug his mum. Although she colored over the gray on a regular basis, her mid-fifties were starting to show about her blue eyes, especially, in deepening creases. Tall for a woman, she still had to reach to plant a kiss on his cheek.

      “Sit,” she insisted, shoving him toward the head table. From somewhere, possibly a deep pocket in her green bar apron, she produced a beer, and pressed the cold bottle into his hand. “You look better without all that hair.”

      He rubbed his chin. She’d commented on every possible occasion since he’d come home, but he knew why she was commenting now. He’d shaved the playoff beard six days ago—the morning after the Hawks had been eliminated—and his skin was having trouble adjusting to the insult. This morning he’d left his razor on the sink, and given it up for a lost cause. “It grows back, you know.”

      She wrinkled her nose.

      He pulled at his beer. “Why don’t you sit, Mum?” For once.

      “In a minute. I’ve got a few more things to check first,” she added before disappearing into the office.

      A minute to her could easily turn into an hour or more.

      Another body pushed through the kitchen doors and grabbed a beer out of the ice buckets on the food table. Cook’s jacket half unbuttoned over a white-tee shirt, his sister Maisie collapsed onto the banquette next to him, her head and upper back coming to rest on his shoulder. She pulled the black bandana off her dark brown hair and wiped her reddened face with it before tipping the bottle to her lips and swallowing a quarter of the contents in one go. “Shit, what a day.”

      Jayden chinked his bottle against hers. “Hello to you, too.”

      Maisie was probably as drained as their mum, as drained as Jayden himself might have felt after his last playoff game, but at twenty-one the fatigue didn’t weigh on her features as much. “You haven’t had to deal with some idiot sending his dinner back five times over nit-picky shit. Dad’s redoing it now.”

      “Does he need a hand?”

      “As if he’d let you anywhere near the stove.”

      That was the problem. Dad didn’t let anyone near the stove—other than Maisie, and that was only because she’d shouldered her way into the kitchen like an opposing d-man trying to push Jayden off the puck. Not even Mum was allowed to spell him for more than a few minutes.

      “How’s he doing, really? Is everything all right?” He hated asking the question, but being on the road for the better part of the year made that necessary. Between the restaurant and giving him all the opportunities as a child that had allowed him to pursue a professional hockey career, their parents had made a ton of sacrifices. A wave of guilt washed through him merely thinking about it, but at least he was home for the summer now. He’d do whatever he could to help.

      Although, in his parents’ view, help might translate into nothing more than cheering his younger sisters on at their summer soccer league games. Since Quinn had turned sixteen, they wouldn’t even need to rely on him for rides anymore.

      “You mean besides the demanding asshole who doesn’t know the difference between a small family operation and some high-end place in Toronto?” She’d probably meant that as a mood-lightener but the way her lips pressed together…

      “What’s up?”

      She took another long pull on her beer. “Same old shit, really.”

      Same old shit being working long hours six days out of seven with no break in sight. But that was what happened when you couldn’t let go.

      Another door opened, the one leading to the dining room this time, and yet another sister burst in. Rachel, his closest sibling in age, was dressed in the Kelly’s uniform. Her completely predictable green tee-shirt featuring a shamrock near her left shoulder fit her rangy body loosely over a pair of jeans and running shoes. She headed straight for the kitchen doors. “We’ve got a situation.”

      Maisie leapt to her feet. “Don’t go in there. Dad’s already in a mood because he’s had to remake that plate three times now.”

      Wait, what? “You said the customer sent it back five times.”

      “That doesn’t mean Dad remade it every time.”

      Rachel blew a loose strand of dark hair out of her face. “It’s the same party. He wants the manager, and he’s refusing to leave until he talks to someone in charge.”

      For fuck’s sake. Signs warning of the early closing tonight for a family event had been posted on the doors for weeks now, if Jayden knew his mum. Not that their regulars needed the heads-up. Most people in town were well aware of Kelly family birthdays. Those were the only reason his dad ever locked the front door before midnight, although the family would occupy the restaurant until well past then.

      He pushed to his feet. “Let me handle it.”

      “Be careful,” Rachel warned. “He’s big.”

      Jayden bit back a laugh. His six-four, two-thirty frame intimidated most opposing players so much he didn’t even have to fight—most nights. Not that he’d hesitate to cross-check the shit out of a guy if the ref wasn’t watching. Or drop them if someone nursed a death wish. His teammates didn’t call him Killer for nothing. “Like I’m not?”

      He marched past his sisters into the main dining room, the jumble of dark wooden tables empty now, because the locals had a semblance of respect. Only the bar that lined the far wall was occupied—a customer, broad back and muscular shoulders facing the room. Yeah, that was big but nothing more than he faced on the ice on any given night. The guy was shoving what looked like a red fifty-dollar bill down the bartender’s rack.

      Jayden only had a second to take her in, but some part of his brain registered a sheet of blonde hair, blue eyes, and a tight, cap-sleeved version of the Kelly’s tee-shirt that hugged some impressive curves. Absolute promise, absolute sin. Who the hell was she? Obviously, a new hire, because he would have remembered that. Shit, although she wasn’t his usual type, that luscious body would have tempted any man to make an exception.

