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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Scarlett - Seven Years Ago

      

      I lay on the lounge, staring up at the sky. I’d always loved watching the clouds drift overhead as the sun beat down on me, and now was no different. I could hear the traffic of New York city in the distance, which I found oddly relaxing.

      I inhaled deeply, trying to focus on the moment and not think about the fact that soon I’d be back at school for my last semester of college. Nerves and anxiety would build, and all the fun of this past summer would be behind me, but for now, I needed to remind myself to just enjoy the present moment.

      I spent most of my summer travelling with my parents and my brother Scott. Probably the last family vacation we’d take, since Scottie was now engaged to be married to his high school sweetheart, Monica. I’d soon be permanently living in New York, especially once I graduated from school in six months, as that was where all the jobs were.

      Levi was my brother’s best friend. He was also the man I’d planned to spend the rest of my life with when I was only thirteen, and it still held true today—for me anyway. Levi wouldn’t date me because he’d made some silly promise to my brother that he wouldn’t lay a finger on me until I graduated school. He valued his friendship with my brother, but he’d also told him once graduation day came, I was fair game, and that there would be no more bro code shit.

      Over the years we’d flirt, we’d kiss, and we’d dance around one another, even while we both dated other people. Most of the time I focused my time trying to get his attention, but no matter what I did, the man wouldn’t crack. That was okay though, because when it came down to it, we both knew we were the one for each other.

      Levi had just signed a five-year contract with the New York Predators, and he’d just purchased a new condo in one of the newest high-rises in the Upper East Side this spring. I could still remember the day he called to tell me and Scottie the news, he sounded like a little kid at Christmas, but once he got me on the phone alone, that’s when things changed. His voice went from that giddy child’s voice to that deep, sexy voice I loved.

      “Now we can proceed as planned. Once you’re done with school, we’ll find you a job close to the condo, and you can just move in.”

      “Here you go, my sun goddess.” Levi said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I looked over and shaded my eyes from the sun to see him standing there shirtless, holding out a glass of iced tea. The moment I returned, I came out here so I could spend my last week of summer vacation with Levi as I had done every summer. I smiled and sat up and took the glass from him while he straddled the lounger I was lying on and sat down behind me.

      “Thank you.” I softly smiled and took a sip of the perfectly sweetened iced tea.

      When I sat back, Levi wrapped his arms around my waist and placed a kiss on the side of my neck.

      I closed my eyes and relished the warmth of his touch. I loved the way it felt to be in his arms and could only imagine how much better it would feel once things were out in the open and I was finally his.

      I’d just placed my glass down on the table when he started kissing my neck. Only when his lips hit the spot just below my ear, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “God, I love how ticklish you are,” he whispered, his breath causing me to laugh more as he kissed that spot again.

      I shifted on the seat and turned, moving to meet his lips, but he placed his forefinger on them, stopping me.

      “You know we can’t do anything yet. I made a promise.”

      I rolled my eyes. How I hated that stupid promise he’d made to my brother.

      “You’re seriously going to wait?” I questioned, my voice cracking. “It’s six more months.”

      “I am. I made a promise to your brother. What kind of friend would I be if I went back on my word?” He leaned back against the chair, looking at me with his gorgeous baby blues.

      “This is so stupid. Levi, you’re a grown man, and I’m a grown woman. We are both capable of making our own decisions.”

      “You don’t need to remind me,” he said, his eyes skimming down my bikini-clad body. “I’ll be just as happy to rip this off you when the time comes as you’ll be to have it ripped off.” He smiled, running his finger under the shoulder strap of my bathing suit.

      He didn’t know just how happy I’d be to have that happen. I’d only been dreaming of it for what felt like forever, wondering what it would be like to feel the weight of him on top of me.

      “It’s six more months, Levi. I don’t think that’s going to make a difference. Let’s just start seeing one another now. Scottie doesn’t need to know. We’re all the way out here. He’s all the way back home. Plus, Monica has him consumed with wedding plans.”

