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      Turns out we both need to score…a second chance, roommates-to-lovers hockey romance.

      

      Hunter

      

      I can’t be alone. But I can’t be in a relationship. And now I can’t even score on the ice. I’m in a slump.

      I figure an off-limits pet sitter is just what I need. Until I see who the agency sent me.

      Winter Allen is standing all grown up at my front door.

      She’s my hat-trick: the looks, the heart, and the history.

      I let her run off to Broadway because she deserved to follow her teenage dreams as much as I did.

      We both got everything we wanted. So why does she look so damn lonely?

      

      Winter

      

      I didn’t plan to see Hunter Storm again. And I don’t plan to tell him why I’m back home in New Orleans.

      But after one devilish grin, my body tells me Hunter’s the only man who can help me.

      Turns out we both need to score again. So who’s to say it’s a bad idea to mix his fire and my gasoline?

      What are we doing? I’m not sure, but it feels too good to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Dad, thanks for holding on tight to me—and your beer—while rooting for your favorite team. You were always a father before a fan, and I love you more than words can say.
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      Hunter

      I check the defender hard into the boards and win the battle for the puck.

      Spinning around, I cradle the prize with my stick as I skate down the open ice toward the goal.

      The goalie pushes out from the net to try to narrow down my angles, but I’m going too fast. With a quick flick of my wrist, I launch the puck off the end of my stick.

      It zips past the goalie’s outstretched glove but sails wide left and misses the net.

      “Fuck,” I growl as I race behind the goal.

      I slam into the first defender before he reaches my errant shot, and Murph dislodges the puck from between him and the boards. Murph looks up and sees that Liam has a clear path to the net, and he sends the puck toward him. Liam fakes like he’s going low with his shot, and at the last second, he flips the puck up past the goalie’s stick and into the back of the net.

      I breathe out in relief as the buzzer sounds.

      “One to nothing,” Liam says as he pounds me on the back. “We’ve still got a shot to win the division.”

      But when we skate over to the bench and file off the ice, Coach Jones isn’t smiling.

      “Nice going.” Coach slaps Murph and Liam on the shoulders before turning to me. “You do what you need to do to get out of this funk, Storm. You hear me? Whatever it takes. You’re our first-line left winger. I want to keep it that way.”

      His warning isn’t subtle, and I know he meant it that way.

      “Understood,” I tell him. “I’m working through it.”

      “You need my help, just let me know.”

      “Yes, sir.” I continue past him.

      “Whatever it takes, Hunt,” Liam says to me as he echoes our family motto. My brother’s tone is determined like always. “Right?”

      “Right.”

      Once we’re off the ice and out of earshot of any media or coaches, Murph mutters to me, “We need you, Hunt. We got lucky tonight.”

      Dean, our best defenseman, catches up to us as we head for our lockers. “Fuck, yeah, we did.” His blond hair is sweaty and sticking to his head as he removes his helmet and throws it into his locker. “We should have beat those guys going away.”

      I grimace. This slump has stretched for nearly four weeks. All of January, and now that we’ve hit February and nothing’s changed, I’m starting to panic. But I don’t say that.

      Prior to January, I’d been having the best season of my career. There was talk of league MVP, and I was stoked. Lately, all that talk has cooled, and I just want to get back to what I know I’m capable of.

      It was always my dream to play hockey for my home state of Louisiana—not to mention with my brothers. So when the New Orleans Fire got an expansion team three years ago, and my oldest brother, Liam, and I were picked up, it was a dream come true.

      Our twin brothers, Jared and Max, were still under contract for the Montana Wild Kings, but New Orleans was able to snag Camden Murphy out of free agency. Murph is my childhood friend and brother in everything but his last name, and the three of us are feeling pretty damn lucky. We’ve got a great owner who’s all in, and I want to pay him back for bringing me here by playing at an MVP level. But I can’t do that unless I get myself out of this damn slump.

      I open my locker and toss my helmet onto the shelf. I take off my skates and then start to strip off my jersey and shoulder pads.