      What he mainly noted was her stance, though. Tense. Held in place, like she was forcing herself to remain compliant. Fuck it, no tip was worth that shit.

      His hands tightened into fists. “This is a family establishment. You want to do that, go to Hooters.”

      The guy at the bar turned. Holy fuck. The stupid highlights in his dark hair should have been Jayden’s first clue. That and the aviator glasses tucked into the pocket of his dress shirt.

      Dalton fucking Nash.

      The last time Jayden had seen him was on the ice in LA. He’d dropped the gloves then, but only because Nash had run the Hawks’ goalie—which had earned Nash an extra two for his idiocy. Hawks had scored on the ensuing power play to tie it up. Jayden’s bullet of a point shot to win it had only been icing on that particular cake. Still, what a way to come, just because that goal had eliminated Nash’s team from playoff contention.

      That instance, though, was only the most recent bout of bad blood. Jayden and Nash went way back—all the way to juniors.

      Nash stood. “I asked for the manager.”

      “I guess you got me instead, dipshit.” Jayden advanced across the hardwood floor. “Want something comped? You’ll have to take it out of my fists.”

      Nash crossed his arms and hiked his chin up, squaring off like they were on the ice. “Like you’d actually hit me.”

      The blonde behind the bar gasped, the hissing sound bringing back to life the image of Nash shoving money down her cleavage. If that had been one of his sisters… and he knew deep down they, too, put up with shit like that for a little extra cash. Or at least Rachel did. Maisie would probably have head-butted the creep already.

      Still, it was all kinds of wrong. He’d taught his sisters a thing or two about defending themselves against morons spurred on by too much beer. Perhaps he could do the same for this new girl. Yeah, he’d be down for that.

      Later.

      First, he had an asshole to deal with.

      Jayden edged closer, enough that he could look down on Nash, close enough to grab his shirt front if he wanted. Yeah, I’m bigger than you, what are you going to do about it? “Don’t push me.”

      Nash paled under his California tan, but his lips curled into a smirk. “I’ll give you one-star reviews all over Yelp.”

      Jayden bit back a laugh. “I always knew you were a pussy. If it keeps shitheads like you out of here, that’s a win in my books. But I guess you haven’t been winning much lately to know the difference.”

      The moment that last sentence left his mouth, he regretted it. Under normal circumstances, he wasn’t one to rub an opponent’s nose in it once he had them down. But something inside had urged him to dig the knife in a little deeper.

      Nash drew himself up. Maybe if he stood on his tiptoes he could look Jayden in the eye, but he didn’t press things quite that far. Instead, he dusted off the front of his slim-cut shirt in long, exaggerated strokes. “We’ll see who wins here.”

      He cast his gaze around the dining room, taking in the flat-screen TV that normally broadcast all the Steelhawks games, Jayden’s framed jerseys on the walls, first goal pucks, Pee Wee trophies, his hockey career to date summed up in a few knickknacks. Probably memorizing details for his one-star reviews.

      But then he added, “Someone mentioned investing in the restaurant business. Just might be a good idea.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Jayden asked.

      Too late. Nash had already gone through the front door.

      “Jayden?”

      He turned back to the bartender. She had her phone in hand, no doubt ready to dial 911. “Wha—wait, how do you know my name?”

      The answer to his question was obvious. Local boy makes good at hockey and all, on the flat-screen TV all winter, jerseys on the wall. Still, the way she said it felt awfully familiar, as if she knew who he was on a different level entirely.

      He studied her more closely. Her face, idiot. Look at her face. Because goddamn, that body was a distraction. Most perfect pair of—Don’t finish that thought. Yeah, and that was definitely disappointment hiding in the depths of her eyes. She’d expected recognition. Long, golden-blonde hair that would make Nash and all his California surfer wannabe boys jealous, light blue eyes. But yeah, the particular tilt of that nose, the way her chin pointed, he’d seen that before.

      “Caitlyn?” God, yes. Caitlyn Mackenzie, Rachel’s BFF from middle school. The last time he’d seen her, she’d had a mouth full of braces, and her complexion hadn’t done her any favors. No problem there now. Her skin presented a fresh-faced glow, enhanced only by the barest touches of makeup. It almost begged him to raise his fingers and test its softness for himself.

      He curled his hand into a fist. No matter how good she looked—and she looked fucking good—she was one-hundred percent off limits.

      He preferred his women older and experienced for good reason. Being burned did that to a man. No way he was about to allow himself to play with fire a second time, no matter if that fire was tempting as fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Cait watched as recognition dawned and tamped down a wave of disappointment. Shit, no. She shouldn’t care. She was over him. She’d been over him for years. And just maybe she should be relieved he hadn’t recognized her on the spot. Her thirteen-year-old self had been nothing more than a bundle of awkwardness, too-long limbs, horsey teeth, and a face full of zits. That Cait would have drifted home all swoony over the way he’d just rescued her from that asshole.