      Levi met my eyes, a small smile on his lips, but then shook his head. “I’ll know.”

      “You’re turning me down?” I questioned.

      “Not turning you down. I’m keeping my word to someone who means a lot to me. Plus, it’s six months. We’ve waited this long. Another six months won’t kill us.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” he asked, placing his finger under my chin and lifting my head so I could look at him.

      “It means I’m dying here, Levi. I’m seriously dying. I want to be with you.”

      “And you will be.”

      I crossed my arms and let out a sigh. “Okay, well, what happens if I meet someone this year, and he sweeps me right off my feet? Then, because of that, we never have the chance to be together because I am head over heels in love with him.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “How are you so sure? It could happen.”

      “Scarlett, let’s be real. You only have eyes for me. I know it, you know it. It’s not like you haven’t dated others. If we weren’t meant to be, you’d have met someone by now and would have run away with him already. A few more months will hurt nothing.” He winked, then placed a kiss on the top of my head and got up off the lounger. “What do you want on your pizza? Same as always?”

      I lay back and watched as he walked across the patio, picking up his phone. My eyes washed over his body and travelled back up in time to meet his eyes as he turned around. I softly smiled. “You know me too well,” I answered, taking another drink of my iced tea.
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        * * *

      

      I closed my eyes just as the credits rolled. I lay on the couch, Levi lay behind me, a blanket thrown across our legs, while his arms wrapped around me. He smells so good, I thought to myself as I took a deep breath.

      “What did you want to watch now, or did you want to hit the hay?” he asked.

      I rubbed my eyes. I didn’t want to go to sleep because sleep meant that I’d have to move to the guest bedroom. Yep, he refused to even share a bed with me.

      “Why don’t we watch something scary?” I questioned.

      “Something scary? Don’t you remember the last time we watched something scary?”

      I shook my head, knowing full well what had happened the last time. It was the night of my sixteenth birthday, and I’d been so frightened in the middle of the night I’d gotten up, rushed across the hall to our spare bedroom where I knew Levi was sleeping. I’d thrown open his bedroom door, fully prepared to crawl into bed with him like I’d done many times before, only to find him… God the memory flooded my body with heat. It had been the first time I’d ever seen a man naked.

      My cheeks flooded with heat, and for the first time, I was thankful I wasn’t facing him.

      “That was different. I was only in my teens. God, I’m a grown woman now.”

      “I’ll never forget the way your eyes washed over my body that night…the color of your cheeks…the shock on your face…” he muttered.

      “Well, it’s not every day a fifteen-year-old walks in on her older brother’s best friend to find him…indisposed.”

      He let out a throaty chuckle, and then I felt him shift away from me for a moment, turning onto his back and pulling the covers off me a little.

      “What are you doing?

      “Covering myself,” he said, adjusting the blanket over himself.

      “Well, I’m cold. Probably had too much sun today,” I said, reaching behind me and pulling the blanket back over my legs.

      “Scarlett, stop fucking around,” he said as he pulled the blanket back on top of him. “You don’t want to know what I have under this blanket.”

      I shifted myself so I was now facing him and propped myself up on my elbow, a playful grin coming to my lips.

      “Maybe I do…” I said, twirling my hair around my finger.

      He looked into my eyes, his face serious as the heat built between us like it had frequently before. It was always this way between us. He’d test me, I’d test him. It was the way we worked. It was the way we’d always worked, but in the end, his promise to my brother always won.

      As our eyes remained locked, I felt his hand grab mine and before I could pull it away, he’d placed it on his hardened cock, holding it there, and closed his eyes.

      Shock travelled up my arm, and I swallowed hard as my body heated while my hand cupped his shaft through the blanket, through his jeans, my memory flashing back to that night all those years ago. I’d seen him. I’d barged into his room after that stupid scary movie they’d forced me to watch and seen his cock in his hand as he stroked himself while laying naked on the bed, covers off to the side.

      It had only been a glimpse, and I jumped as he shouted and covered himself up, causing me to slam the door shut and leave his room. I’d never really realized how big he was until this moment.