      “I know what the problem is,” a familiar deep, gravelly voice says from my left. “You miss living with me, don’t you, baby brother?”

      I glance up. Wearing nothing but a towel around his waist, Liam leans against the locker next to mine. He’s got his usual obnoxious grin on his ruggedly handsome face.

      I cross my arms over my chest and set my jaw as I give my brother a hard look.

      “Liam, back the fuck off. I don’t need to live with you to get out of my slump.”

      “Kind of do, man.” Murph nods seriously, his overgrown dark hair falling into his eyes.

      “We’ve all got superstitions, right?” Dean says, his dark eyes serious. “Most athletes do. Yours is to have a roommate and make sure you stay the hell away from relationships.”

      Murph adds, “So how do you manage? Same way I do—you fuck on the regular. You’re doing that part just fine. But the first one? Clearly, you need a new roommate.” He turns to Liam. “You left him high and dry.”

      Liam shakes his head. “Wasn’t meant that way. He swore he had a new housemate lined up. How was I to know he’d lied?”

      “I didn’t want you changing your plans for me,” I say stubbornly. “I did have someone lined up. But he bailed at the last minute.”

      “Well, I’ve got a kid at home—and a wife,” Liam says. “And you, Dean, and Murph have got what? Another weekend picking up the flavor of the month?”

      I look into my older brother’s narrowed green eyes. Sometimes, it’s like looking in the mirror. But I’d never tell him that.

      “You were just like us until Cathy got pregnant and you two decided to make a go of it,” I say, giving it right back to him.

      Liam’s jaw turns to stone, and he runs his hand through the same dark wavy hair we can both thank our late father for.

      “Watch it, little brother,” he growls.

      I tug at my own hair that’s plastered to my head from sweat. “I’m happy for you; don’t misunderstand me.” I raise my hands in a surrender gesture. “I’m just saying—don’t judge me because a part of you still wants to be free and easy.”

      And…I’ve touched a nerve.

      “I love my kid, okay?” Liam’s face is suddenly inches from mine. “And I love my wife. Just because the only girl you ever loved left town…”

      I push him into the lockers. He may be older than me, but I’ve got three inches and twenty pounds on him. Being the tallest in the family comes in handy when you’re the youngest of four boys.

      “Jesus, Hunt,” Liam says as I hold him hostage. “I’m sorry, okay? Winter just pushes all your buttons. She always did.”

      I press Liam harder against the lockers and pin his arm behind his back. “You better quit talking, big brother.”

      As usual, he doesn’t listen. “Why don’t you move on and find a nice girl to settle down with?” he says. “Then you’d have a permanent roommate and wouldn’t be screwing up our playoff hopes.”

      At his last words, I still. “You’re clearly not listening. I don’t do relationships.” Relationships are inherently messy, and I need to put all my focus on my career.

      “Hey!” Coach Jones steps into our space and separates me from Liam. “Ease up, Storms. There’s media around. You two brothers want to go somewhere private so you can beat the shit out of each other like you’re kids again? No problem. But not here. Not when you’re with the team.”

      Coach Jones may not have played in the pros, but he was a star college player, and he’s still in excellent shape. He has no problem shoving Liam and me apart, nor any hesitation in giving us both a lethal staredown.

      I back off, apologize to Coach, and grab my towel. I peel off the rest of my padding and uniform, wrap the towel around my waist, and head for the showers.

      Murph and Dean catch up to me.

      “Let’s get drinks after this,” Murph suggests. “Blow off some steam.”

      “Can’t,” I say. “I’ve got to remedy my living situation, remember?”

      “You have a plan?” He raises one dark, bushy eyebrow in surprise.

      “Sure I do. I have a pet sitter moving in to care for my cat. I’m gone so much I was paying through the nose for last-minute care by strangers I don’t trust to do a good job, and I hate leaving her at a kennel. So, this will take care of two of my problems. Plus, I’ve got a late night planned with Deb.”

      “So, you’ll get yourself a housemate in the form of a pet sitter, which also resolves your cat care problem.” Murph holds up a finger. “And you’ve got plans with your on and off fuck buddy.” He holds up a second finger. “Those two things should kill the slump, right?”