      Well, maybe thirteen-year-old Cait had a point.

      When he’d left home to play junior hockey at the age of sixteen, Jayden Kelly hadn’t finished growing yet. Still, those blue eyes and wavy dark hair curling down to his collar had been enough to fuel hundreds of adolescent fantasies. He still possessed that same square jaw—only now it was darkened with a day’s worth of stubble.

      Standing before her—no, he didn’t just stand. He loomed. He imposed. He filled the space with his presence. That alone was enough to make her throat dry, her palms tingle, and her thighs clench. God, and she’d thought watching his last game on TV from behind the bar had been bad. Pushing and shoving with other guys after a whistle. Delivering a vicious cross-check. Smashing some other player into the boards. None of that had anything on being in the same room with him.

      And he’d come running to her rescue like some hero…

      Stop it, Cait. Say something. Just don’t say anything stupid. Because he made her feel stupid. He always had. Stupid and tongue-tied. Wasn’t she supposed to be all grown up and assured now?

      She tucked her phone into the back pocket of her jeans and concentrated on wiping the counter. “He was fun.” Maybe she could hide the awkward moment behind a shield of flippancy. “Who was that, anyway?”

      “Just some asshole. He plays for LA, but he lives around Toronto.”

      “Well… Thanks for coming to my rescue.”

      “Whatever.” Shit, she was used to guys not looking her in the eye, but his gaze was fixed somewhere straight over her head. “It was nothing.” Then he grunted. Grunted. The sound projected her back in time ten years to that awkward thirteen-year-old whose crush had no idea she was alive.

      Arrogant jerk. The younger version of Cait would never have thought that, at least.

      “Everything all right in here?” Rachel called from the door to the back room.

      “Yeah,” Jayden replied. “He’s gone now.”

      “Good.” She advanced across the floor. “I’ll lock up then. Cait, leave that. Come back and join the party.”

      Cait paused in the middle of putting that idiot customer’s empty beer glasses into the plastic tub to take into the kitchen. “I can clean up here. It won’t take long.”

      Rachel turned the open sign over to closed and turned the key in the lock. “Yeah, and then you’ll sneak out and go home. Come join the party.”

      Without a further word, Jayden turned and went into the other room. Cait glared after him. “Are you sure?” None of the other non-family staff was in attendance, after all. “I don’t exactly feel wanted here.”

      “Oh, him.” Rachel plucked the rag out of Cait’s hand and put it in the tub with the dirty glasses. “He’s been in a mood ever since his team was eliminated. Dealing with that idiot probably didn’t help. Don’t let it bother you.”

      “If you say so.”

      She followed Rachel into the party, grabbing herself a beer from a handy ice bucket. Jayden occupied a seat at the head table surrounded by his other sisters. He took a long pull from a brown bottle. Rachel steered her over to their table, where Cait gratefully sank into a chair. Damn, but it felt good to get off her feet.

      “I saw that guy,” fourteen-year-old Harper was saying. Like the rest of the Kelly family, she was tall with dark hair and blue eyes. “He was smoking.”

      Cait couldn’t disagree there. He had been, in an arrogant, assholish, knows-he’s-hot-shit kind of way. Like Jayden just now. Why did she have to be attracted to that?

      “Hey.” Jayden leaned forward. “I don’t want to hear stuff like that from you.”

      Harper stuck out her tongue. “It’s not like I’m ten anymore.”

      “Yeah, well, older brothers don’t like those kinds of reminders.”

      Harper eyed said older brother. “I’ve seen what your fangirls call you online. Wall of sex.”

      A red flush crept up Jayden’s cheeks. “Stay off social media!”

      Wall of sex. What an image that conjured. Cait could almost see what he looked like under his dark blue polo shirt, all hard muscle, pecs dusted with hair, a six-pack. She shook the thought away, because even a wall could be a complete jerk.
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        @KellysStockwood Come soak in the sun on our patio, now open through September. Daily craft beer specials to quench your thirst.

      

      

      Jayden pushed his piece of birthday cake aside in favor of another beer. If he was going to have to sit across from Cait all evening and watch while she chatted with his sisters, he’d need all the help he could get.

      Ignore her; she’s ignoring you. Yeah, pointedly. That’s what he got for cutting off her expression of gratitude, but it was for the best. In his personal experience, girls like her—younger and naive—were nothing but trouble, so he was better off staying away. Better off letting her think he was as full of himself as Nash.

      He nudged his sister Quinn who had taken the spot next to him. She, too, was ignoring dessert. Whatever she was scrolling through on her phone had to be interesting, because her eyes narrowed at the interruption.

      “How long’s she been working here?” he asked. Hopefully that sounded like idle curiosity.

      “Who? Cait?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know.” Quinn shrugged. “Once her semester ended. A couple of weeks.”

      “A couple of weeks?” So much for playing it cool. “And Dad’s leaving her alone in the bar to deal with—” He cut himself off.