      My mouth was dry, and I could feel my heart beating in my ears as I watched him bite his lower lip, his eyes closed while his hand was still resting on top of mine, holding it hostage. I licked my lips, and without barely making any movement, I slowly leaned down and pressed my lips to his.

      We’d kissed millions of times before, but the moment our lips touched this time, electricity flooded my body. Internally, I screamed. My hand tightened around him. I didn’t want this to stop. I wanted all of him right now. My mind flooded with thoughts of him pushing me away, of him leaving, but then his one arm wrapped around me, while the other pulled me down, and he kissed me back.

      All this time, all this flirting and banter, finally maybe it was over, and we could take the next step toward becoming one.

      His tongue washed through my mouth, as his hand fisted my hair, then cupped my cheek. I moved my hand off his cock and placed it on his hip as he slid his body closer to mine, grinding himself against me. I swung my leg onto his hip, wanting to feel more of him as he continued grinding into me. I felt the warmth of his smooth skin as my fingers trailed along his back.

      I couldn’t breathe—not because I was nervous, but because I was afraid any type of movement would make this moment end. I wanted us to cross this imaginary line, because until now, the most he’d ever done was cuddle me during a movie, place tiny kisses on my neck when we were alone, and flirt with me until I was ready to drop because he’d made me so weak in the knees.

      I felt his fingers playing with the buttons on my shirt, and one by one he slowly undid them all, slipping his large hand into my shirt and gripping my side. He kissed me deeper, and when his thumb grazed the side of my breast, I let out a soft moan.

      Just as I ran my fingers through his thick, dark hair, he broke the kiss and looked down at me, his hair disheveled.

      He studied me, looking deep into my eyes. “We—”

      I placed my fingers on his lips. “Don’t say it,” I whispered, my throat straining from the flood of emotions I was feeling. “Please…don’t say it.”

      He looked down at me for what felt like forever, then he slowly lowered his head and took my lips with his, consuming my mouth. When he pulled his lips from mine and looked down at me again, I thought for sure he was going to say it, but he got up, shut the TV off, held out his hand for me to take, and led me down the hall.

      I felt as if I were floating on a bed of clouds as I followed him, my hand in his. He met my eyes, softly smiled, and then stopped right outside the spare bedroom, pushed me up against the wall. He pressed himself against me, took my mouth with his, his tongue washing through my mouth as his hands explored me. Then he broke the kiss, pulled away and stepped back.

      “I’ve wanted you for so long, Scarlett. I promised myself I’d never lay a finger on you until you’re done school…and as fucking tempting as you are, I’m hell bent on keeping that promise.”

      I stood there, my body on fire as I watched his eyes wash over me while he slowly backed away.

      “That’s why I’m saying good night, Scarlett, and I’m going to ask that you don’t come into my room tonight, because I don’t think I have the strength to hold back much longer.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      “Congratulations, Scarlett.”

      I could feel my cheeks heat as Scottie and Levi stood there holding a small graduation cake in Levi’s living room.

      It just so happened that Levi had a couple days off from games and had invited me and Scottie to stay before we took off home to see Mom and Dad.

      “I should also announce this isn’t the only celebration,” Levi added, slipping a knife through the cake.

      “Oh, what else are we celebrating?” Scottie questioned.

      “Well, I’ll let Scarlett tell you,” Levi added, popping a piece of cake on a plate for each of us.

      Scottie looked over at me, a smile on his face as he waited for me to tell him.

      “Now don’t get too excited, but I got a job with Ice Insiders. I did a co-op for them this past semester, and while it’s only a temp position for now, it has good promise to become something more once I prove myself.”

      “That’s outstanding, Scarlett. So, you’ll be staying in the city then?”

      I glanced over at Levi. We’d kept our relationship on the quiet side for the past month, and a couple of weeks ago, with the news of the new position, just as planned, we were moving in together. I had no idea how Scottie was going to take this news. I still needed to tell Mom and Dad. I was probably crazy for telling Scottie first.