      “Right.” They better, or I could lose my place on the first line. And worse, we could miss the playoffs altogether. I’ve worked too damn hard for that to happen.

      “Who’s the pet sitter?” Dean asks.

      I shrug. “Someone who knows the French Quarter. She used to live in New Orleans years ago. I asked for an older lady who won’t be impressed by my profession, preferably someone who doesn’t follow hockey at all. The agent told me she had it handled, and she’s making sure the woman signs an NDA.”

      “Huh. A chick. Well, as long as you don’t fuck her, right?” Dean says. “That will just complicate things.”

      “I’m not interested in screwing around with a live-in. You guys know that.”

      Murph shoots me a warning look. “And I know you, Hunt. Just remember, a roommate, even if she’s hot, is off-limits.”
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      Winter

      From the backseat of the taxi, I stare out the dirty window at the city lights as the driver weaves his way through New Orleans.

      He doesn’t drive as crazy fast as the cab drivers in Manhattan, but my stomach’s queasy anyway. Must be that fast food I picked up when I got off the plane nearly an hour ago.

      I shake my head at myself. Who am I kidding?

      My stomach’s queasy because of where I’m headed.

      Home.

      The place I swore I’d never return—New Orleans, Louisiana—where all I ever talked about when I lived here was getting out. Even if I’m only here temporarily, it still feels too long.

      In just a few minutes, I’ll pay the driver and step out into the heart of New Orleans—the French Quarter. I’ll inhale the thick, humid air that reminds me so much of my childhood, air that always maintains a hint of the nearby Mississippi River. I can’t deny I’ve missed the south, but the humidity does nothing good for my hair.

      My phone rings just as the driver veers right sharply, and I brace myself to avoid slamming my head against the window.

      “Hello, bestie,” I say as I answer.

      “Yay, you answered! That must mean you’ve landed!” Peyton’s cheery voice comes through the receiver clearly.

      I swallow hard, wishing I felt a hundredth as happy as she does living here. Peyton Black has the perfect set-up—she and her boyfriend, Scott, travel the country for months at a time in their motorcoach, and they also spend time visiting his family in Europe. With her business and her parents and brother in New Orleans, Peyton has the wings and the roots, which is all I ever wanted.

      “That’s right. I’ve landed,” I say, trying to sound positive.

      “Oh, sugar, you’re miserable already,” she says in concern.

      The driver winds through the streets of the French Quarter, and I glance around with interest. It may be nighttime, but the Quarter never sleeps, and people are bustling about the curved streets. The pet sitting job that I applied for is right near here, which was one of the things that drew me to the position. I grew up wishing I could walk around the city at leisure, and this will give me the chance.

      “How did your last audition go? The one for the lead on the new Broadway show?” Peyton asks me.

      “Um…” I pause. “Not great. It was super competitive.”

      I don’t tell her I bombed that audition, much like the one before, and that was the impetus for my manager insisting I take a few months’ break and leave town.

      “Your voice is shot, Winter,” Pat said. “And you’re not the same. Get out of the city for the spring and summer, and come back in the fall for audition season.”

      “But I can’t miss any time here,” I protested. We had just met for coffee around the corner from Times Square where Pat delivered the bad news about my latest failed audition. “I just got my big break. That’s why I’m getting all these calls. You know that.”

      We both knew that one more blown audition might cement my reputation as a one-hit-wonder. But Pat was kind enough not to say anything. He just patted my shoulder and told me he’d stay in touch. And then he walked away, leaving me standing on the sidewalk with a half-empty cup of coffee and a nearly-finished career.

      “I’m sorry, sugar. Let Scott and me take you out tonight,” Peyton says, bringing me out of my thoughts. “We’ll meet up with the others and go to the Riverway, not fancy like you and your big-star self are used to with all those Manhattan clubs, but it’ll still be fun.”

      “That sounds great,” I say. “But…” I hesitate and cut myself off.

      But Peyton’s not one of my oldest friends for nothing. “Hunter won’t be there,” she promises. “Well, I can’t swear that he won’t be out and about, but everyone knows better than to invite him to come with us when you’re going to be there.”