      “Assholes?” Quinn quirked a brow. “She came with experience. How do you think she paid her university expenses?”

      Experience, yeah. At dealing with drunken frat boys. And with that body… Wherever she’d worked in the past, he hoped the uniforms weren’t quite this tight.

      “Anyway,” Quinn went on. “Dad hired her.”

      Great, just, great. So, he was going to run into her on a regular basis. Dressed in tiny tee-shirts and form-fitting skinny jeans, no doubt, because that probably earned her extra in tips. Fuck, who was he to judge? He didn’t know why she needed the money. And he shouldn’t give a damn anyway.

      But he’d need to stick around. One good look at Dad, when he’d emerged from the kitchen earlier, was enough to tell him that the pub was going to need all hands available over the summer. At the best of times, the elder Kelly’s complexion looked overly pale. Tonight, he bore purplish circles under his eyes, and there was a distinct grayish tint beneath his heat-induced flush. The streak of white that had been forming in his dark hair over the past decade seemed to have doubled in width since last year. More and more, his skin seemed to sag off his robust build.

      This evening, however, Dad was all smiles, and the clap he’d given Jayden on the back to accompany his birthday wishes still carried clout.

      With a sigh, Dad pushed himself out of his chair and drained the last of his beer. A nod at Mum had her reaching to turn down the sound-system a tad. Then Dad cleared his throat.

      “Since we’re all together here tonight to celebrate Jayden’s birthday—happy birthday, son.” He raised a beer bottle before taking a drink. “I thought I’d piggyback with something else. You don’t mind, Jayden?”

      “Course not, Dad.”

      “Right then. I’ve had a little advance notice of a real godsend here. Kelly’s is about to be featured in the Ontario edition of the Planet Crew website, on a list of bars to hit if you’re off the beaten path.”

      A rousing cheer echoed through the room. When Jayden went on a road trip, the Hawks planned team meals. For the most part, he ate where and what they told him to eat. He slept where they told him to sleep. But even he had heard about the trendy Planet Crew travel guides, and their website was a must-read for anyone looking for restaurants and bars.

      “The best part being,” Dad went on when the noise died down, “we’re not so far off the beaten path we won’t get people coming out from Toronto to check us out. It’s not like we’re out halfway to Thunder Bay or anything.”

      Jayden exchanged a look with Rachel and Maisie, while mouthing, “Toronto?” His sisters may not be aware, but he knew quite well where Nash was from. If that was a taste of what they might expect out of the city, did they need the extra business to that extreme? Not to mention how tired Dad was looking tonight.

      “You really want to remake orders multiple times?” Maisie asked.

      “Come on,” Dad said. “That was just one idiot. They’re not all going to be that bad.” He held up a printed sheet of paper. “Listen to what they say about us. Kelly’s Irish Pub: nothing particularly Irish about it beyond the name. Like I’m not Irish enough,” he added to general laughter.

      “Sure, they have a few nods over the pond on their menu,” he went on. “Bangers and mash, corned beef and cabbage, bubble and squeak, but they probably sell more burgers, pizza, nachos and wings on any given night. Craft beer enthusiasts should find a new brew to try among the wide selection, including many locally sourced brands. And yes, you can order a pint of Guinness if you like. One main upside is the true family atmosphere in this place. Andrew Kelly—” Dad puffed out his chest “—mans the stove; his wife, Darlene—” he made a sweeping gesture toward Mum “—and daughters can be found among the waitstaff. But the real draw here is the hockey. Fans of the Hamilton Steelhawks will recognize the name of the owner’s oldest son, defenseman Jayden Kelly.”

      Dad paused while everyone applauded. “Expect Hawks games to feature on the big screens all season, and expect partisan crowds as the regulars flock in to cheer on the local boy-made-big. Word to the wise: Showing up in a blue and white jersey on game night or otherwise will earn you dirty looks, and that’s just from the staff.”

      More general laughter amid boos at the mention of the Hawks’ primary rival. “Yeah, the Toronto people are just going to love us,” Jayden muttered.

      “In the off-season, you might even catch a glimpse of the player himself lending a hand here and there. In the meantime, Kelly’s memorabilia line the walls for all to admire.”

      Jayden sunk into his seat. The jerseys on the wall blended into the background most of the time, since they’d been there so long. Calling attention to them, on the other hand…

      Dad rolled up the page and slapped it into his palm. “Eh? How about that? Good, right?”

      Godsend, Dad had called it, as if they were struggling. But then if they were struggling, why had he closed down the place early for a family party? It didn’t make sense. A quick scan of the table proved the entire family clapping and cheering at the news. Weird.

      He waited until the party started breaking up before cornering Rachel as she tackled the cleanup in the bar area, letting her hand him the tub of used glassware.

      “Anything I need to know about here?” he asked.

      Rachel paused in wiping the counter, even though Cait had already done a thorough job of it earlier. “What do you mean?”