      “I will be.” I swallowed hard, still trying to gage his reaction.

      “Well, I’d ask Levi to check in on you, but with his schedule, he’s barely in the city.”

      “Don’t be silly. You don’t even need to ask. I’ll keep an eye on her,” Levi added, passing each of us a piece of cake.

      “How are you going to do that? Like I said, you’re barely here. I think I counted two weeks out of the past eleven.” Scottie chuckled.

      Levi and I looked at one another.

      “Well, I’ve asked Scarlett to move in here. It will be perfect. Honestly, someone will be here while I’m out of town, and since the building is secure, I know she’ll be safe,” Levi added.

      Scottie thought about it for a moment as he shoved a forkful of cake in his mouth and then nodded. “Might be a good idea, Scar. I mean rent out here— well, I can’t even imagine what it must cost.”

      I looked at Levi, my hands shaking with nerves as Scottie still rambled on about rent, bills, and how what I would earn in a temp position couldn’t possibly cover everything. How I’d never be able to support myself on that type of wage.

      “We’re dating, bro,” Levi announced, saving me from having to tell him.

      Scottie’s head lifted so quickly, I feared it might pop off.

      “What?”

      “The reason I’ve asked her to move in isn’t the reasons you’re talking about. We’re dating. We thought we should tell you first. After all, I promised you I’d never lay a hand on her until she graduated, and I told you once she had all promises were off.”

      Scottie was quiet for a few moments as he looked from me to Levi.

      “You were serious?”

      “Yes, he’s serious, Scottie.” I nervously laughed and reached over, placing my hand on his, hoping he wasn’t going to be too angry.

      “Well, you know I’m going to have to give him the lecture, right?” my brother said, looking at me.

      I rolled my eyes at him. I’d have thought Levi had already proved himself to Scottie through this entire ordeal.

      “Only if you feel it’s necessary, but I can assure you he will not hurt me.”

      “Not gonna hurt her, bro. That I promise,” Levi said.

      “What kind of big brother would I be if I didn’t say it?” Scottie asked, looking over at me.

      “A shitty one.” I giggled.

      Levi and Scottie laughed at the same time and then gave one another a congratulatory fist bump.

      The next morning, I had my shower and made my way down to the kitchen wrapped in my bathrobe. Levi looked over at me, a smile on his face as I took a seat at the breakfast bar.

      “It’s going to be so nice to have you here,” Levi said, sliding a plate of pancakes my way.

      “I know, I can’t wait. My lease is up at the end of the month, which gives me time to go home, see my mom and dad and get back to the city to pack to move at the end of the month. Which, good news, I’ve already arranged a moving truck.”

      “Babe, you should know the guys and I will move you.”

      “No way, I’m not having the guys from the hockey team help move me. I barely know any of them, and besides, what if you’re at an away game?”

      “Well, you best get to know them. They are my second family, and my schedule is right here for the entire season.” Levi winked, tapping the schedule that was on the side of his fridge.

      Levi had just started eating while I shoved the last few bites of my pancakes into my mouth when someone knocked on the door.

      “That better not be them,” I said, jumping off the stool, alarmed that I was naked under this bathrobe.

      Levi chuckled before leaning down to kiss me.

      “Might be. You never know.” He winked. “Go on, go get dressed,” he said, slapping my ass as I turned away from him, causing me to let out a giggle.

      Once down the hall and in his bedroom, I took my time getting dressed, washing my face, and then I ran a brush through my hair and put it up in a high ponytail. I shoved my things into my bag and then made my way down the hall. I was just about in the kitchen when I heard voices. I stopped and listened. Was that a woman’s voice I heard?

      I stood still, listening. It was a woman’s voice. At first, she was calm, but soon their voices started getting elevated, but I still couldn’t make out their conversation as the exchange between them continued. Then things got quiet, and I heard Levi clear his throat and beg the person to wait.