      I exhale as the cab comes to a stop outside a stand-alone residence.

      “But you do know you’re going to have to see him sometime,” she says gently. “I mean, I know you’re returning to New York, but you’ll be here for a while, and the Storm brothers are kind of a big deal around here. Especially once the ice hockey team came to town, and Liam and Hunt became its two biggest stars.”

      “It was easier when he played hockey elsewhere,” I murmur. “I could come home and know he wouldn’t be around. But now that he’s here…”

      “I get it.” Peyton’s voice softens. “But he’s definitely here now. And he’s pretty much impossible to ignore. You’ll see the billboards of the team around the city, and his handsome face is plastered on all of them.”

      “Have you gone out with him at all?” I never ask her about the boy from my past, but I’d rather know in advance than be surprised later.

      “A few times,” she says. “My brother’s seen him a bunch. And not just at his games.” She pauses. “Hunter’s party side hasn’t exactly let up since you left.”

      “I’m sure it hasn’t. I know I’ll have to deal with him eventually. I just need a little time to get my feet down first.”

      I don’t want to admit that seeing Hunter Storm again is the hardest part about returning to New Orleans.

      I pay the driver and grab my one small suitcase. The rest of my stuff will be delivered to my parents’ house tomorrow, so I’m traveling light. At least I don’t have to live with my parents. I’ll see them plenty, but the idea of moving back into my childhood bedroom is a bit too much.

      I look up at the house before me curiously.

      It’s freshly painted in white with blue trim and is much better taken care of than I’d expected it to be. I had assumed it would have a barely lived-in feel, because the agent I spoke with explained how the owners are rarely home, but that they don’t like to move their cat every time they leave on business. She said the owners are a young couple with a baby and that the man’s line of work is rather “unconventional,” but she didn’t elaborate. And I didn’t ask. This is New Orleans—unconventional could mean literally anything.

      It’s a two-story, townhouse-style home with a cute front porch and upper balcony. Being in the city, it’s right next to the neighboring homes, but it has a driveway that leads into the back of the lot, and the entire property has a warm, homey feeling. And the location can’t be beat. It’s on a quiet side street only a block from Jackson Square.

      The agent from the pet sitting service told me the owners would be home to meet me and show me around the place, so I climb the front steps. Catching sight of the sign that reads Come inside porch to find doorbell, I push through the screen door and step inside the porch, and that’s when I come face to furry face with a handsome, orange-striped cat sitting on a porch swing and looking up at me with interest. I go to give it a quick pat.

      “You’re a sweetheart,” I murmur into the kitty’s long fur. “I could definitely take care of you.”

      The enclosed screen makes more sense now—it’s a perfect space for a cat to hang out.

      Before I can press the doorbell, I hear the door to the house open, and I straighten up. The wooden door opens outward, and it stands between me and the owner of the house, so I take the few steps around.

      And…I suck back my gasp at who’s standing in the doorway.

      Holy. Shit.

      For the first time in ten years, I stare up into the deep green eyes of Hunter Storm.

      I immediately start shaking. I don’t know if he notices. He seems a little preoccupied staring at my breasts.

      He’s so…masculine. His eyes are greener than I remembered. His dark, wavy hair’s a little more tamed except for one lock that still falls over his forehead. His jaw is set and strong.

      And Jesus, he’s built. I get that he’s a professional athlete, but wow…he’s grown up nice. He’s all man now.

      I watch the muscles in Hunter’s forearm flex as he braces his arm against the door. The urging to touch him is too strong, too scary. But God, how I want to.

      I picked up the phone to call him a thousand times over the last ten years—when I blew my first audition and was sitting on the steps of my dorm room at NYU, crying my eyes out; when I broke up with three guys in a week because none of them made me feel a millionth of what I felt when I was with him; when I found out backstage I had to replace the lead of Seasonal Bliss and was certain I was going to throw up from terror. And of course, the last time I almost called him when my world was falling apart.

      I always dialed his number but then hung up before he answered. And now, he’s standing right in front of me.