      Where to start? “Why does Dad think this article or whatever—” Apparently it was coming out in print, as well as the high-traffic website. “—is such a godsend? Why phrase it that way?”

      Rachel dropped her rag. “It never struck me until you mentioned it.”

      “Is the pub in trouble?”

      “Not…” She looked around the empty dining room, considering. “Not that I know of. I haven’t noticed a drop-off in customers or anything. Things were buzzing while you were in the playoffs.”

      “Right, rub it in.”

      “I’m sorry, it’s just the truth.”

      “It’s over now, anyway.” He made a sweeping gesture with one hand. “Nothing we can do but look to next season. But…” Nash’s parting shot rose in his mind. “That asshole who was in earlier, he said something right before he left that makes me wonder.”

      “What?”

      “Something about investing in a restaurant?” He leaned the weight of the tub against the counter. “I know a lot of guys do stuff like that.”

      “He was a player?”

      “Remember Dalton Nash from my junior team?” Chancy at best. Jayden had played junior hockey in Owen Sound, an almost two-and-a-half-hour drive to the north. And when your parents ran a busy pub, they didn’t take time off to travel that far for regular season games. Occasionally when the Attack had played in nearby London or Kitchener, his sisters may have come, but that was a decade or more ago. “He plays for LA now.”

      Jayden watched Rachel’s expression. Shit had gone down during those seasons he’d played junior. His parents knew the details, of course, but how much had filtered down to his sisters? Rachel merely nodded.

      “You think Dad would ever consider selling out?”

      She blew out a spluttering breath. “Seriously? Do you even have to ask?”

      “It might not be a terrible idea, you know.” As long as he didn’t sell to someone like Dalton Nash. “When’s the last time he had a physical?”

      Another splutter. “You know as well as I do. If it ain’t broke, Dad doesn’t fix it. And he doesn’t go looking for trouble.”

      “Yeah, well, extra business means extra-long hours for him, and since he refuses to take any real time off…”

      “I know.” She tossed her rag into the plastic tub, and began to upend chairs on the empty tables. “But it’s Dad. You’re never going to convince him to change his ways. I mean, I’d love to see him take a real vacation or something.”

      Jayden moved to help with the chairs. “Even a weekend would do him good.”

      “A weekend.” She laughed. “Are you kidding? Close down during the busiest days?”

      “He wouldn’t have to if he’d let Maisie take over for once.”

      “Ri-i-i-i-i-ight. And we all know when that’s going to happen.”

      “Never.”

      Because as far back as Jayden could remember, such an event had never occurred. As kids, they’d gone on camping trips with uncles and aunts. Canada’s Wonderland, the Toronto Zoo, Clifton Hill—he’d been to all those places with his sisters, but not his parents. The rest of the summer months had always included sports camps and soccer leagues, anything to keep the kids occupied while Mum and Dad worked their asses off to pay for it all.

      Still, they had a wedding anniversary coming up. And in thirty years they’d never taken time off to celebrate.

      “We should send them to Niagara Falls over Canada Day,” Jayden said. “I’ll be happy to pay for it.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Even if Mum wanted to, Dad would never go.”
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        * * *

      

      The corridor smelled of mildew and pot, a musty-sweet combination that settled into Cait’s gut—and most definitely not in a good way. Her mum had moved since last summer—the way she seemed to every year—but the buildings all carried the same funk.

      She dug in her purse for her key, and shouldered her way through the flimsy wooden door. Someone determined enough could kick it in with no problem, but you had to be really desperate to want to rob their apartment. A cursory sniff revealed no tell-tale smell of alcohol. Thank God for small favors.

      At her entrance, Mum looked up from their battered TV—nothing worth stealing there; it wasn’t even a flat-screen. “Good shift, sweetie?”

      Cait forced a small smile. “The usual.” Not much point in talking about the asshole customer. Mum’s advice would have likely revolved around Cait giving him her number along with a better look down her tee-shirt. “Did you eat?”

      Because sometimes, she forgot.

      “Yeah, there’s some leftover fried chicken in the fridge. Want some?”

      The thought of greasy take-out settled like a weight in Cait’s stomach, but at least Mum hadn’t turned the oven on. “Thanks, but I ate at work.”

      Her phone vibrated. Taking it out of the back pocket of her jeans, she glanced at the screen. Then looked again, harder, because… “Mum, did you give out my new number to anyone?”

      “Huh?” Whatever she was watching—based on the sound of squealing tires, it was something involving car chases—seemed really interesting all of a sudden. “Oh, maybe.”

      “Mum.” She closed her eyes and pushed back the wave of annoyance. Patience. Losing her temper would only result in Mum losing hers, or worse, dissolving into messy sobs. She forced her tone into something gentle, but firm. “We’ve been through this before. If I change my number, there’s a good reason. Let me decide if I want to give it out.”

      Especially when her ex from high school was involved.

      “But it was that Damian guy. I remember when he used to come over all the time.”

      “In high school. That was over four years ago.”

      “But we had such a nice chat. He asked me how work was going and all.”