      A funny feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I’d never heard Levi sound panicked before. He continued asking the person to wait, to give him a chance to figure out exactly what this was, and then the door slammed shut and the apartment was quiet.

      I stood there for a moment. I wanted to give Levi a few minutes to himself.  I felt that whatever had just gone on wasn’t really any of my business, but at the same time I wanted to know what had happened. I was about to turn and head back down the hall when I heard what sounded like a baby crying.

      For a moment I froze, my stomach threatening to release the contents of the breakfast I’d just eaten. I tiptoed down the rest of the hallway and rounded the corner, stepping into the kitchen...and stopped dead in my tracks at the scene in front of me.

      There, by the door, surrounded by a pile of bags at his feet, stood Levi.

      And in his arms was a baby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Levi – Six Years Later

      

      

      
      The sun shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows of my condo’s living room. I took a sip of my coffee, quickly checking the time on my phone. It was five thirty; I had to be at the arena in an hour, which meant if we didn’t get a move on, I’d be late for practice for the second time in the past week.

      “Come on, Mia, get your things. We’re going to be late,” I called.

      I scrolled through the email Lucas sent me from Pamela, our head of PR, as I took another mouthful of coffee, and then shoved the last of my hard-boiled egg into my mouth. Tonight, after the game, we were going to be interviewed by Scarlett Green, or I should say the team.

      I’d been in a state of shock ever since the night of the barbeque when Lucas asked the guys if they’d heard of her. I knew I’d probably let it slip when my head shot up, but I was certain I’d done a good job of recovery. While I still kept in touch with her brother Scott on a weekly basis, he’d done a good job of not mentioning her to me ever again, just like I’d asked.

      “Mia, let’s go,” I called again, annoyance in my voice.

      I was just about to shove my phone in my pocket when it vibrated. I looked at the screen to see new messages from the guys.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lucas: You dicks ready for tonight’s interview with Ice Insiders….

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Knox: Sure am, Lorelai has been grilling me with potential questions asked at other interviews. I should be golden.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lucas: Why are you this way?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Knox: What? Prepared? Because I don’t want to look like an idiot on camera…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Clay: You don’t need to worry, you always look like an idiot.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dylan: Whoa, those are some big words coming from a guy who’s probably lying in bed with his sister right now.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Clay: Nope, in the car getting coffee. She’s home laying in post coital bliss and those were her words, by the way.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Knox: I need to bleach my eyes now and you must need your teeth rearranged, again.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Dylan: Okay, this had better end before we get to practice. Can’t have you two all bloody and bruised for pictures afterward. We’ll talk more at practice, but we’d better be on game tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Colton: Don’t worry Dylan, Levi and I will help hold them back from one another should need be.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Levi: Speak for yourself…I’m not on the interview list for tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      I tapped the edge of my phone and shut my screen off before shoving it into my pocket. I didn’t want to face questions from the guys about why I wouldn’t be there. The moment I heard that Scarlett was the one interviewing, I’d set up a private meeting with Pamela and requested I be excluded from tonight’s interview.

      I had my reasons for the request, which I was told would be better if I disclosed, but I kept them private. Pamela didn’t need to know about my past, or about the fact that Scarlett had been the first and last person to break my heart into a million pieces, with zero chance of putting it back together the day she walked away from us because Mia had been dropped at my door. That was why, to this day, I remained single, only having an occasional date here and there. I couldn’t allow Mia to get hurt, and allowing women in and out of my life and hers would lead to exactly that.

      Scarlett also didn’t know I was playing for the Dominators. At least, I hoped she didn’t. I’d told her brother not to mention it, but I was certain, with her being in the sports circles, she got notifications of every trade out there. I could only hope she missed the news about mine.

      I grabbed my mug and plate and carried it to the kitchen where I was just about to yell down the hall again, when Mia came out of her room carrying her hairbrush.

      “Can you brush my hair?” she questioned, shoving her messy hair out of her face. “Gramma did all summer.”

      “Mia, honey, we don’t have a lot of time,” I said, feeling
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