      Holy. Shit.
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      Hunter

      I open the door to let Theo inside.

      Then someone steps around the corner into the doorway.

      I suck in a breath as my world tips on its axis like it hasn’t done in ten years.

      Winter Princess Allen.

      Her mouth drops open, and we stare at each other in silence.

      “You’re supposed to be my new boss,” she finally says, immediately reaching for the spaghetti straps of her tank top, straps that have fallen off her shoulders, exposing creamy skin underneath.

      I don’t speak or move at first. I just take her in for a long minute—

      Same chest-length black hair that I used to bury my fingers in; bewitching red pout that could swear like a sailor; and almond-shaped blue eyes that saw right through me like nobody else ever could.

      Her pink frilly skirt is short enough that I can see the scar on her mid-thigh she got when she slipped in the lake and cut herself on a rock. The thin fabric of her top hides absolutely nothing, and her nipples are poking against the fabric, practically daring me to touch them. Her feet are in open-toed sandals, as usual, and her toenails are painted pink. Cotton candy pink, I think she used to correct me.

      Winter looks as startled to see me as I am her.

      “How’d you know where I live?” I say in a far-more accusing tone than I meant.

      She furrows her eyebrows. “I don’t know where you live. I’m here for the couple needing a pet sitter. Shit. Did I get the address wrong?”

      She starts flipping through her phone.

      Crap. I reach out and catch her wrist. “Don’t bother. This is the right place.”

      Her eyes widen.

      “You’re the couple with the cat? The agency said the man travels a lot.”

      I gesture to the New Orleans Fire sweatshirt I’m wearing. “Road trip next week.”

      She sighs. “Oh Lord.”

      Oh Lord is right. I raise an eyebrow at her. “So you want a tour of the place?”

      She looks at me like I’m nuts. “Right. Like you and I could live together peaceably. No, I’ll just be on my way. My parents will be thrilled to see me, anyway. You know my father—always convinced the square is filled with murderers.”

      But after seeing Winter again for the first time in years, I’m not about to let her go that easily.

      “You already came all this way.” I step out onto the porch, and she inhales. “Do you want to come in? Or are you afraid you won’t be able to control yourself if you get too close to me?”

      She covers with a forced smile. “Did you know I was coming home?”

      My short laugh cuts through the bullshit, and she blushes. No man could make Winter blush but me. No one else could get through that layer of superiority her mother trained her in so well.

      “Yeah, and I made sure to hire you. Because we ended things so well the last time.” I try to say it jokingly, but the pain between us lingers.

      One thing Winter and I always know how to do is fight. Ever since we were kids, we would get each other going. When we were young, those fights ended in making up with ice cream cones by the lake, and when we got older…let’s just say a good fight between Winter and me finished in an even hotter make-out session.

      She bites her lip like she knows what I’m thinking.

      I watch her gather herself, put on her polite face, and nod. “Pardon my manners. I left Manhattan before dawn, so I didn’t get a proper night’s sleep.”

      But I can’t let go of the thought nagging at me. “So why are you home, Winter? I figured a big Broadway star like you would be too busy these days to visit Louisiana. You just decided to come home for a while?”

      She hesitates, and I can tell she’s debating whether to tell a white lie or go for the truth.

      When she exhales heavily and purses her lips, I know she’s about to tell me the truth cloaked in some kind of a white lie.

      “I hurt my vocal cords performing,” she says in a voice so sad I nearly reach for her. “My manager sent me home. So, no more Broadway auditions until the fall.”

      I’m not sure which of the above was a lie, or maybe she simply omitted something. Either way, she didn’t give me the whole story. But I’m not about to call her out on it right now. She’s clearly in some kind of pain, and the last thing she needs is me being a dick.

      “I’m sorry,” I say gruffly.

      “Thank you.”

      Ten seconds of us assessing each other in silence.

      Yep. The chemistry’s still there. Winter Allen can still rev me up like no other woman. And she’s still off-limits—she was never meant to stay with me. She had her Broadway dreams to pursue, and hell if I was going to be the asshole to hold her back.