      Damian Hatch had always known how to charm Mum. He’d known how to charm Cait, for that matter, until she’d realized he was bad news. But constantly dogging her to get back together until she’d changed her number more than once, well, that went way past charming and into creepy territory. Her going away to university on a scholarship hadn’t deterred him in the slightest.

      Cait bit back a few comments about her mum’s taste in men. It wouldn’t do either of them any good, no more than her mum’s long, long string of bad boyfriends had—starting with her father. He’d probably been no older than Mum, but he hadn’t stuck around long enough for Cait to know for sure. To judge by the others, though, she didn’t want to.

      She pushed those memories aside.

      Shit happened. Shit happened when you looked like Cait.

      Mum had looked a lot like Cait, at least in her youth, blonde, blue-eyed, curvaceous. Now that she’d hit forty, her edges had roughened, but God only knew shit had happened to her. Getting pregnant with Cait at the age of sixteen topped the list.

      “Damian is not someone I want to see or communicate with. Not anymore.”

      The TV had recaptured Mum’s focus. “He talked like he really wanted to reconnect.”

      Which was the problem. “Mum. Look at me.” When that didn’t work, Cait gently placed a hand under her mother’s chin and pulled her attention away from her show. “I don’t want to talk to him. Ever.”

      She stared hard at Mum, willing her to get it. You just didn’t give a second chance to certain exes. Cait could probably name more than one in her mum’s case. But she also needed to concentrate on the present. “Ever,” she repeated. “Got it?”

      Mum sighed. “Got it.”

      “Thank you.” Not that it mattered now. Damian already had her current number, and Cait didn’t feel like going through the hassle of changing it again. Too many contacts to update, not to mention she’d just started a new job. The block button would have to do. In any case, come September she wouldn’t even be on the same continent as Damian—or any of this.

      She crossed to her bedroom and flopped onto her bed. Her phone vibrated again.

      Shit.

      She shouldn’t look, but she’d have to if she was going to block him.

      
        
          
            
              
        hey bby. been a long time.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        why don't u answer? just want 2 talk like old times. always thinkin of u. u & me, know u still feel it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her stomach churned harder than it had at the thought of the chicken. She couldn’t pound block contact hard enough. She hit it again to make extra sure.

      Why did he have to track her down now? Why? In four months, she’d be able to put an entire ocean between them. She let her mind drift to her own private fantasy.

      That’s what you’ve always done, isn’t it? Lose yourself in fantasies. And it’s never done you any good.

      But things were different this time. Her upcoming European adventure would be different. She could picture it so well. The family who had hired her after several thorough Zoom interviews made it sound like a dream. Living in a fancy apartment as an au pair in the Marais district, a stone’s throw away from Notre Dame. Looking after two impeccably dressed, perfectly behaved little girls, Cassiopée and Océane—their very names inspired Cait’s imagination. Taking them to museums and for walks through quaint, winding streets to a tree-filled park. With any luck, getting some time off on the weekends to explore on her own—cafés, booksellers along the Seine, and little boutiques filled with all manner of lovely things.

      The exact opposite of her current reality.

      She’d have left sooner, except she needed the extra money a summer job might afford her, and living with Mum saved on rent. Tending bar was worth it with the kind of tips she could make. Mr. Kelly was going to put her on the patio, because he figured she’d help attract more customers—not to mention he was relying on the extra business that article might bring in.

      More business, more hours. More hours, more tips—even if she did have to put up with jerks leering at her chest. Not to mention the biggest jerk of all.

      God, Jayden. How did he have the power to make her knees weak and her lower belly fluttery still? Hadn’t the way he’d ignored her when they were younger been lesson enough?

      Apparently not. Her body hadn’t learned a damned thing. And her memory was even more vivid when she recalled just how hot he’d looked tonight.

      Fame may have gone to his head, but the way he’d gotten up in that customer’s face earlier, eyes blazing blue fire, broad shoulders squared, muscles tense with furled power… It was enough to make any girl want to clench her thighs. Perfectly normal.

      Right?

      Stop it. Cait. Stop dwelling. He’s never going to notice.

      In any case, in four months, she’d be gone, and she’d never have to think about him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        @HamiltonSteelhawks Exclusive videos of the boys in the off-season. Be on the lookout right before training camp gets started. #GoHawksGo

      

      

      Kelly’s Irish Pub, three days later

      Shaking his head, Jayden pushed through the swinging kitchen doors into the main dining room. From the billiards table in the bar area, Rachel looked up. No doubt she’d caught his expression, because her lips pressed into a line.

      “No go then?” She leaned over the table, cued up, took a shot.

      “No go.”

      If Dad caught his daughter playing pool in the middle of the afternoon, he’d probably lose his shit, but for two things. One, the downpour outside meant nobody was about to chance a drink on the patio. Two, the pile of silverware packets on the one of the side tables was large enough that the slightest movement might trigger an avalanche of cutlery. No customers, no small chores left, might as well rack ‘em up.

      Bad choice of words. Really bad.

      Yeah, because Rachel wasn’t playing alone. Cait bent over to consider her options, giving him a prime view of some impressive cleavage. The neckline of her tee-shirt sagged just enough that he could catch a glimpse of the edges of her bra cups. Black silk and lace in contrast to creamy, white skin. Like he needed that visual.

      He took a step or two to the side to remove that distraction. Better. At least from that angle he couldn’t see straight down her front. She wore her hair pulled back into a long, golden ponytail today, but somehow that only helped emphasize the slant of her cheekbones and the pout of her lips as she lined up her shot.

      “Well, it was predictable,” he said to his sister. “You up for an all-expenses paid weekend at Niagara Falls complete with Maid of the Mist cruise and meal vouchers?”

      Rachel made a little huffy sound, partway between laughter and a sigh. “Like I’m not going to be working over the July first weekend?”

      “Cait?”

      She looked up from her shot, as if she was surprised he’d even bothered to talk to her. “What?”

      “Up for a weekend getaway for two?” With any luck she had a boyfriend, which would place her firmly off limits. More off limits. Being his little sister’s best friend ought to be enough, but…

      “What?” She straightened—thank God—but the two spots of pink blooming on her cheeks were not helping. They only triggered his brain into wondering what shade she turned in bed, with the flush of sex washing over her, and not just her cheeks. No, it would extend to her neck, her shoulders, the soft, smooth skin of her breasts…

      “Not with me,” he added quickly. “I just thought if you had anyone…” God, this was going from bad to worse.

      Rachel looked from Cait to Jayden and back, one dark brow inching higher. What the hell is going on here? She might as well have voiced the thought aloud, although he’d have no clue what to reply beyond Damned if I know.

      “We’re trying to convince Dad to take a break,” she explained. “Jayden figured if he paid for a trip up front, it might be enough to convince him to go.”

      “Yeah, sorry.” Jayden raised a hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I should have been clearer… I just figured why let it go to waste.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Cait stepped away from the pool table. “I mean, I don’t know why I...” She shook her head, then gave a little laugh. “It would’ve been really weird for you to ask me when we haven’t seen each other in years.”

      “No shit.” He turned back to his sister, almost missing Cait’s grimace. “Maybe Maisie can work on him.”

      Rachel rolled her eyes and took her shot. “And maybe pigs will sprout wings in the next few minutes.”

      “Careful there,” Jayden said. “I thought I was talking to Mum for a second.” Because that pigs-and-wings thing was one of Mum’s go-tos.

      “Shut up.” Rachel slapped his shoulder, for all the good it did. “That’s not the point. Maisie has been after him to let her take the kitchen for months. Hasn’t worked yet.”

      “Think Mum could talk him into it?”

      “There’s no doubt she would love to go on a weekend. But don’t you think she’d have talked him into it years ago?” Rachel sighed. “Wanna play the winner?”

      That depended on who was winning. If he had to face off against Cait across the green baize of the pool table, might as well declare game over now. He’d never be able to concentrate on a single shot.

      The moment that thought crossed his mind, Cait inched her way around the table, placing her back to him. Then she leaned over. Goddamn. The way those jeans hugged her hips, they might as well have been painted on. Faded denim delineated every delicious curve of her ass, and conjured a very vivid and entirely inappropriate image in his mind.

      Cait. Naked. Bent over that pool table. Her hot little body gripping him as he drove himself into her over and over and over.

      Like he needed that visual, too.

      His phone vibrated. Thank God for interruptions, although the image was burned into his brain by now. He could almost hear her breathy little cries of pleasure.

      Off. Limits. Shit. Get it through your thick skull.

      He fought off an urge to pluck his polo shirt free of his sweaty back and reached into his back pocket to read the incoming text. “Maybe…” He cleared his throat and started again. “Maybe this will put Dad in a better mood.”

      “What is it?”

      “Message from the Hawks.” Concentrate on Rachel. Don’t look anywhere else. “They want to send a camera crew over to shoot footage of my life during the off-season.” A brainchild of Shawntelle Alexander, the Steelhawks VP of communications, no doubt. Make hockey players look human. He knew they were filming the team captain’s chaotic life with his wife and four young children. Why not add the chaos of a family business, even if Jayden didn’t really work in the restaurant?

      He'd been in the league long enough to know all the teams made these kind of PR videos. Most of the time, he was happy to let other players stand in the spotlight. In this case, though…

      Rachel set her cue stick aside. “Free publicity.”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s not going to make him want to leave, you know. It’ll only bring in more customers.”

      “The team probably won’t put anything like this out for public consumption before the beginning of training camp. Any extra traffic through here wouldn’t interfere with a July getaway.”

      The front door opened, letting the sounds of traffic outside along with the patter of rain for a second or so. Rachel glanced over. “Customer.”

      But before she could make her way over to greet the newcomer, he asked, “What does a guy need to do to get service around here?”