      And I had my own dreams. Since we were kids, my three brothers and I were laser-focused on ice hockey. Sounds absolutely nuts to have a hockey dream in a southern city that, honest to God, didn’t always have an ice hockey rink, but we caught hockey fever from watching the college and pro games on TV with our dad. He made sure we could go to camps every summer, and we travelled to Baton Rouge to play in a local club league that’s since defunct.

      Somehow, all four of us made the pros.

      But my other dream—the one that involved Winter—apparently wasn’t meant to be.

      It’s not like she and I ever even dated. We were…undefined. We weren’t quite friends, and we weren’t quite lovers—we were everything and nothing to each other, all at once.

      So, I supported her Broadway dreams, and she supported my hockey ones. She’d leave town frequently to study in Manhattan, and I’d be gone in the summers for weeks at a time, practicing hockey. Somehow, our dual obsessive natures matched up. Our chemistry was nuclear, and no one could get my attention like she could.

      But we were too singularly focused on our goals to have room for a real relationship. And when Winter moved to New York right after high school graduation as planned, to attend college and major in performing arts with her eye on Broadway, I stuck with my plan to attend college locally and throw all my energy into getting drafted.

      She and I drifted apart like people do when they don’t see each other for years. To get through it, I put up a wall and firmly shut the door on keeping in touch.

      But I was young and stubborn then. Now I’m older and slightly less obstinate.

      “I’ve kept tabs on you, you know.”

      Winter’s lips part. “You have?”

      I can’t believe I just revealed my hand, but no sense in holding back now. “I have.” I look her right in the eyes when I say, “I’m fucking proud of you, Princess. You’ve done good.”

      The polite expression on her face eases, and she says, “Thank you, Hunt. That means a lot. And just so you know—I watch as many of your games as I can on TV. No matter whether you’ve been in Phoenix or New Orleans, I cheer for your team.”

      This surprises me. Winter always supported me unconditionally, but we ended in a fight…probably the only way we could say goodbye without it killing either of us.

      “You cheered for the Phoenix Hawks?” I tease her.

      “I cheered for you, Hunt. Wherever you were playing. I’m so proud of you, too.”

      “Thanks.” I clear my throat, desperate to get rid of the emotion suddenly clogging it. “So you applied for this pet sitting job to avoid living at the Allen Jail?”

      She breaks form at my joke, and a beautiful smile fills her face. That one dimple on her left cheek was always my undoing.

      “Pretty much. But the rest of my time in New Orleans?” She holds up her hands. “Still figuring it out.”

      Something doesn’t add up.

      “What about your lead role in Seasonal Bliss? That must have opened a lot of doors, huh?”

      She shifts from one foot to the other and looks past me out the window.

      “Um…I’ve had issues auditioning. I’ve screwed up my last few.”

      I’m stumped. How could Winter be blowing her big break? She always relished the pressure; the bigger the spotlight, the brighter she shined.

      But she clearly doesn’t want to talk about it.

      “Well, pet sitting is a fun gig too. Could teach you a few things in case you ever have to act alongside a cat.”

      Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Right.”

      I inhale.

      I could stand here and talk to Winter forever. She’s mesmerizing and fascinating and as complex and beautiful as she always was. But I can’t look for something in a woman who’s only here for six months max.

      I open the door wide. “Come on. I’ll show you around the house. No one knows better than I do the torture you’re gonna be in for if you live with your parents while you’re here.”

      Her mouth opens and then closes. I can practically see the wheels churning in her mind.

      “The city’s crowded, Winter. And not everyone who advertises for a pet sitter should be trusted.”

      She inhales so sharply I hear it catch in her throat.

      “You okay?” I ask her.

      “Yes,” she stammers. “Fine. But I don’t think you and I are good housemates material.”

      “Maybe not, but the chances of finding a safe place for rent this short notice is nil. Plus, you get a twofer—me and Theo here.” I gesture to the cat, who’s watching us both closely.

      “What about your…” She almost seems to force the next word out. “Wife? Or is it girlfriend? And your…” Another pause before she says
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