      Said guy advanced toward the bar area, a glare shadowing his features. Short beard, long dark hair flopping forward despite obvious efforts to curb it, ripped blue jeans, hoodie unzipped to reveal a black tee-shirt, Docs. His entire look declared he was trouble. Or at least he wanted people to think that. Jayden could take him, though, if he needed to—he probably outweighed the guy by at least eighty pounds. Not that things would go so far. The fight would hardly be fair.

      But the way Cait stiffened, her whole body going rigid, as if she were about to bolt, made the hair stand up on the nape of Jayden’s neck. His hands clenched into fists. Size difference or not, he’d take the guy on if he so much as looked at Cait funny.
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        * * *

      

      God. Damian. How had he found her? But the second the question rose in Cait’s mind, she knew the answer. The patio. He had to have seen her out there over the past couple of days. Mr. Kelly was so sure she’d be a draw, and she had been.

      Except she’d drawn the wrong customer. Not only that, he’d chosen his time to come in—when the weather and the hour had combined to make for an empty pub. So she’d have no choice but to talk to him.

      Screw that.

      Rachel, apparently, agreed, because she stepped forward, her eyes cold and her customer-service smile faded from her mouth. Cait bit her lip. Maybe she should’ve told Rachel he’d tried to contact her... but her friend had already picked her up in pieces the last time she’d been involved with Damian, and she didn’t want to burden her again. Too late for that now.

      “Take a seat anywhere,” Rachel said tersely. “What can I get you?”

      Damian pointed his chin in Cait’s direction. The beard was new. He probably thought the extra facial hair increased his hotness quotient. Hell, maybe it helped him score with the ladies, but Cait knew from bitter experience he was bad news, no matter what he looked like.

      Just another handsome jerk, perhaps the jerkiest of them all.

      Not a jerk, a creep. Yeah, because only creeps tracked you down at work after you’d blocked their number.

      “I want her to serve me,” he said.

      A presence loomed at Cait’s back. A very large menacing presence. She resisted the urge to step toward it. “She’s off the clock.”

      “She’s wearing a Kelly’s tee-shirt,” Damian protested.

      “She hasn’t started her shift yet.” Rachel reached for a cue stick from the wall and handed it to Jayden. “Do you really want to interrupt a little downtime with her boyfriend?”

      Cait’s stomach flipped, and not in a pleasant way. Had Rachel really just gone there? Boyfriend. God, what she’d have given to call Jayden that back in grade eight. And she would die of embarrassment if Rachel knew she still found him attractive. Not that she was still fantasizing about him. No way. But Rachel pretending he was her boyfriend without any warning whatsoever wasn’t helping. At least he was big, and she was glad to use that to her advantage if it meant getting rid of an entirely-too-persistent ex.

      She breathed in—she could do this—and turned toward Jayden, reaching for the wooden triangle. “You want to rack them up, babe?”

      “What?” He blinked, shook his head, then his gaze bored into hers. Hard. Her heart thumped against her ribs. “Oh, yeah, sure.”

      Damian glared at Jayden, but he wasn't stupid enough to pick a fight with him. Too bad.

      “I'll have a beer,” he muttered. “On tap. Make it quick.”

      Rachel strode to the bar while Damian chose his spot—five feet away from the pool table, as if it were a stage. As if Cait were part of the floor show. Just wonderful. Now they were going to have to put on an act, a convincing one.

      She glanced nervously at Jayden. He removed the rack from the aligned balls, his blue eyes focused and his mouth drawn into a tight line. He had to think this was crazy. After all, he didn't even know who Damian was, or why Rachel had started this.

      No, he’d already left to play junior hockey when all of that shit had happened. And from what she'd heard, having a much better time than she was. A player on and off the ice back then. He probably still was.

      Resentment boiled up inside of her, but she tamped it down. Not now, Cait. That could wait until they'd gotten rid of the asshole currently sipping his pilsner.

      “Ladies first,” Jayden said, chalking up the tip of his cue.

      “How very gallant of you.” She managed a smile before cueing up for the break. A mistake. Jayden may have wanted to act the gentleman, but now she was bent over the table again. Exposing her backside. She could almost feel Damian’s insistent gaze striking her body, like a slug crawling over her skin.

      Jayden stepped in behind her. Cait glanced over her shoulder, an involuntary thank you rising in her throat. His expression stopped the words. She’d never seen anything so intense. Almost foreboding. Trained on her. Her, not Damian.

      The cue slipped in her grasp, and the balls rolled across the table only to stop short of the pockets. Jayden stepped in, lined up first one shot and then another and a third. Clack. Clack. Clack. Well, if he kept that up, the show would be over quickly enough.

      “I just love watching you play, babe.” She turned what she hoped looked like an adoring gaze on him. “It must come naturally to hockey players to be so good with a stick.”

      She raised a hand to idly stroke the curve of his shoulder. His grip wobbled, and the striped thirteen-ball caromed off the corner and knocked into the solid two-ball. He cleared his throat. “Yeah, I guess so. But everyone makes mistakes now and then.”

      Cait took her turn. The two was perfectly aligned with the pocket. On the wrong side of the
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